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Praise


‘Verónica E. Llaca is James Ellroy’s literary sibling. This crime novel astonishes with its handling and use of language, time and voice’


Guillermo Arriaga, Academy Award-winning screenwriter of Babel


‘Based on a horrifying true story, Verónica E. Llaca builds a thriller around two timelines about blood ties and difficult decisions with consequences that may destroy more than one life’


Diario de México


‘A raw and exciting thriller’


Modernidades











To Ana, Luisga, Montse and J.P., who have flown


the nest and are multiplying as I write.


To Luis, always.


To all who have known depression and anxiety.














Anxiously we nurture one yearning: the need to know,


Not where we’re headed, only that we are headed somewhere.


Once we arrive, we remain anchored for a time,


Until we again grow desperate


Ramón Córdoba, Cada perro tiene su día


The poor man, knowing he could not fool


an ogress, took his enormous knife


and went up to little Aurora’s room


Charles Perrault, “Sleeping Beauty”












The wind buffets the body, plays with the chestnut curls, seems to infuse them with life. Observing the scene, a man exhales a lungful of smoke that is quickly dispersed by the breeze. He drops the butt, rubs it out carefully with his shoe, then picks it up and puts it in his pocket. Approaching the teenager, he tries to smooth her hair, but the wind won’t let it lie. He raises the camera, brings the body into focus. A few seconds later, out pops a snapshot. The streetlamp flickers suddenly and the wind stirs up a few leaves and deposits them in the girl’s lap.


The man moves away, climbs into his car, and is lost in the night.









FIRST FRAGMENT


Once upon a time, there was a woman the press called the Hyena-Woman. Infant Annihilator. Witch. Child-Chopper. Butcher of Little Angels. Monster. The Ogress of Colonia Roma.


Julián and I called her Mother.


Her name was Felícitas Sánchez Aguillón.


Your grandmother.


I’m not sure what motivates me to tell you the story of my mother, our story. No-one recalls her life except in fragments, nothing but snippets of the play in which we were obliged to act.


I ought to tell you the story from the upper balcony, far from the front row and hidden in the crowd, nowhere near the stage on which I played the son of a murderer.


She was born in 1890 on what was then Cerro Azul hacienda, a perfect name for the cradle of a fairy-tale princess, not for the birthplace of an ogress.


In that hamlet, deep in the region of La Huasteca, where a wave of the hand chased away both flies and heat, people cultivated corn, beans and lethargy as a way of life. The workers on the hacienda, most of them Huasteca Indians, were so oppressed by the conquistadors that they fell prey to the stupor and enervation fostered by a climate that rendered poverty more intense with every urge to move. No wonder this part of the north of Veracruz became known as Sleeping Beauty. It’s a coincidence that continues to amaze me: Perrault’s story “Sleeping Beauty” gave us literature’s first ogress.


The mother of Felícitas, my grandmother, had some mental defect at birth, which prevailing ignorance took to be the exhaustion common among her relatives. At the age of fifteen, with a mentality of seven and the ripe body of a woman menstruating every twenty-eight days, she was raped by a cousin. From which act my mother was born. Then mother and daughter were enclosed in a corral by order of the master, who was offended by my grandmother’s groans and moans, which rose above the birdsong, the quacking of ducks, and the howling of coyotes.


No. It wasn’t like that. I’m imagining. I’m making it up.


My grandmother gave birth squatting over a blanket spread across the dirt floor, then lay down with the infant on a filthy reed mat and slept as the blood drained from her body. The next day she was dead. The girl grew up naked on that same peed-on, shat-on mat, raised by my great-grandmother, who supported the two of them by begging, and once in a while offered her a bottle, but never picked her up . . .


That wasn’t it either.


I’m trying to invent a past of which I know nothing. I know nothing of my mother’s birth, her childhood, her adolescence, or a large part of her adulthood. I have a general picture of the extreme poverty of the hamlet where she was born, on that hacienda perched atop an enormous underground lake of oil, whose owners were dispossessed with an iconic turn of phrase: “Either you sell to me or I’ll buy it from your widow.” Peasant farmers were obliged to become oilfield workers who dug wells, laid railroad lines, built housing and roads, as the population multiplied and the hamlet became unrecognisable.


Her family certainly had never imagined that this hot country, isolated from the world by voracious and exuberant nature, surrounded by mountains and beset by temperatures that made the hours stretch and melt, would become a bustling town.


When I decided to research my mother’s roots, I tried to make contact with members of her family. I was able to find her birth certificate in the civil registry, as well as the names of my grandparents, but I had let so much time go by that I could not locate a single living relative. Lacking information and imagination, I cannot recount how she managed to become such a freak.


Sociologists like to list the ingredients that mould a murderer, as if it were a recipe: a failed family environment, violent and alcoholic parents, maybe a close relative with mental illness. Serious abuse in childhood, physical and psychological. A negligent mother, uninterested in physical contact or affection. Various traumas besides child abuse: bullying in school, drugs, sexual disorders. Let’s add to that inherited traits, the roulette of genetics. There ought to be an alarm bell that rings every time such a monster arrives in the world, so we can keep an eye on it or dispose of it immediately. Maybe my grandmother foresaw her daughter’s future and was trying to save her when she gave her that happy name.


My mother never grew more than a metre and a half tall with a broad face, outsized hands and feet, eyes bulging from their sockets, and a pronounced crocodile jaw. In the early morning mists, her carnivalesque body and diminutive stature must have made her seem like a hallucination, an ogress even before she became one. Or maybe she always was.


In 1907, at the age of seventeen, in the midst of the Huasteca oil boom, Felícitas left Cerro Azul to work in Xalapa, the capital of Veracruz State; a cousin had recommended her for a maid’s job in the home of a physician. Since the doctor’s wife found her size, her irritable temperament, and her habitual silence intimidating, the doctor put her to work in his brand-new clinic, where among other ailments he attended to births. She studied assiduously under the doctor’s supervision, without ever guessing what a prosperous business she would have twenty years later. And one day she exchanged her coarse cotton clothing for a nurse’s uniform and her sandals for shoes. In fact she developed a fascination with footwear.


I confess – and here I pause this, what? biography? – I confess I have uncovered a rather dark motive for writing the story of my mother’s life: to justify my own actions to you. I write to expiate, to extirpate.


After a year at the clinic, Felícitas was bringing children into the world. After two years she returned to her home town. Twenty-four months of nursing instruction and experience made her an authority in a place where people rarely got through primary school. She herself never got beyond third grade.


While the winds of the Revolution swept the rest of the country, geography protected La Huasteca, where the rising number of barrels extracted daily, with the encouragement of the dictator Porfirio Díaz, marked the rhythm of the town’s growth. Foreigners, mostly American, arrived, some with their families, as well as people from other parts of Mexico, all working for the Compañía Huasteca Petroleum Company. Growth meant more births for Felícitas to attend to, children of the new families, as well as the progeny the oil workers sowed all over what people now called the Gold Belt.


Our lives must be written on some part of our bodies in a language we cannot yet decipher, in the lines of our hands, the whorls of our fingerprints, the wrinkles, moles, or freckles on our skin. I think about the trunks of trees, a ring for every year, wide or narrow depending on whether it was rainy or dry. Some of my mother’s rings must be wider than others, especially the one that ought to come with background music or sound effects to announce that everything is about to change. A man entered her life.


Carlos Conde was a well worker in San Luis Potosí when he came to the attention of Edward Dawson, an oil company contractor. My father made an effort to stand out. Rather than wear an enormous sombrero like most Mexicans, he preferred a modest hat. He learned some rudimentary English and imitated as best he could an American style of dress. Son of a single mother, he laboured from the age of fourteen in the mine at La Concepción, until a fire in the shaft closed it down. By that time the oil boom was under way and he found work with Dawson’s drilling company. When Dawson moved to Veracruz and settled there with his wife Dorothy, the American took Conde along.


In November 1910, at the outbreak of the Revolution, Dawson ordered Conde to find a midwife, since Dorothy was already in labour. The baby had come early, and disruptions caused by the war meant no foreign doctor could possibly arrive in time. Dorothy Dawson took one look at my mother and sent her away, insisting that no Indian was going to touch her. However, the accelerating contractions left her no choice. Felícitas took charge. It was a complicated birth, and the baby, a girl, lived only a few days.


When my mother returned home, she looked in the mirror and felt very Indian, outrageously so. She did not like the feeling. Taking a pair of scissors, she lopped off her long black braid.


From that ill-starred birth, something strong and healthy was born: Carlos Conde’s somewhat morbid interest in the midwife. He appreciated her skill and assurance in attending to a woman who did not speak her language and who scorned her for who she was.


He began to visit her, drawn by the force of the black hole that was my mother, unaware that nothing, neither matter nor energy, not even light, could escape it. Felícitas, hardly accustomed to male visitors, did not wish to receive him in her room. So she put on the shoes she had bought in Xalapa and let herself be swept away by someone’s unexpected interest in her. I do not understand what flowed between my parents, whether it was love or even related to love. What did exist was an unofficial partnership, an obscure arrangement.


The first in the chain of events that decided my parents’ fate involved a woman, barely out of girlhood, who refused to keep the baby daughter born to her after she was raped by one of the oil company men. “I don’t want her. Sell her, find another mother, another family, do whatever you want with her. I’ll pay you to get rid of her.” The mother was a dark-skinned Indian, but the baby had white skin and blue eyes like all the American engineers working there. Carlos Conde offered her to Dorothy Dawson, and to his surprise she bought her. Word got around and other women, each with reasons of her own, came to the door and paid Felícitas to dispose of their babies. My parents found the infants new families and sold them for a price.


Felícitas and Carlos were married on June 6, 1911, the year the Mexican Revolution brought down the Díaz government and the Mexican oil market along with it. Rail lines were sabotaged, trains were destroyed, and many foreigners fled the country. The Dawsons remained and raised their daughter — half gringa, half Mexican — in La Huasteca, where possibilities still seemed limitless.


One morning in May 1914, days after U.S. forces disembarked at the port of Veracruz, Felícitas gave birth to a girl, my sister. In La Huasteca, anti-Yanqui sentiment was stronger than revolutionary fervour, and those with guns were bent on driving the foreigners out. Rather than an army, the movement consisted of isolated bands of thieves who roamed about robbing and threatening the towns and oilfields. Five men with pistols and machetes showed up at my parents’ door in the middle of the night, pulled my father from his bed, and beat him to a pulp. The men were drunk, but they knew my father worked for Dawson. “So you like sucking gringo prick? You bastard, your bitch is gonna like mine.”


He tried to get up, blood pouring from his forehead. He never saw the quick and precise movement that fractured his right arm. He fell to the floor, curled around that arm, and a kick to the face knocked him out. Darkness. He did not see when they attacked my mother, nor did he hear her screams or the howling of the men. When he came to, she was sitting amid the tangled sheets, her face swollen, scratched, and bruised. In her arms she was rocking what looked like a crumpled blanket.


He crawled to her side, bleeding profusely from where the bones had come through his skin. She raised her eyes, then looked down at the bundle. A little leg slipped out from between the layers of cloth. What happened after, I never learned. How they reached the rudimentary clinic for oil company employees, or when they returned home, or where they buried their five-month-old daughter under shovelfuls of silence and horror.


Twenty-seven years later, lying on the floor next to the bars of her prison cell, my mother screamed that they had to let her out, so she could care for her daughter.









ONE


Friday, August 30, 1985


05.00


The wind will not let her sleep. It creeps into Virginia’s dreams and flutters about her ears like a pigeon in the sunlight, sounding like a death rattle. The nightmare seems to issue from the bodies she handles at the funeral home. It has been five years since she married the owner of Funerales Aldama and still she is not accustomed to death.


She reaches for the clock on the bedside table, groping carefully so as not to wake her husband, and pushes the button in the middle, which casts a bluish light on her face. Five in the morning. Fearful of the nightmare’s return, she gets up, throws on a sky-blue bathrobe over her nightgown, and goes into the bathroom. When she lowers herself onto the toilet, she realises her underpants are damp. That happens with a bad dream. “One of these days I’m going to wet the bed,” she thinks as she changes into dry underwear.


After brushing her teeth, she looks in the mirror, fluffs up her hair with her fingers, then tiptoes down to the funeral home on the first floor. In the parlor, where the caskets are on display, she runs her fingers across the surface of one and thinks it will take all morning to dust them. She unlatches the front door and heads outside with a broom, intending to sweep up the dirt and litter that the night winds have blown onto the sidewalk.


Above the door hangs a sign: Funerales Aldama. The street lamps begin to fade with the first rays of the sun. She lays the broom down when she discerns a shape leaning against the wall of the building, directly under the window.


Approaching slowly, squinting to bring into focus the girl sitting on the sidewalk, she reaches out and shakes her shoulder. The girl does not respond; she looks asleep. Drunk, Virginia thinks. As the sun rises higher, Virginia crouches to get closer and confirms what she already knows. She sees dead bodies every day, but never here outside the building.


Concentrating on the violet face of the dead girl, she does not hear the footsteps of a neighbour behind her.


“Virginia!” the woman cries, making her start and tumble backwards. The neighbour rushes to help, and Virginia hurriedly straightens her nightgown to hide the underwear she just put on. She points and the neighbour stifles a scream, hand on her mouth, eyes on the girl, who is seated with her legs spread apart, her hands on her big pregnant belly, her gaze vacant, mouth open, long brown hair entangled, and her make-up a smeared mask that accentuates the rictus.


Their cries alert the homes nearby. Virginia’s husband is the first to arrive. He grabs hold of his wife’s arm, helps her up, and she takes refuge in his arms.


“Call the police!” Señor Aldama tells the neighbour’s son, who has come to get his first close look at death.









TWO


Friday, August 30, 1985


06.35


An hour later and five blocks away, Leopoldo López, the proprietor of Funerales Modernos, emerges from his office, coffee in hand. He spent the night here, since it was impossible to pry the widow from the man lying in chapel number two. Neither he nor anyone else could get her to leave before four in the morning.


He sets to work. He opens the lid of the coffin to make sure the man is as he was the day before, albeit a bit stiffer. He arranges the flowers, sets up the coffee machine, exchanges dirty cups for clean ones, places new tissue boxes on the tables. Then he sprays the room with lavender air freshener, opens the windows to let the air tainted with sorrow escape, and crosses himself before the figure of Christ hanging on one wall. As he lights the candles, he hears screams in the street and banging on the door. Shaking out the match, he runs to the entrance, where his assistant is crying, “She’s dead! She’s dead!” Her tone is so sharp that Leopoldo reaches for the hearing aid in his right ear and turns down the volume. The woman seizes his arm and pulls him to the body of a teenage girl seated on the pavement with her legs spread and her head leaning against the wall where it says, “Funerales Modernos”. He knows immediately what he has before him. With the employee hanging on to his arm, he goes inside and calls the police.


Leopoldo López then steps back outside, approaches the body, begins to squat, and his knees crack. His brow furrows in pain. Steadying himself with the tips of his fingers on the sidewalk, he observes the dead girl, whose hands rest on her thick midriff. He reaches out to touch the hole in her forehead, between the eyebrows.


“Don’t do that!” The warning comes from the owner of the corner store, drawn by the shouting. Leopoldo has trouble getting to his feet. “Don’t touch her, Don Leopoldo. You might leave fingerprints on her clothes and they’ll accuse you of being the murderer.”


Leopoldo nods. “Can you leave fingerprints on clothes?” He eyes the girl’s red skirt and the single shoe she is wearing.


“Sure, I saw it on television,” the store-owner says. “The girl was pretty, what a shame.”


“She was an adolescent, practically a child.”


Leopoldo turns up the volume on his hearing aid and hears a siren in the distance.


By mid-morning the bodies of the two murdered girls are stretched out on steel tables in the morgue.


At the Public Prosecutor’s Office Virginia and her husband repeat what they have already declared several times. Never having set foot in such a place, Virginia finds it impersonal, frightening, stuffy, noisy, grey. She is aware of a hum that seems to grow more intense by the second.


“Why did you go out so early?” she is asked for the umpteenth time by the man who identified himself as Agent Díaz. “Did you hear anything strange during the night? Did you see anyone near the body?”


“No, I saw no-one. It was dark,” Virginia says yet again. She is exasperated, tired, sweaty. They gave her no time to shower; she was barely able to change out of her nightgown and robe. She hates going out like this, without make-up, and most of all she hates the humiliating rush of heat that will not abate no matter how much she fans herself. “It was just getting light when I stepped outside.”


A couple of desks to her left, Leopoldo López and his assistant, who is clutching her handbag, speak with another man, who identified himself as Detective Rodríguez. Out of the corner of his eye Leopoldo watches Virginia, whose shrill voice obliges him to lower the volume on his hearing aid yet again.


“What time do you usually go to work?” the detective asks Leopoldo.


“Six in the morning. When I have to work late, I sleep at the office. I keep a sofa-bed there and a change of clothes.”


“What about you?” he asks the assistant.


“At seven. Today I arrived early because the boss stayed over. I wanted to help him straighten up the room before the mourners came back. They must be so upset. The Mass was supposed to be at ten and it’s nearly noon.”


The detective gives a slight nod and returns his gaze to the papers on his desk.


“What time did the last person leave?” he asks Leopoldo, his blue Bic pen hovering.


“About four in the morning.”


“And the body of the dead girl wasn’t there?”


“I don’t know. I locked the door right away so dirt wouldn’t blow in. There was quite a wind.”


“And the people who left didn’t see anything?”


“I don’t think so. They hurried to their car. The wind had stirred up a lot of litter and dirt.”


“So you didn’t hear anything strange?”


“I wear a hearing aid,” pointing to his right ear. “I don’t hear well.”


The officer nods again, rubbing his chin. He makes a note: “Witness deaf.”


They are finally released at two in the afternoon with a warning that they might be summoned again if a further statement is required. Leopoldo López has known Virginia and her husband for years. For a time they were arch competitors, but they soon realised corpses were never in short supply.


Outside, Virginia lights a cigarette. “It must be someone wanting to give funeral homes a bad name,” she says in a low voice.


“Who would kill two girls just to make a funeral home look bad? By God, woman, don’t say such stupid things.” Señor Aldama plucks the cigarette from his wife’s hand and takes a drag.


“I don’t know. Someone.” She retrieves her smoke. “I can’t get the image of the girl out of my mind.”


“You’ve seen dead bodies.”


“This is different.”


“It’s no different, just another cadaver.”


López says, “I’m on my way. I have a dead man locked up in the parlour.” He raises his arm to hail a taxi and gets in.


“He’s annoying,” Virginia says and tosses her butt. “Let’s go.”









SECOND FRAGMENT


Midway through 1923, two things occurred in my parents’ lives. First, a couple came to the door, the woman eight months pregnant and bleeding heavily. Felícitas had her lie down and shortly thereafter the woman breathed her last, having given birth to a stillborn child. The husband ran out and returned a few minutes later with his two brothers, all three of them armed with machetes and eager to destroy whatever they could. The neighbours intervened and threatened to call the police. The attackers swore they would be back to kill my parents.


The second event came in response to the collapse of international oil prices, which caused a drastic cutback in production. Carlos Conde lost his job. My father’s arm had never really healed, he could barely use it, and Edward Dawson could easily find an able-bodied and ambitious worker to replace him. My parents decided to move to Mexico City.


It took several weeks, but they found an apartment beside and above a store at 9 Cerrada de Salamanca. Felícitas had never imagined such a place: ceramic tile floors, white-painted walls, access to a yard. There were two bedrooms and a living room on the second floor, and on the first, beside the store, a bathroom and a kitchen with a gas stove — no need for a fire — plus a pantry that was bigger than her room at Cerro Azul. The previous tenants had left a few things behind, including a table and a mattress that became the couple’s only furniture. The steady stream of automobiles, streetcars, trucks, pedestrians, and cyclists provided a strange and exciting soundtrack for their new life.


Felícitas had wanted to move to Xalapa, a place she knew. She had never been outside of Vera Cruz, yet here she was, far from Cerro Azul, one more stranger amid the nearly one million people living in Mexico City. Her husband had convinced her by extolling the opportunities in a place where so many pregnant women weren’t able to pay for a private hospital or gain access to the public system. “We’ll set up a clinic,” he promised.


In this exercise of the imagination I’d like to set aside my feelings so I can get inside my mother’s skin, understand her story. I have scrutinised my heart and I am certain that in the very beginning what I felt for her was love, the way all children feel love for their parents. It’s something close to a reflex, but in my case the reflex soon atrophied, and today it is entirely absent.


The building was in the poorest part of Colonia Roma, at a distance from the avenues lined with mansions — French, Colonial, Arab, Neo-Gothic, Romanesque — inhabited by a social class unheard of in Cerro Azul. The landlady did not want to know about their plans, and warned only that the neighbours had better not complain.


When Felícitas walked the streets she must have felt out of place among the women in high heels and skirts or dresses so unlike the coarse embroidered cotton she wore. Her first purchase was a pair of black shoes with heels, although she had to content herself with the only pair that matched her outsized feet. She wanted to blend in, to be seen as just another woman in the big city.


Who was her first client? How did she make a name for herself? Let’s imagine a woman from one of the nearby homes whose labour came on early, bringing profuse bleeding and such pain that she cried out in the early hours of the morning. The desperate husband took to the street shouting for help. Carlos Conde was already pounding the pavement on his daily search for work. The money they had saved would not last and with his mangled arm finding a job was not easy. He heard the shouts, turned, and lengthening his stride, brought his wife to attend to the woman in labour. A healthy baby was born, a girl. Word got around, there were no other midwives in the neighbourhood, and it was not long before a second woman called, then another, then more. The money kept the roof over their heads, and Felícitas soon went about in new clothes and new shoes.


Through her clients, word also got around that she could procure babies. And thus, three years after their arrival in the capital, in 1926, my parents once again began to trade in children.


Then a boy arrived they could not sell. Days passed and the baby was hungry, soiled, wet, and bawling. They could not find a buyer. Demand does not always keep pace with supply.


Wails and more wails.


One morning, Felícitas picked him up from the box where they kept him and took him into the bathroom beside the kitchen. The infant struggled, anxious to latch on to a breast he could suck. She pressed both her thumbs against the throat of the newborn, who continued to cry. She pressed harder and the baby waved his hands and gasped like a fish out of water.


Silence.


Felícitas laid the tiny corpse on the cold tiles of the washbasin. For a few minutes she stared at the body. Then she balled her huge hands into fists and sighed.


A year earlier, that is, two years after my parents arrived in Colonia Roma, a woman with a stylishly short haircut, wearing a narrow-brimmed hat and a skirt that came to the knees, her eyebrows neatly plucked and darkened with eyeliner, her rosebud lips bright red, got out of a black 1925 Chevrolet on my parents’ block. She was the first of what my father called “well-off señoritas” to seek out my mother, the first of many. She looked in both directions before opening her cigarette case and lighting up. Her hands were trembling and she had a hard time putting the flame to the tip of her cigarette. She coughed and told the driver to wait, inhaled deeply to steady her nerves. A light breeze erased the hieroglyphics of the smoke. She adjusted her hat and began to walk, eyes on the ground, attentive to the rhythm of her steps, concentrating on the sound of her heels striking the pavement. Now and again she raised her gaze to measure the distance to her destination. She walked past the store and stopped in front of the door to number nine, took a last puff on the cigarette, let the butt fall and rubbed it out with her shoe, perhaps with more force than was necessary, as if she were also extinguishing the urge to do an about-face and go home.


Unexpectedly, a hot fat tear slid down her cheek and dropped to the pavement. Straightening herself, she pulled a handkerchief from her bag and blew her nose. Then she tugged on the brim of her hat, cleared her throat, and knocked. She heard footsteps approaching. She nearly turned and fled, but she got a grip on herself.


“Is this where the midwife lives?” she asked quickly, before she could change her mind.


As an answer Carlos Conde opened the door a bit wider and pointed to a couple of chairs in the hallway that served as a waiting room. The woman sat down gingerly, her handbag in her lap. She smoothed her skirt with both hands to ease her doubts and stared at the floor tiles. Felícitas soon appeared. The woman leapt to her feet, her heart beating hard, the blood like ice in her veins. She opened her mouth to introduce herself and immediately thought better of it, stuttering out the first name that came into her head. She would have preferred something entirely made-up, but her nerves betrayed her and she gave the name of her sister-in-law. Felícitas nodded. The woman felt herself shrinking until she was shorter than the midwife’s metre and a half. She had trouble controlling her trembling fingers, which seemed unwilling to pull an envelope from her bag.


“I want you to remove the child I’m expecting.”


“You’re awfully skinny to be giving birth.”


Carlos Conde grabbed the envelope and took out the money.


“I want you to remove it,” she repeated in a whisper. “I want an abortion.”


“I don’t do abortions.”


The woman took out another wad of bills and hesitated, unsure who to give it to. Carlos Conde held out his hand, then counted the money in silence, while she sat down, fearful that at any moment her legs would fail her.


“How far along are you?”


“I think four months.”


“You waited too long, I can’t guarantee either the result or your life.”


“I can’t have this child.”


“She will do the job,” Carlos Conde intervened. “A job is a job,” he said to his wife.


The woman got to her feet. Felícitas observed her silently, measuring her from head to toe, with particular attention to her shoes.


“Where did you buy them?”


“In Paris.”


“They’re pretty.”


The woman nodded and said nothing. She followed the midwife, feeling that she was entering one of Dante’s rings of hell, Felícitas as her Virgil. She swatted away such thoughts and concentrated on her husband, her family, her life at the side of one of the men running President Calle’s government. “I don’t want any more children,” he had told her. “So what do you want me to do?” “That’s your problem, four children is enough. No more.”


Instinctively, she brought her hands to her belly, closed her eyes, and said goodbye to the child she was carrying.


Although she could not know it, that day she launched a new line of business for Felícitas.









THREE


Friday, August 30, 1985


09.00


With the final images of her dream dissolving behind her eyelids, Elena Galván reaches out to touch Ignacio Suárez. Her fingers find only the cold white sheet. She had been dreaming about her dead brother Alberto; they were children in an unfamiliar and decrepit house, and before waking up she managed to hear the echo of his laugh. Squinting, she half-opens her eyes only to snap them shut against the wounding light that reminds her of the two bottles of red wine they drank the evening before. She shades her face with one hand and forces her eyes open.


“Ignacio? What’s wrong?”


He is seated on the edge of the bed, his back to her, elbows on his knees, face buried in the palm of his left hand. His naked body trembles from his agitated, uneven breathing. Elena pulls herself over to him and the bed creaks. The furniture of her room in the family hotel has not been changed since she was a teenager. These old boards have supported various mattresses, several lovers, peaceful nights, bad dreams, and for the past three years the tender pleasures of Ignacio’s caresses.


Feeling Elena’s fingers outline the half-moon scar on his right shoulder-blade, he gives a start and runs a hand through his silvery hair. Then he covers his mouth, as if to trap any words that might escape from between his clenched teeth.


The sheet slips off her when she embraces him from behind, pressing her naked breasts to his back. “Come lie down, let’s stay a bit longer. My head aches, two bottles was too much. Do I have to beg you?”


Elena slides her fingers down to his penis. She fondles his flaccid member, but he pushes her away and gets to his feet. “Two girls got killed,” he says, and without even glancing at her he takes a step towards the window.


“What? Those things you write give you nightmares.”


“No, Elena, look,” he says, and he holds out two photographs. “Someone slid these under the door. I don’t know when. I found them when I went to the bathroom about twenty minutes ago.”


Ignacio lays two Polaroids on the bed. Elena leans over to pick them up and her nipples graze the comforter. Her long black hair, closing like a curtain, hides her face for a moment before she leans back against the dark bedstead and tucks a lock behind her ear. She watches Ignacio step again to the window, observes his naked body, the old man’s ass she enjoys kidding him about. She likes that ass and she likes the rest of his mottled body, which she has explored with her palms, her eyes, her tongue, learning its ins and outs by heart. In no hurry, she lowers her eyes to the photographs. She has never liked instant cameras; the pictures are never as good.


“They’re dead,” Ignacio says.


She squints trying to see the faces. “‘Look me up,’” she says aloud, reading the words scrawled in black on one of the shots. “Who . . . ?”


She can find no words to frame her question. The snapshots fall from her fingers as she covers her mouth with both hands.


Sitting down beside her and picking up the photographs, Ignacio sees, not the images in his hand, but others from a past that bleeds into his present and colours the life he has tried so hard to write about without equivocation.


“We ought to ask if anybody saw who left the pictures. It must be a joke. Who would think of doing such a thing?”


Ignacio shrugs and shakes his head.


“Do you recognise either of them?”


“No. But I know who killed them . . . It’s a message for me, Elena.”


“Huh?”


Ignacio remains silent. Elena picks up the photographs and looks again. Each girl is sitting with her legs spread, hands on her belly. Since they were taken at night with a flash, no surrounding details are visible. You can barely make out the kerb or the walls they are leaning against.


“Isn’t this like the murders in one of your books?” she says, holding the pictures like a pair of murdered queens in a deck of cards.


“I think so. I’m an idiot, I should have seen this coming.”


Ignacio paces the room, first to the window, where the shade seems to tremble at his approach, then to the door, then back. The hotel room is much too small for his anxiety.


From a shelf, a dozen books watch their author’s comings and goings. Elena made him sign each one with a different dedication. Eight of them feature José Acosta, the iconic protagonist in Ignacio’s fiction and a detective certainly capable of finding whoever it was who slid the photographs under the door.


“I’ve got to go.”


“Where? I’ll go with you.”


“No, I need to go alone.”


He grabs his trousers folded over the back of a chair, uncovering the shirt he buttoned carefully the night before to keep it from wrinkling. He dresses in a hurry. She leaps out of bed and reaches for her dress on the floor next to her panties, her bra a bit farther away near the chest of drawers. Ignacio leaves, still buttoning his shirt, shoes and belt under his arm.


“Ignacio, wait!”


Elena runs after him in her sea-blue floral dress, but no underwear.


“I’m going to kidnap you,” she had told Ignacio when he walked in the previous afternoon. “We’re going to disconnect from everything,” she insisted, kissing him on the lips while slipping one hand inside his trousers. He did not resist. They shut themselves into Elena’s room, unplugged the telephone, and hung a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the doorknob, so that none of her employees would interrupt them.


Now Elena runs barefoot across the main courtyard. A surprised guest jumps aside to let her pass. At the hotel entrance, she hears Ignacio honk the horn of his grey 1984 Fairmont.


“Elena, listen carefully,” he says when she reaches the car door. “If something happens to me, I need you to take all the red notebooks and papers out of my room, all the boxes I would not let you open. Take everything you think might be important and hide it. Don’t give anything to my children or my ex. Here’s the key to the desk drawer, hide everything that’s inside.”


“Ignacio, Ignacio! You’re talking as if you aren’t coming back. Wait!”


“Elena, I can’t explain now. I have to go. I might not be back for a few days. I need to find him.”


“Ignacio. Hang on. Who do you need to find? Where are you going? Let me go with you.”


Elena barely manages to sidestep the back tyre as the car speeds away over the cobblestones leaving a cloud of dust behind it.









FOUR


Friday, August 30, 1985


21.47


Leticia Almeida’s mother Mónica rises slowly from the chair she has occupied for hours awaiting the release of her daughter’s body. Some time has passed since she last insisted on being with her girl. The shaking sobs have subsided, giving way to an occasional off-key moan that slips through her nearly closed lips. Her husband has not let go of her cold hand; he caresses it nervously with his thumb. They cannot tell which of them is holding up the other.


“I’m looking for some relative of Leticia Almeida,” a masculine voice had said over the telephone. The call came in at five-thirty-two in the morning. Ricardo Almeida, Leticia’s father, had picked up the receiver and looked at his watch, something he cannot explain, as if he had somehow known the reason for the call, and that he ought to register the precise time at which he was told of his daughter’s death. Leticia had not come home from school and no-one knew where she was. In direct proportion to the minutes passing, her father had become infected by his wife’s anxiety. Their daughter had told them she was going to sleep at the home of her friend Claudia Cosío, but when they called the Cosíos they discovered neither of them had slept there.


“She always lets me know,” Mónica kept repeating. “She always tells me where she is.”


Three times he stopped his wife from going out into the street to look for her. “Where are you going to go? We’re better off waiting here.” They sat in the kitchen, on Lety’s bed, in their bedroom, in the dining room. Distress latched on to their breasts like a blood-sucking tick, making it hard to breathe, injecting them with an urge to move that only increased the level of their anxiety.


“Stop moving, take it easy, sit down,” her husband said. “You’re making me nervous.”


“We have to call the police,” Mónica said again and again.


“She and Claudia must be somewhere nearby,” Ricardo tried to reassure her. “Let’s give it a little more time.”


He poured two glasses of the cognac he saved for special occasions, the only thing on hand, which he knocked back without tasting. His wife reproached him, saying he needed to be sober if they had to go out and search for their daughter.


“Yes, I’m her father,” he said to the man on the telephone, who without any preamble told him that he had to come to identify the body of a girl who might be his daughter. He listened to the address and wrote it on the pad, as if it were any old message. His hand did not shake as he wrote, he remained calm during the call.


“Who was it? What did they say? Ricardo, tell me!”


His soul slipped out of his open mouth, his heart lost its rhythm, he could not find enough air to pronounce the name of their daughter.


“It was Leticia, right? It was Leticia,” his wife said, shaking him by the shoulders, while he gasped and moved his head from side to side.


At the morgue, seated across from them with his head in his hands, is Mario Cosío, Claudia’s father. A scene much like what had happened at the Almeidas had occurred at the Cosíos, only there the mother answered the telephone and could not write down the address on the message pad because the receiver fell from her hands as she screamed, “No! Not Claudia!” Her husband picked up the telephone. He already knew the address because a year before he had been there to identify the body of his younger brother, who had been killed in an accident.


“What happened?” their eldest son asked his mother, who continued calling her daughter’s name. “Papá? Who are you talking to?” The son tried unsuccessfully to grab the receiver. “Papá, who was it?”


“Stay with your mother,” the boy’s father said while his arm slowly dropped to his side. He had the impression that the hand holding the telephone was not his. He let the receiver fall to the table and did not hang it up.


“Mamá, Mamá. Calm down. Mamá, what’s going on?”


His mother went quiet when Mario Cosío said, “I have to go see the body of a girl at the morgue, because they think it could be your sister.”


“I’ll go with you.”


“No, you stay here,” he told him, and he took his wife by the shoulders and pushed her towards the door.


“How long are you going to keep my daughter in there?” Leticia’s mother asks once more. The odour of her perfume saturates the room along with the clacking of the typewriter.


“I don’t know, señora. They’ve said you can go. I’ll let you know when you can come to pick up the body.”


“Leticia! My daughter’s name is Leticia Almeida!”


“There’s no point staying here, it’s hard on everyone, on you and on us.”


“Hard? I make things hard for you? I interrupt you?” Standing beside the desk, her hands on a pile of papers, Mónica exclaims in a loud voice, “My life just got interrupted forever.”


Ricardo Almeida takes her arm before she can sweep everything from the desk onto the floor. The secretary leaps to her feet, upsetting her chair. Leticia’s father hugs his wife, his arms like a straight-jacket, but he can scarcely keep her upright. It seems to him that his wife has become thinner over the past few hours. She collapses, unable to control her sobs. He would also like to dive deep into his sorrow, to drown in the tears he is holding back. “You have to be strong for your wife,” he keeps repeating in his mind like a mantra. He wants to believe those words, wants to convince himself he can be strong, but he knows the phrase is a lie. It’s a delusion to believe anyone is capable of sustaining another when faced with the unthinkable. He smooths her tangled hair. In normal circumstances — if what people call normality exists — she never would have left the house without brushing her hair or putting on lipstick. She even keeps a mirror in a small table by the front door, along with some blush, lipstick, and a hairbrush, in case she needs a touch-up before going out.


“Easy, my love, easy. We’re going to go where you can rest. The señorita is right. You’ll be able to wash up and eat something.”


“Let me go. Don’t tell me to calm down. I’m not going to calm down. I want my daughter and I want her now. Do you hear me? I want my daughter this instant!”


Mónica de Almeida throws off her husband’s arms and strides towards the doors that lead to the mortuary.


“Señora, you cannot go in there.” One of the officers posted by the entrance, alerted by the shouting, seizes her arm.


“Let me go!”


“Señora, as I said, you cannot go in there.”


She struggles to escape his grip. Pain spreads up her arm into her shoulder, her breast, across her abdomen, and breaks her in half. The officer holds on to keep her from falling to the floor, and her husband manages to catch her from behind.
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