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Praise for Loop


“A glorious tapestry of ideas . . . Brenda Lozano is among several contemporary Mexican writers whose playfully innovative work has met with acclaim in the UK . . . Let’s hope more of [her] work will follow”


Guardian


“Loop sits comfortably amongst such award-winning experimental narratives (like Milkman by Anna Burns, Flights by Olga Tokarczuk and Jennifer Croft, and the recently Booker-shortlisted Ducks, Newburyport by Lucy Ellmann) as a clearer espousal of truth to life than something that is, ironically perhaps, more familiar to our tastes . . . Loop is, quite honestly, faultless”


Books and Bao


“Like Rachel Cusk herself, who has said in recent years that she is ‘not interested in character because I don’t think character exists anymore,’ the narrator is fed up with conventional storytelling: ‘To hell with Second World War novels, sir; to the Devil with historical fiction, madam; forget all those stories about middle-aged European men. Plots come and go, action is secondary. The voice is what matters. Listen to your voice, however it sounds’”


New York Times


“It can be read as a lament for a species whose greed and obsession with success has made it lose perspective and exaggerate its proportions, and which now threatens to erase itself from history like writing on the sand. It can be read as a manifesto for realist magic as opposed to magic realism. It can be read aloud between lovers or in solitary silence. But most important of all, it should be read, period”


The Quietus


“Lozano’s playful prose and imagery propel the book forward . . . A delightful meditation on waiting, love, and the inevitability of change”


Publishers Weekly
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Best Witchcraft is Geometry


To the magician’s mind—


His ordinary acts are feats


To thinking of mankind.


Emily Dickinson


The nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth.


The named is the mother of all things.


Tao Te Ching
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It was six at night when Guadalupe came to tell me they had killed Paloma. I don’t remember times or dates, I don’t know when I was born because I was born like the mountain was, go ask the mountain when it was born, but I know it was six at night when Guadalupe came to say they killed Paloma as she was getting ready to go out, I saw her there in her room, I saw her body on the floor and the shine for her eyes on her fingers and I saw her hands they were two in the mirror and the shine was on both like she had just put it on her eyes, like she could get up to put some on mine.


Paloma loved many men who didn’t love her back and she loved many men who did, they came one after another to her vigil and her vigil was like a vela. My sister Francisca and I had Paloma from my father’s side, she was the only thing we had from his family, she was the daughter of my father’s brother Gaspar, who also is dead. Paloma was the only one who carried the curandero blood of my father and my grandfather and of my great-grandfather the curandero, she was the one who taught me what I know, she was the one who told me, Feliciana, you’re a curandera because you carry it in your blood. She told me, This is how you do this thing or the other and that’s not how you do that, and she told me, You have the Language, love, she was the one who said, Feliciana, you are the curandera of the Language because yours is the Book. Paloma cured many men who didn’t love her and many men who did, she cured many people and told others their future and told them the future of affections in bloom or of affections that had wilted and turned to hate, and people liked her for that, because she was good at giving advice about love, people laughed with her and they went to her because she was good at giving advice about love.


Death called to Paloma three times. The first time it called to her was when she fell in love with a politician, death laid its egg in her then. It called for her the second time when she loved a loveless man and that time death trilled its song in her ear. The third time death called to her was when she loved a man from the city who had a disease still unborn but soon to be, and death sang to her as clear as the sun that it would come to her at six the night Guadalupe came to me to say they killed her with the shine on her fingers and I saw her in the mirror two times and two times she looked so alive except for the stain of blood spreading under her. A terrible hour, I remember that terrible hour. For me, it was six at night everywhere in the world, six at night today and yesterday and tomorrow, and for all time, and even though each place has its own clock, its own time and its own tongue, for me the only time and tongue and the only words were those ones because Guadalupe had come to say they killed Paloma. It was six at night and shadows fell across the milpa, it was exactly six at night when the Language left me.
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I agreed to write the article about Paloma’s murder because gender violence sends me into a rage. I couldn’t take the unending stream of news stories about femicide, rape, and abuse anymore – or the sexist jokes I’d hear around the office, for that matter. Any situation or remark that targeted a woman or someone who identified as one would set me off, and I wanted to do whatever I could from the trench I’d dug at the newsroom. Plus, I wanted to meet Feliciana. I was fascinated by her. When I took the assignment, I didn’t know any more about her than anyone else did: I knew she was the legendary curandera of the Language and the most famous shaman alive. I knew that the words she used in her veladas, the ceremonies she performed, had miraculous healing powers and I knew the stories about the artists, writers, directors, and musicians who’d travelled halfway around the world to meet her. The professors and linguists from other countries who’d gone to see her in the mountains of San Felipe. I knew that books, films, songs, and paintings had come out of these visits – I didn’t know exactly which ones, but I knew they existed. I received a photo of Paloma lying on the ground in a pool of blood next to a bed draped with a peacock throw.


A co-worker wrote me a two-line email saying that Paloma was related to Feliciana and had initiated her as a curandera, but that was all the information he had.


I’ve never been into supernatural stuff, definitely not fortune tellers or whatever. Making money off a person’s faith always felt like a scam to me. I’ve never had my Tarot read or looked up my horoscope in a magazine. Someone once explained to me what a birth chart was. I couldn’t focus on what they were saying, I just kept wondering how they could have gotten so interested in astrology. Someone else once asked me what sign my two-year-old was. I had no idea, so they looked it up right there on their phone, and that was how I learned that Felix is a Libra. One time, when Leandra and I were kids, a drunk with a gravelly voice “read our palms” in the park. The only thing I remember is the alcohol on the breath of this so-called psychic, who wore enormous square sunglasses and spat when he talked. I’ve always been a sceptic, but there were a few moments with my mother and sister that made me wonder about the power of intuition. Where it came from, how to explain it. I wanted to learn more about this famous curandera of the Language and I wanted to cast as much light as possible on what had happened to Paloma, to find out who she was. I’d like to say that Paloma’s murder led me to Feliciana – at least, that’s how the interview began. But this isn’t the story of a crime. I’ll admit that I thought I was going to make a difference with my article, that I was going to help someone, but I was the one who found help through my conversation with Feliciana. I had no idea how badly I needed it. All this, everything that’s written here, is what I came to understand because of her. This is the story of who Feliciana is, and of who Paloma was. I had wanted to get to know them, but I realised right away that the people I needed to know better were my sister Leandra and my mother. Myself. I came to understand that you can’t really know another woman until you know yourself.


Before leaving, I tied up a few loose ends at the office. I made a plan with Manuel and my mother: he would take Felix to daycare on his way to work and my mother would pick him up and take him to her job at the university, where she would watch him as long as necessary, even take him home with her, until Manuel came to get him. That was more or less how we organised things while I was in San Felipe. I had no idea what I was in for. I couldn’t anticipate the power of Feliciana’s presence, not even remotely. She’d known my real reason for being there from the first night I interviewed her, which might have been why she started asking me questions back, questions that drew me out of my scepticism and into her ceremonies.


The first things I found on the internet the afternoon I agreed to write the article about Paloma were images of Feliciana with a well-known film director and a series in black and white of her smoking, taken by a photographer who’d been famous in the nineties. I came across the same portrait of her with Prince several times – he’s dressed all in white and has his symbol, a combination of masculine and feminine, hanging from a chain around his neck – along with several photos of her with a banker from the United States named Tarsone, some Wall Street big shot married to an eminent pediatrician; I read that they had played a large role in introducing the world to Feliciana after seeing the first documentary about her life and ceremonies. In one picture, she’s standing between the banker and his wife and doesn’t look more than five feet tall. When I met her in person, she turned out to be even shorter. I only found one photo of Paloma, standing with a rock band from Argentina – I’d listened to their Unplugged thousands of times when I was thirteen, while practising on my drum set in the garage I shared on Saturdays with my father, who’d be in there taking apart and putting together cars or appliances that belonged to my mother or his coworkers – and I was surprised to discover, in that same search, that a song of theirs I’d learned by heart and had always thought was about space travel was dedicated to her. I tried to figure out how old Feliciana was and searched for any record of where or when she was born, but there was nothing.
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I don’t know when I was born, what day I came into the world, but it was in the last century. I know that my mother was almost thirteen when I was born and my father was sixteen, maybe a little more or less, and then my sister Francisca was born a few years later and we were the only ones because my father died when my sister Francisca was just learning to walk and my mother never wanted another man. I didn’t know my father much, time passed and I heard he was hard-working, I heard he sold the harvest from our milpa at market one town over, and that at night he was a curandero, just like my grandfather and great grandfather were curanderos. Paloma helped my father in the ceremonies. Time passed and I heard he’d healed many people and when I was a girl they came to me again and again to thank me for something my father had healed, one time someone thanked me on their knees blessing my grandfather’s name for the fog in their eyes that he’d healed.


What you say about your mother was the same for me, when I was a girl I had the intuition. People would ask my mother things and I would answer, the people wouldn’t see me and I would answer and they would feel afraid. One time a man came to visit my mother, a man named Fidencio who sold thatch. Fidencio was sad and his face was heavy like thatch grows heavy with rain, my mother served him a plate of beans and I touched his arm and when I touched Fidencio’s arm I closed my eyes and I saw a white dog near a mountain, and I told him that the dog was small, Just this big, I said, and I said that I saw a boy walking toward the mountain and the dog was following the boy. Fidencio cried and cried, How do you know, he said and I told him that I saw it when I touched his arm. I remember that time because Fidencio cried and he got angry. I already knew when I was a little girl that I was a curandera because I carry it in my blood like Paloma, from that side, from my father and my grandfather and my great-grandfather, I carry it in my blood but it wasn’t until I was Nicanor’s widow did I know this was my path. What is your husband’s name? Manuel. It was Paloma who showed me my path, my father pointed me to it, he passed it to me in my blood but it was Paloma who showed me. I was twenty years old when I became a widow, or maybe I was more than twenty, I don’t know but I already had my three children Aniceta, Apolonia and Aparicio, I took care of them and of my sister Francisca and of my mother, and then later I took care of Paloma even though she didn’t live with us, she lived with José Guadalupe, her husband, and she couldn’t heal people anymore because she chose nights with him over the ceremonies. Yes, he has two names. It was José Guadalupe who came to say they killed Paloma at six at night, at exactly six he came to tell me and I know because that is the only time now and that was when the Language left me.


I never met my grandfather or my great-grandfather and I have few memories of my father, but it was those three who received me when I was initiated as a curandera. I never met them, my grandfather and my great-grandfather who were known curanderos until the day of my initiation, I saw them there at the ceremony when I was initiated, I was already a widow, and in that same ceremony I saw how my youngest grandson, who is named Aparicio like my youngest son, looks most like my great-grandfather. Paloma stopped being a curandera when she started to love men, but that’s not a thing you can take or give away, it comes with you, it wakes up in the night like a dog at the slightest noise. Paloma said to me, Feliciana, love, if I have to choose between being a curandera and going with men at night, and if the world’s ending anyway, then I choose to get laid. And so she stopped making ceremonies, from one day to the next. People went to One-eyed Tadeo, people crossed the milpas and the cane fields and they crossed the gullies and the mist and they went to see him in his hut before I was initiated, they went to see him so he could throw his kernels of corn and tell them tales in exchange for liquor, and then later the people from town came here to see me, and then from other towns they came, and then from the cities and even from other tongues they came.


I am a shaman but most call me curandera, that is how I am known. Some call me a bruja, a witch. Yes, there’s a difference between being a curandera and being a shaman, a curandera heals with elixirs and herbs, a shaman does this also but a shaman can heal things that are not of the body, a shaman can heal things of deeper waters. I heal things people have lived in the past, so I heal what they live in the present. And so people say also that I heal their future. I look at you and see that Paloma brought you here, but others bring you also, others led you here by the hand. Paloma once said to me, she said, Feliciana, love, shaman, curandera, witch, those words are all too small for you because yours is the Language, you are the curandera of the Language, and yours too is the Book. And Paloma also said once, Feliciana, love, it’s not always necessary to cure mankind because men aren’t always ill, but men are always necessary and good for what ails the Muxe in me, dear.
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My mother’s intuition has shaken me up three times, maybe more. The first was when I was sixteen. I’d just been at María’s, the friend I started a rock band with when we were thirteen. It was called Neon, and it had no future. I had got home late – I’d been smoking weed and didn’t want my mother to know. I managed to keep the lie going until she made a comment about the decorations in María’s living room. She had dropped me off at her house for band practice plenty of times before, but she’d never been inside. That afternoon, we’d smoked up and I’d stared at a floral still life for what seemed like for ever. My mother described the painting in detail. Then, as if that weren’t enough, she repeated a phrase I’d reached at the end of a long train of thought, something I never said out loud, but which had seemed like a hidden truth, a truth as important as the invention of the wheel. In my moment of enlightenment, I’d written on the back of a receipt: “We’re all different.” I felt ashamed when I heard those words come out of my mother’s mouth and asked her how she’d guessed.


The second time was when I was twenty-three, a few months after I got my degree in journalism. Four years had passed since my father’s death, and I’d slipped into a depression. I didn’t fully realise how deep a hole I was in, but I had things around me I could use as a torch. Or at least I thought so. I was at my second job, working as the assistant to an editor who called me at all hours or over the weekend to look into something or another, to write an article for him, or to finish up his work on a Saturday or a Sunday. He was forty-six, married, neurotic, insecure and sexist. He never called me by name, he only addressed me as Sugar. Hey, Sugar, do this. Sugar, do that. That was how I ended up writing several articles he turned around and published under his own name. My modest salary allowed me to pay the rent on a small apartment; I wrote for a few different publications on the side and even though I was just scraping by, I was happy. One Friday night, as I was leaving the office on my way to a friend’s party, I got a call from Rogelio, the guy I’d dated after things ended with my first boyfriend. As soon as he got to the party, he pulled me aside to tell me that he wanted to break up because he was into someone else. I was crushed. Drunk as I was, I remember vividly how, even while he stood there in front of me, the idea of him kissing someone else cut right through me and I left without saying a single goodbye. I thought about Julian, my first boyfriend. We’d been together for years and I still wasn’t entirely over him. I was thinking about some silly thing he used to say that always made me smile as I walked my broken heart to the car my father gave me when I turned eighteen. The car was a wreck when he bought it and he’d restored it in his spare time, out in the garage. A silver 1978 Valiant. It was like an unpaid third job to maintain, but it had a Maggie Simpson magnet on its metal dashboard that my father had put there when he gave it to me. It was a summer night, and it was hot. I didn’t know how much time had passed since I’d left the party. The car’s air conditioner was broken and it had rained, so I needed to wipe the windows down with a red cloth I kept in the glove compartment. I remember being at a traffic light, about to reach for the cloth, and thinking for the first time how I could kill myself right there, drive blind into the intersection with the windows fogged and end it all, just like that. Now when I say the word suicide it sounds so distant, so absurdly big, but when you desperately need a way out, even a flickering reminder that escape is possible – whatever form that exit takes – can offer a sense of peace. Just the thought that it’s always possible to end it all can be calming, it can even give a person strength in their bleakest moments. I’d been in that hole for weeks. Months, really. When I hit bottom, it wasn’t because Rogelio and I broke up, or because my workload was overwhelming. It just happened without warning from one moment to the next, the way important things do, as I was about to drive through an intersection a little tipsy at the end of a long day of work followed by a party, one hot Friday night after a storm. Something had nudged the glass to its tipping point, and I could suddenly see how dark the hole I had sunk into really was. The sadness I felt was immense. I didn’t know where it came from, but it seemed to grow just by acknowledging it. Looking back, I can see that crossing that intersection was my entry into adulthood, a small explosion. Leandra had given my parents so much trouble that I never got a clear look at the powder keg I was sitting on. I’d begun to cry, thinking that maybe suicide was my way out, when my phone rang; I thought it was Rogelio and was surprised by my mother’s voice. “Zoe, what’s going on? I was just about to fall asleep and I got a feeling that something was wrong. Come spend tonight at home.” Trying not to bawl, I told her it was over between me and Rogelio. I wanted to get off the phone quickly and not go into it right then, but Rogelio obviously wasn’t the problem, all that was only a symptom. Stopped at that intersection, I couldn’t say another word. Not that I wanted to. With the sleeve of my jacket I wiped a circle in the fog on the windscreen so I could pull over. I cried until I could gather the strength to drive on. If there’s such a thing as a before and after, something that separates adolescence from adulthood, for me it was the moment right after that unexpected call from my mother – the most disconcerting call I’ve ever received. Also the most timely.


The third time was around three years ago. I’d gone to visit my mother and when she opened the door, the first thing she said was, “Look at you, darling! Pregnancy becomes you.” It had been a while since Manuel and I had stopped taking precautions. At first, I really wanted to get pregnant; the idea would sometimes make me tense when we’d talk about it, sometimes it would relax me. The one thing I knew for sure was I didn’t want to force things – maybe it just wouldn’t happen, and in that case maybe maternity wasn’t for me. I began to find that idea soothing. At some point I stopped caring, and that was when I got pregnant, in a month when the odds were slim. It was too early for a pregnancy test to show anything, and I didn’t feel physically different. A few days later, I called my mother to tell her that the test had come out positive, and she replied serenely that I was going to have a healthy baby boy.


It happened to Leandra a few times, too. Once it was a lifeline, just like it had been for me. My mother doesn’t like us to call her a bruja when we talk about these moments, she shrugs the occult label off like a blazer that’s not her size or her style. She calls it intuition, so that’s the word we use.


My mother never wanted glasses like my aunt, who’s worn the Coke-bottle kind since forever. She always said they were a mask she didn’t want to put on; she didn’t want her eyes to look huge, like some lapdog in a shelter begging to be adopted, so she had some lasers knock a few dioptres off what would have been her prescription. I was the one who took her to the clinic. I took care of her that night, too, and during one of her digressions I asked her about her gift for divination. With her eyes bandaged, she told me there was no such thing as clairvoyance – it’s just a certainty, like the certainty of fire burning your hand. With that same conviction she has sensed, a few times, that something was going on. That was her moment of greatest introspection on the matter.
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I see people’s futures, I see their futures clear because of how the Language is, because sometimes the past and the future roam through the present in the Language, but I don’t see the future because I look for it, that’s not something you look for. There are other people in my town who see the future, Paloma could see it like it walked in front of her and so people asked her for advice in love, they told her what was happening so Paloma would tell them their future in affections. This is something a person is born with.


I was born in San Juan de los Lagos, a town with guilt, first maybe because there is no lake there except in its name. In San Juan de los Lagos the rains barely leave a puddle, the biggest one was over there by the blue altar to the Virgin of Guadalupe, a little pond we worked hard to make by hauling water up from the river, Paloma would come with Francisca and me to haul water from the river, Paloma lived with her mother but there were no lakes in San Juan de los Lagos and no still water, no water stayed still, just like how in San Juan de los Lagos no money stayed still, coins never stayed in anyone’s house for long, the rains did come which is how we had the milpas and the harvest, but if the town had much of anything it was the guilt it had even about its name, because like I said there are no lakes there, there was barely water really, just like some women have sad names like Soledad or Dolores but are always laughing. So much guilt in that town, wherever you looked there was guilt and so someone like Paloma stood out because Paloma had no guilt and never had any, not even back when we hauled water from the river. Paloma was how she was because she was born into a family where the men were curanderos and Paloma was born a man, she was born Gaspar, and one time when we were all hauling water, when Paloma was Gaspar was a little boy, Francisca said, You’re like one of us girls. Then later, when she was Muxe, Paloma said, Feliciana, my dear, why ask how I knew I was Muxe from the time I was a little boy? It’s like asking me why my eyes are so dark and beautiful, it’s just something you’re born with, like being a bruja. Gaspar-Paloma started as a curandero in my grandfather’s ceremonies, as a little boy he helped my grandfather because he was the only grandson. I never knew my grandfather, but I did know that Gaspar-Paloma helped my father in the ceremonies, as a little boy he helped, and Paloma says I was there also, as a little girl, even though I don’t remember. My father Felisberto a man with no guilt and people inherit things just like the branch grows from the tree, we don’t understand why the branch grows the way it does and blood gives no explanations. You have your son Felix, they inherit everything, even if they’ve never met their dead. My son Aparicio reminds me of his father Nicanor, he makes faces like him, he gets angry the way Nicanor used to get angry and they barely met, that’s the same way being a curandero passes down through blood. It’s the same with Felix and your dead father who will be alike because blood gives no explanations, you’ll see as he grows.


Paloma was born Gaspar so I am the first woman born in my family who makes ceremonies. I was also born without guilt, and I don’t feel better or worse because of what I am and what I do or because of the foreigners who come to see me. I got that from my father, who was a curandero, and from my mother, who never bowed her head, my mother who always held her head high and worked every day of her life. She was above, not below or in the middle, she was always above and even though she was quiet like my sister Francisca when I became a widow she said to me, she said, You get up now, my child, up with you, time for you to work like me and like all we women work, you get to your feet like the rest of us. My mother lost one child to the winter cold, she had nothing to cover him with against the cold of San Juan de los Lagos, my sister Francisca and I never knew our brother, my mother never wanted to tell us the name our brother had because she never bent, she never gave in to grief and if she told me the name of my dead brother it would open a wound the size of a white tomb, red for her in the depths of her deep waters, she didn’t go around saying I had a son I lost to the winter cold and that is why she never told me his name, she told me I have you and Francisca because God willed it that way, and my mother told me when I became a widow, not below or in the middle, but above, like me, up on your feet now, that’s what my mother said, my mother who worked hard and never sank into sorrow.


In San Juan de los Lagos there was one main street and it was scrawny with its ribs sticking out like a dog everyone knew and I think we even gave that street a name, like a dog that eats old tortillas people in their kindness soaked in puddles along that same street we walked up and down every day. There was a pile of rocks with a Virgin of Guadalupe and a little pond we made at the foot of her blue altar and that was where we prayed because there was no church in San Juan de los Lagos, there was a blue altar and there was the water that collected at the foot of the altar and a tall stick they hung strings of white paper flowers from to make a cloak for the Virgin on her altar. For church you had to go to San Felipe, the next town over and we went there sometimes, now there’s a city there, I mean because San Felipe, the saint of the place, he let them do all kinds of things to him, they cut him all up, they cut off his ears, I tell you there wasn’t anything they didn’t do to him, and that’s what happens when you go around naming children after your kin, they go around repeating history not knowing they carry evils in their name and so I tell you San Felipe was cut up and swallowed by the city because of its name and so now, where the priest lived there was a market there on the weekends in the town’s only plaza and that was where my father sold our crops, that was where I went with him. There was no school in San Felipe, no one needed schooling there or in the towns around it, and forget about San Juan de los Lagos, which was the smallest town in the whole area, you could count the houses and the families in no time, but between San Juan de los Lagos and San Felipe there were six pulquerías that also sold liquor and roasted peanuts, and I would go with my father to buy liquor and he would buy me roasted peanuts and that is a good memory I have of him.


I have few memories of my father, Felisberto, but the memories I do have are like the sun hitting the mountain, I see him right here in front of me ordering liquor to put in that jug of his that he loved like a third daughter, the jug he brought with him from San Juan de los Lagos to San Felipe and back, he cared for that jug and washed it in the water Francisca, Paloma and I hauled up from the river and he always put it in a nice spot in the shade to drain. He liked his coffee sweet from a clay pot that gave off tame wisps of steam, like tame dogs that guard your land and bark at even the thunder and rain to guard it, that was how the steam looked coming from the clay pot and playing tame near the only window and then later slipping out. I don’t remember my father’s ceremonies, but I remember a few things he kept on an altar, the candles made of pure beeswax that no one bleached or painted in colours like they do in San Felipe during the festivals of the dead and the festivals of the mountains, like they paint the candles pink for the festival of the hill you see there out past the mist. I don’t remember my father’s ceremonies but I do remember he was already sick when my sister Francisca learned to walk and I remember the fear on his face when we realised his sickness had no cure and now when I say this I can see it right in front of me, the fear on his face when he felt death lay its egg in him.


Days before he died, I went with him to the milpa he worked with his own hands because we had no animals, we had nothing to feed them, and I helped him gather the weeds and the fallen leaves that made it hard for the good crops to grow, my father made a little pile of the weeds and fallen leaves and asked me to help him make it bigger and together we made it so big that the pile looked like a little mountain and my father lit it on fire. The sun was going back into its mountain and so the night made the fire and the smoke climbing into the sky stand out and we stood there watching it and smelling the weeds and fallen leaves burn and I remember my father Felisberto that day, when I smell weeds and fallen leaves burning I remember. It had been hot for many days and the heat had been hard, hard and the wind was blowing strong like it was brand new and couldn’t control its strength like a newly born beast and the flames from our pile of weeds and fallen leaves on the barren ground reached our neighbour’s milpa. My father burned the neighbour’s crop and that was when he realised he didn’t have long to live with that cough of his and his breath began to burn and then pneumonia put him out like the rains put out a raging fire. We already saw an ox die after eating from a milpa that was not its master’s, in our town that was a bad omen and I saw the fear on his face when my father burned the neighbour’s crop because of a wind like a newly born beast that drew the tongues of flame toward the neighbour’s milpa, and even though he wasn’t coughing blood yet he said, Feliciana, I don’t have much time left. And black birds appeared and flew a distance from the tongues of fire, they flew like people moving frightened in all directions, some here, some there, and that’s how the black birds flew up all at the same time and they gathered up there making shapes that never stayed still and they crushed together up there in the dark blue sky as if the heat from the fire was crushing them into a tight ball and then the tongues of fire scattered them again like clouds change form when the wind blows fierce, that’s how the birds changed the form of that ball which got smaller and tighter like a fist closing because they were getting further from the fire and it seemed like its tongues were pushing the birds further and further from death, not from theirs but from my father’s, which was the death that was coming.


My father began to cough blood that night, he told my mother that he’d burned the neighbour’s crops when he set fire to the pile of weeds and fallen leaves, and my mother said to him, A bad omen, Felisberto, she said, but death had already laid its egg in my father, he already carried the sickness that waited for him at the end of his days and his nights, the black birds showed him the path that took him and the burning of the crops was the fire that lit the path to God. Before I became smoke from the fire that was my father the curandero, he already knew that no shaman or curandero or sage of medicine could heal him, and so during those days he had left, my father walked the hillside with me and showed me where the mushrooms and herbs grew that he picked like my grandfather and my great-grandfather and Paloma, who was a boy then and just beginning to learn about the ceremonies, and he said to me, Feliciana, in here is the Book and it is yours, it was not ours but it is yours. It will appear to you one day, he said. I didn’t understand what my father was saying to me, then. None of us, not my father or grandfather or great-grandfather, not my mother or my sister Francisca or me, know how to read or write.
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My father went on a business trip to Texas before The Simpsons aired in Mexico. He brought back a Bart Simpson T-shirt for me, and one of Lisa for Leandra. He told us he’d seen a few episodes and was sure the show was going to be a hit. Mark my words, he said, and he was right: we couldn’t stop laughing the first time we watched the show on a little television in our kitchen that was almost always on. That was the only premonition my father ever had. Bart Simpson’s Guide to Life was the first book I enjoyed in a household where no one really cared about reading; I had thought books were boring before, but thanks to that one I opened others. When he gave us the T-shirts, he’d said that Bart reminded him of me and Leandra was like Lisa, but when we watched the show together we realised, without saying a word, that he’d switched us around on purpose.


One weekend, we went to buy parts with him for a friend’s car he was going to take apart and put back together. He’d separate all the pieces, then organise, disorganise, and reorganise them; we saw a bunch of cars get taken apart and put back together in our garage. His, more often than any other. The day we went with him, he’d come out of his room in a Maggie Simpson short-sleeved shirt. It was different from the ones he’d brought back for me and Leandra, which were white cotton with a big image printed across the front; his had a small figure embroidered on the chest. We asked him why he hadn’t gotten one with Homer on it, and he’d said that Homer didn’t seem like the brightest pin in the box. In the car that afternoon, on the way back, he got me and my sister to hunt for his glasses – they were on his face – and then when we got home we realised he’d forgotten his keys, so my mother had to leave my aunt’s to let us in. I remember Leandra saying that it was our Simpsons moment. Later, when I started college at eighteen, my father gave me the ’78 Valiant he’d bought as a wreck, then fixed up and restored. Of course, he’d said when I asked him about the Maggie Simpson magnet he’d stuck on the metal dashboard, The Simpsons are our coat of arms.
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