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The only legend I have ever loved is


The story of a daughter lost in hell.


And found and rescued there.


—Eavan Boland
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PROLOGUE



THE SALTON SEA, SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA


Thick, noxious air burns her throat as she flees through the fields, mud clotting to her soles like leeches, one untied shoe after the other over the rutted vegetables.


She shouldn’t run toward the water—it isn’t safe. But the murk would offer cover.


She doesn’t risk a glance behind her or fumble at the yellow onions bulging from the ground. At first, it’s the familiar stench of sulfur bubbling from deep in the earth, mangled with the smell of rotting fish, thousands of carcasses gurgled onto the brackish marsh just ahead.


Then something intoxicatingly sweet fills her nostrils. She’s not near the sugar plant on the other side of town, but those sugar beets smell like overripe dirt anyway. This is more walking into the donut shop at sunrise and ordering a maple bar and sweet tea. She shakes her head, sure her blood sugar’s collapsing from starvation and dehydration and she’s about to nose-dive into the fields when the sweetness sours just as suddenly as it came—and she’s overtaken by the dank stench of sweat and shit.


Her heartbeat throbs in her ears, eclipsing the sound of a truck engine’s roar—another predator in the night, tearing through the furrows and ruining the crops, chasing her.


Would anyone hear her if she screamed?


She can’t waste the breath she needs for running.


In the distance, golden lights twinkle a mythical city arisen in the nowhere between the closest towns, neglected or desolate, and the still-living, breathing town where her people are.


But the lights aren’t magical, and they’re far, much too far. She’d never outrun the truck to get to the geothermal plant where someone at the gate might hear her. Let her in. But would they believe her if she told them who was after her?


A few hundred feet ahead stands a dock. Rickety and slanted, but still possible cover. She could jump into the frothy, stinking water, hold her breath, and hide beneath the battered, salt-crusted planks. Her pursuers might assume she’s darted toward the wildlife preserve, climbed the chain link. Or drowned.


The fug of gasoline and exhaust commingles with the acrid sea, fertilizer, her own sweat and spit, and her blood pumping, pumping furiously. Her lungs scream. Don’t let me die out here—


The sky lights a purple path upward—the Milky Way beckoning as if someone’s holding a flashlight behind a pinpricked cosmic bedsheet. It cascades across the expansive blackness that blurs into the jagged peaks of the Chocolate Mountains beyond this stretch of desert that’s claimed countless lives.


The clomping of hooves and a blaze of headlights pierce her back. Her dark hair flaps crow’s wings against her sweat-drenched hoodie as her high-tops slip against the mud.


There’s nowhere to hide, no tree cover, nothing but shrubs and dirt, and the green fingers of onion bulbs wavering the hands of the dead, reaching for her, grabbing, pulling her downward.


She falls to her knees, blackening her hands with soil.


But the creature canters steadily toward her.


She scrambles up, the Salton Sea in sight, a soupy bog in the darkness.


Her feet crunch fish bones and the minuscule shells of dead crustaceans; millions of them crackle beneath her while she flies toward the pier stretching into the abandoned lake, all that “accidental” water sloshing for miles across the dusty bowl of valle, before the headlights overtake her, and the horse-headed woman cackles, her midnight-black mane scraggling down her bare back.


For a moment, she’s glowing yellow, gleaming with beads of sweat. Saintly.


Then the gunshots resound.


One. Two. The deafening booms reverberate through the mountains. Aerial drills. Only this is no drill. Following the shots—metal clanks its sick click, click. Boom, click, click. Boom.


If anyone were out here but the night animals, the stars, they’ve shut their eyes. They haven’t seen a thing. They haven’t said a damn word to anyone.
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VENATUS


ONE WEEK EARLIER


Mal’s chopping block already seeps with blood when the hinge on the door to the carnicería squeaks like a distressed house cat. Mal pays no attention from the back room where she’s butchering today’s cuts. Not that she’d greet whoever’s entered the shop anyway. It doesn’t belong to her. She just works here. Putting on a cheerful face for the customers is Renata’s job.


You have to be a bitch in this business to get anywhere. By bitch, Mal means tough. Her terrible mother named her Bad, so that’s close enough. Like bad seed. Malamar, bad sea. Mami concocted the name as a punishment for the daughter she believed kept her chained to the Salton Sea, wrecked by a series of hurricanes the year Mal was born. Still, they stayed beside the water, which sometimes blossomed blood-red from the toxic algal blooms, killing all the fish and stinking to high heaven for weeks. If you ask her mother, Mal was born for this place.


She rolls back the sleeves of her hoodie, cranks up Radiohead’s “Creep” on her headphones, and swings another carcass onto its hooks, dragging it toward her workstation, metal scratching as the cold, solid slab sways between her bare hands. She wears a white apron and hairnet but forgoes the restrictive plastic gloves, needing that tactile connection. Some artists work with wood or metal or glass; Mal creates masterpieces from meat.


She pops a mint-flavored Tums into her mouth, the chalky tablet mixing with the tang of blood on her palms, salving her acid reflux burns. She keeps a roll in the ass pocket of her jeans and chews half a pack a day the way Mami used to blow through cartons of cigarettes before Mal’s big brother would throw them out and Mami would just run around the house screaming, “Mal! What the hell did you do with mis putos cigarrillos?” in her half-mock Hollyhood accent she’d perfected before her life went to shit.


As if Mal has the cojones to stand up to Mami. That’s her older brother Esteban’s wheelhouse, not Mal’s. That’s why he’s the one campaigning for the Senate this fall, not her.


I’m a weirdo—the lyrics Mal’s loved since she was a teen lull her into a flow state. She hauls the carcass to the electric saw, carving it in two, leaving half on the hook and carrying the other chunk to her block where she aims her ivory-handled breaking knife, tip curved like a lover’s tongue, through the gristle, then pulls, slices, and tears the splintered muscle, ripping it from tendons and fat, until she has a manageable primal piece, born of the skill and precision of her twenty years performing this same cut.


Whole animal craft butchery is a rare art form—and Mal knows she’s talented. Suppose she was working farm-to-table in an upscale Orange County or New York butcher shop? Given her experience fabricating animals of all different breeds, feeds, and finishes, she’d be able to market herself as an artisan butcher. But here? She earns just above minimum wage, like all the other cooks. Of course, they’re all women. Mexican women, to boot. Lowest on the pay scale, her college-educated daughter told her when she was taking some feminist class.


Mal grabs her desert-island butcher knife and removes the tenderloins. The money cuts. She finds the natural seams between muscles and draws back with her sharp tool, gently tapping the meat. From the loin, she breaks it down into subprimals: rib loin, center cut or short loin, and sirloin—her guiding and tearing hand in disciplined choreography with her slicing hand. All that gorgeous marbling. As she cuts the thick covering of fat she belts out, “I don’t belong here.”


Griselda’s still taking UC San Diego by storm, an environmental researcher who may one day return to salvage the ruin los ricos have made of this land. Papi’s land. But Mal doesn’t want her eldest daughter to come home, not really. She escaped El Valle—a feat Mal never achieved, nor her mother before her, nor hers. The only one who got away before her was Mal’s sister, Elena—swallowed by the same toxic bloom that tainted their childhood. The town was quick to brand Elena a runaway, a puta who got what she deserved. But Mal has never been convinced.


She’s finishing the tenderloins and moving on to the next cut, when the back door swings open with a familiar creak, and in saunters her work bestie, Yessi, carrying a tray of asada. Afro-Latina with tawny skin and wide eyes that remind Mal of walnuts, her natural coils gathered into a tight bun, Yessi’s got a pinched-lip look like she’s here to stir the pot.


With her usual pomp and circumstance, she leans against the doorframe, balancing the metal tray on her arms, a smirk cutting across her lips. “Oye, yunta.” Their term of endearment she says as casually as dude but given their history is a loaded inside joke. “Heard the latest chisme about your favorite front girl?”


Mal doesn’t pause her butchering but shoots Yessi a look, one eyebrow raised. “¿Qué pasó?” She removes the earphones.


“Renata got arrested the other day for giving head down at the FFA swine barns…” Her smirk widens. “To some high school chavalón, aunque she already graduated.”


Mal shakes her head and slices through the meat in front of her, acid curling her throat. She pops another Tums. Why Yessi loves talking shit about her own cousin, she’ll never know. When Mal’s sister vanished, people said she deserved her fate. They didn’t say it to Mal’s face. But she heard. Everyone around her loves shaming so-called sluts. “People’s business is their own,” Mal says as much for Elena’s memory as for Renata’s defense.


“Ándale, yunta. I’m just passing along what I heard.” Yessi chuckles, as though she’s not offended in the slightest by Mal’s rebuke. This is just how they are with each other.


Yessi sidles up to Mal, whose pulse flutters, damn butterflies throbbing her wrists at her nearness. Yunta, yes. But only because Mal’s been unavailable her entire adult life.


She’s the closest Mal has to a real friend, even if she only knows half-truths. The truth is, she and Yessi might’ve been girlfriends—they’d kissed once years ago, on their break, between the carnicería sidewall and an abandoned field, overgrown with burnt-orange creosote that sprouted like wildfire.


Yessi’s long onyx hair had been coiled in a tight bun, her aura a blend of crushed chile and sweet lilacs. Yet something in Mal resisted, despite the soft crawl of her body toward Yessi’s spunk and sass, the smeared red lipstick across both their faces. The full truth was that Mal had committed herself to a half-life with someone else twenty years earlier.


Now, in the back of the carnicería, Yessi—hands in gloves, black apron around her tank top and jeans, hairnet around her bun—reminds Mal why she hasn’t let anyone know about her and Gus. This, right here. Everyone would say about her what they say about Renata. More to the point, they’d say it about her daughters.


Even so, Mal leans in. “How long did they hold her?” She wonders if she can still smell burnt wildflowers on Yessi. “Renata, I mean.”


“Just a few hours, pero ay, qué vergüenza. Mi tía Carmen was boiling!” She’s holding in a delighted chortle like she’s waiting for Mal to give her permission to burst into hysterics. But as Yessi takes a hard look at Mal, she draws out a long “Girrrrrrl, what’s wrong?”


Mal shrugs, and Yessi sets her metal tray on the counter, layered with pink strips of thin-flanked steak.


“Did the guy get arrested too? The high school kid?”


Mal wonders if her little brother, Benny, had anything to do with the arrest. Maybe not. He’s a big-time detective at the station now, not just a beat cop. Their youngest detective.


Yessi shakes her head no and gives Mal a little bump with her hip. “I just served you the freshest tea, pero you look like you’re about to cry.” She leans her head on Mal’s shoulder. “Isn’t Griselda coming home for your brother’s thing? You should be excited.”


“You and Lisa will be at the fundraiser, right?”


“Of course, yunta. It’ll be fancy, ¿qué no?”


Mal rolls her eyes. “So posh. You know Esteban. Always kissing up to the Callahans. If it were my party, I’d have barbacoa in the backyard.”


“Right?” They both laugh now. “Dime, ¿qué te pasa?”


Mal stretches her neck, unknotting the constricted muscles, grasping for how to explain the malaise fomenting in her for almost twenty-five years—and whatever darker emotion’s bubbling beneath that—but before she can reply, the back door swings open and in steps Renata. The tension snaps like a cheap condom. “Everything okay here?” she asks, glancing between Mal and Yessi as if she knows she’s interrupting.


Yessi rolls her eyes at her younger cousin. “God, Ren, you’re such a pest. Don’t make me regret getting you this job.”


Renata curls her lip. She has a cheerful, round face like a toasted tortilla and cropped, silky hair several shades lighter than Amaranta’s, which is frizzy and dark as coal. “Whatever. Stop taking breaks and come help me. We’ve got a rush.”


“Saturday morning. Hangover cure time,” Yessi drawls, a hum to her voice.


Menudo’s the hair of the dog. The cook makes it a’yight here. Papi’s is ten times better.


As Renata huffs off, Yessi winks at Mal and whispers, “We’ll talk later, yunta,” then sashays through the swinging doors after her cousin.


A few minutes later, when the front door’s whining again and Yessi’s bustling to the back room, Mal suppresses a grin. She here to keep flirting or spreading worse rumors about her prima? Mal sets down the boning knife and leans against the chopping block, waiting for Yessi’s next theatrical burst of bochinche. Instead, she says flatly, “Your dad and daughter are here.”


They come every weekend for groceries. At home, Papi cooks—more chicken than beef lately since he’s put Mami on the diabetic diet. They’d better pick up some pollo asado this time. Plain white chicken breast is the worst.


Mal wipes her bloody hands on her apron—the red stains smearing watercolor poppies on a painter’s canvas—and follows Yessi to the counter, where Amaranta’s staring at Renata with the focused intensity of a guard dog, which is unlike her younger daughter. Except, she is a newly minted teen, self-conscious about her looks in a way she never used to be, and Renata’s drop-dead gorgeous. Could it be envy? Mal stays back a beat to see how this unfolds.


“What can I get you?” Renata asks Amaranta, who gives her head a dazed shake, barely noticeable, but Mal catches it. “A sample of menudo?”


Amaranta nods emphatically, the edges of her lips twitching, and Renata serves her a deep ladleful into a paper cup. But when she takes a slurp, she scrunches her face. See? Papi’s is better.


“Mija,” Papi calls when he notices Mal at the swinging doors, and she relaxes. Papi has that effect. His presence calms her. There was a time, after Elena disappeared, Papi’s drunken stupor was almost as terrible as Mami’s vitriol. But once they moved away from the sea and he took up gardening, he mostly came back to himself.


She gestures for them to join her at the end of the counter, where she hunches and plants a kiss atop Amaranta’s frizzy head, careful not to lean too far, keeping her blood-spackled apron away from her daughter. She’s the same size as Mal though she’s only fourteen and for the moment, they wear the same clothes, some of which had belonged to Elena. The Converse Amaranta loves, for instance. Egg-yolk yellow.


Griselda’s the one who inherited Elena’s face; it’s uncanny to walk into a room and find Mal’s long-gone-likely-dead sister. Until the sunlit filter that blurred Gris into the tía she never met fades and there’s the staunch and steadfast daughter Malamar raised instead.


It’s different with Amaranta. Rounder, darker, with the budding of plumpness, all her childish edges going soft. She’ll end up like Gus, tall and thick.


“Buenos días, Papi.” Mal kisses her father’s cheek. Cafecito and pan dulce with a trace of fertilizer. Back when they still lived beside the sea, in the government-provided house where Papi worked tirelessly to repopulate the waters and oversee the fish he’d introduced from the Gulf of California on the land his ancestors had toiled for millennia—back when he was jefe and felt such pride in the thriving fish and game industry—he smelled of salt and, eventually, sulfur. But he ceased working after Elena disappeared, and for too many years, he exuded a fermented odor, a loaf of sourdough left in the rain. As he’s aged and made a brittle peace with his grief, he’s become an avid gardener. Now he emanates the scent of soil and the tres flores oil he still slicks into his sable hair.


“What are you two doing here so early?”


“We’re tired of chicken!” Amaranta moans, and they all break out laughing.


“Hallelujah,” Mal says. “We’re Mexican, Papi! Get some carne asada, for Christ’s sake!”


“Ay, mija.” Papi tsks, but he’s laughing too.


“So what’ll it be then, eh, Pop? Between you and me, the menudo here can’t hold a candle to yours. We’ve got some good tripas if you want to show your nieta what’s up. It’s time she learns.” Mal raises her eyebrow at Amaranta, who slinks a bit. She gets away with everything around the house, including leaving all the chores to her elders. Papi finds solace in his work or else Mal would put her foot down. Let him take care of them now; Mal was little more than Mami’s maid during her childhood. Mal won’t put her daughters through that.


“We’re making birria de res,” Amaranta bursts.


“I’ve got the perfect tender chuck roast for you.” Mal retreats behind the counter to select the meat and wrap it in puckered white paper.


While she’s prepping the roast, Papi chats with Renata. “I get my beef here,” he says conspiratorially, “instead of the meat market closer to our house. It tastes better.”


Renata nods, solemn. “It’s kinda why I work here. Poorly treated beef tastes bad.”


Mal hands Papi the crinkling package. She ties it with string, old-school.


“I knew I liked you,” Papi tells Renata. “Not everyone can taste that difference.”


He means the Callahan butcher shop, Beef Tooth, replete with factory farm cattle yard. Their families have fought Mal’s whole life. It’s another art, fending off the exploitation of the privileged assholes who think they own this town. Mal refuses to source her meat from Sean Callahan’s and orders from a smaller, organic farm near San Diego, where the cows graze and are grass-finished.


Papi took her hunting when she was a girl and taught her to respect her kills—the lives they lead before they die. He told her the Kumeyaay word for the land is the same for the human body: Mat/’Emat. That stuck with her. Connects her to everything. Even the cows. Even the sea.


Last summer, Griselda came home for an internship and preached for weeks at the dinner table about the Callahans’ unfair practices. Grisly tales of their slaughterhouse just down the road. Unexplained illnesses, water pollution, land destruction, mud-smeared cattle wedged in the packing yard, their hides glistening and sticky with confinement. The workers aren’t spared from injuries, diseases, or accidents either. Not to mention the waste, that abattoir mess—shit, blood, bone, chemicals like nitrogen and phosphorus—all floating out into the Salton Sea.


Griselda’s impassioned tirade sounded like a college presentation—all those gruesome details about slicing the necks of conscious cows. It made Amaranta sick. Pobrecita left the table, gagging up the sopa her abuelo spent literal hours stewing.


Gris’s soapbox talk probably stems from Sean Callahan’s only son, Harlan, her on-again, off-again boyfriend, who was back on last summer. Even though he’s a yuppie who protests his own father’s business while still living in his gated estate, Mal respects his efforts. The Callahans make terrible enemies, as Mal knows all too well. Harlan secretly undermining them from within their own posh home takes serious cojones. She only knows about his guerrilla tactics through Gris, and as far as Mal can tell, his dad has no idea. She’d respect Harlan even more if he moved out altogether, but dismantling an empire takes time. And resources. Mal’s not one to judge someone for who their family is, and he wouldn’t make the worst son-in-law, if it came down to it. Still, she doesn’t want her daughter stuck with him in El Valle.


“I’m not gonna work here forever,” Renata adds, as if she’s been privy to Mal’s thoughts. “I want to be an eco-justice lawyer.”


Yessi’s never mentioned her cousin’s aspirations. Damn. Good for her.


“Una abogada,” Papi rejoins. “Working for change como mis nietas.” His voice swells as he tells her about his scientist granddaughters. “Amar es una futura científica, y mi otra nieta, Griselda, está en la universidad. ¿La conoces? She’s about your age.”


Mal, ever the mama bear, spies the briefest scowl shadowing Renata’s face before she catches herself. At first Mal wonders if Renata doesn’t speak Spanish but then realizes it was the mention of Griselda’s name that struck a strange chord. Does her coworker dislike Mal’s eldest? Wouldn’t be the first. Everyone knows everyone in their small town. Everyone’s got beef with someone. Even her own brothers, Lord help them. Splitting up the family over this damn fundraiser in two nights. Benny refuses to support Esteban since he’s holding it at the Callahan mansion, of all places. Enemy territory. But Mal and Esteban have always been close: Chuy and Mallow Mar—like the candy bars. In high school, they were a bookish pair of Mexican nerds and scholars ¿y qué? Mal won’t abandon Esteban now, not when he’s so close to winning his Senate seat.


The house cat in the hinges screeches as the door swings open wide and two men in khaki and olive-green camouflage tromp into the carnicería. At first, they strike Mal as military, men who sometimes come into town from the bases dotting the outlying mountains and desert beyond El Valle. But they’re missing key elements of a soldier’s attire—no glinting dog tags, no combat boots or crew cuts. One guy has a Viking beard and mustache so manicured and sculpted it’s comical.


Renata’s demeanor changes when the hunters come in, and, in fact, she begins to resemble a house cat herself now, all coy and mischievous.


The hunters zero in on Renata, cutting off Papi midsentence. “Is Mal around? We need to discuss a job with him.”


Amaranta stifles a giggle. Renata smirks too.


Mal clears her throat and steps forward, crossing her arms in front of her bloody chest.


“That’s me,” Mal flexes.


The hunters are taken aback—bocas tan abiertas que los peces podrían nadar en ellas, as Papi would say. He makes up his own dichos. Their mouths gape so wide, fish could swim in them. Mal’s used to this reaction. It amuses her every time.


Hipster Beard grabs the elk teeth dangling from his keychain. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize, but, hey, great we caught you. No disrespect. We’ve heard you’re the best butcher in the valley. We need someone to process game for us.”


The other guy chuckles. “We’d have done it ourselves, but it was a train wreck.”


“Right?” Hipster Beard agrees. “We need more bang for our buck this time around.” He shakes the keychain and both men laugh. Buck. A male deer.


“Yeah, I have the chops to prepare your venison,” Mal puns back.


Amaranta cracks a smile and Mal winks. She’s taught her daughter how venison comes from the Latin venatus, which means to hunt. Originally, the term referred to any kind of edible game, but it’s used now to mean the meat from deer. It also means hunted or pursued.


Once they work out the details and price and Mal gives her cell so they can text when their kill’s ready, Renata asks if they need anything else. When they decline, she leans against the counter, pulls out a compact tube of lipstick from her snug jeans pocket, and applies another greasy coat of mauve around her crescent-moon pout. The hunters remind Mal of wolves in a cartoon, grinning and nudging each other as they depart, the hissing feline of door hinges bidding them farewell.


When Papi pulls Mal aside to ask her advice about what to cook for Griselda’s return and whether she thinks Benny will join them at the fundraiser even though he’s not speaking to Esteban, Mal notices Amaranta suddenly light up in a spirited conversation with Renata. Mal wants to eavesdrop but also respect her daughter’s privacy. Her girl’s growing up. Looking for women to emulate. Far be it from Mal to deem Renata an unsuitable influence. Even if she does hook up with guys in the parking lots of swine barns.


Elena hooked up all across town and the surrounding countryside, everyone said.


A year older than Elena, Mal still had no idea who her sister was. Elena kept her secrets but Mal could’ve tried harder. Could’ve been a better role model. A better sister. She might’ve been a failure at the root, a bad sea as a sister and a daughter, but as a mother? At least she got that one thing right. Right?
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ALL THE DOGS IN TOWN


The meat falls off the flank of the birria de res, plopping into the chile-red broth with a plunk. Papi said when he was a boy, they made this adobo stew from goat meat.


But Mal was right about this beef chuck. It’s the perfect cut. So tender.


She tops hers with finely diced onions, cilantro, and a wedge of lime, glad to see Amaranta helped her abuelo and her chopping skills are improving. She grabs a tortilla from under the Styrofoam lid of the warmer, breaks off a piece, and scoops out a chunk of meat from the broth, staining the blanket of tortilla bright red.


Everyone but Mami’s doing the same. Mami uses a spoon. Slurps loudly. The juice runs down her mouth like she’s bleeding from her gums.


After dinner, Papi’s washing dishes while Amaranta does her homework at the table. A kid who does homework on a Saturday night. That’s the kind of girl Mal’s raised.


She has tutoring tomorrow. A boy in her class. Maybe she’s crushing. But Amaranta prides herself on remaining an enigma, steeped in gender-nonconforming mystery. Mal’s fine with that. Boys screw everything up anyway.


Papi’s humming above the sound of the rushing faucet and the gentle clink-clink of dishes. His voice to the thrum of the water takes Mal back to the sea. The dock at the edge of their old yard led to Papi’s little government-issued boat. When Papi was a boy growing up deeper in El Valle, his people were more than laborers in the irrigated fields—they were farmers in their own right, cultivating the land to grow and thrive.


Back then, his family, being Kumeyaay and Cahuilla, the original inhabitants of this land, were welcomed as immigrants. It’s ironic, considering they’d come from this place but migrated to Mexico, moving back and forth over thousands of years until the imaginary borders drawn by los políticos restricted international travel. When the floods came again and nourished this land, they also rebirthed the sea, which for a time sustained his family—until everything decayed, and over the past two decades, Papi’s borne the brunt.


Mami’s nurse, Lupita, hasn’t come for her shift again. Her daughter’s sick with asthma. Mal remembers those days with Griselda in and out of emergency rooms—how harrowing when a daughter can’t breathe. So Mal cleans Mami’s pressure wounds in Lupita’s place. They flush bright and toxic as algal blooms.


She lifts Mami from her wheelchair to the flowered couch, props her one remaining leg on a towel, and sets her first-aid supplies on the coffee table like her butcher’s knife set. Maybe if she thinks of Mami as a carcass, the whole process will be a pinch more tolerable.


But as Mal scrapes the flesh, Mami slaps back her hand, hard. Mal’s skin turns red along her knuckles. If it’d been palm to palm, it would’ve been a high five. But with Mami, it’s always a rebuke. “That hurts,” Mami squelches. “Watch what you’re doing, tonta.”


Tonta—stupid girl—Mami’s term of endearment for Mal, who releases a moody puff that blows the wisps of bangs from her forehead as if she were a teenager sulking. She’ll be forty-two soon. Why does she still let Mami do this to her? She turns her huffs into the box-breaths her therapist taught her. You’ll choose a familiar hell over a strange heaven every time unless you reset your nervous system. So Mal breathes in for five out for five as she digs the pus from the mealy bread crust of a scab. The hydrogen peroxide sizzles and bubbles against the little wormlets on Mami’s skin.


Mal shushes her in measured tones meant for soothing and not the irritation she feels. She doesn’t need another slap. Not to her hand or her face.


Still, Mami’s prolonged grief seethes through her dementia. “You’re the reason Elena’s gone,” Mami slurs, her speech slow as a borracha or niña up past her bedtime and fighting it. “You stupid, fat slut. You got pregnant when you should’ve been watching your sister.”


Never mind that Mami got the timing backward. Mal got fat with Griselda after Elena disappeared, and Mal was already Baby Benny’s substitute mother by then, since Mami all but abandoned him. He was born the very night Elena disappeared, Mami’s wails more akin to grief than labor—like she already knew she wouldn’t raise this child herself since his birth signaled the loss of her favored daughter. He would’ve starved if Mal hadn’t stepped in.


When Griselda arrived two years later, she and Benny were more Mal’s twins than her brother and daughter. Mythical cuates, born from the earth and sea, akin to the Nahuatl cóatl—twin snakes.


And never mind that Mal lost the baby weight after both her pregnancies.


Mami jabs because she can.


“It should’ve been you,” Mami hisses. She’s on a vitriol roll tonight. What was in that broth? Truth serum? But Mal’s heard it many times before. Mami wishes her eldest daughter had disappeared instead of Elena. Her baby girl. Her favorite. Her angelita, pobrecita, muy linda, qué bonita, besito, besito. “Pero no. Dios left me with you. A daughter who hurts me.”


Mal shushes her again, breathing in for longer, the eight counts of a curandera asking permission to enter the spirit realm for guidance, although Mal’s not sure what spirit she believes in. Certainly not some white-haired man on a heavenly throne.


Mal prefers Amaranta’s version; she calls it the Great Mathematician in the Sky, because, she says, we’re all ones and zeros at the particle level. Give me the strength not to dig my fingers into the black hole of Mami’s misplaced rage—


Instead, Mal takes a Q-tip and applies a thick coat of salve, Mami’s wound opaquing like a cloudy window at their old beach house, filmed by a layer of salt and wet grime.


A hand grabs a clutch of hair from Mal’s scalp and yanks hard, so the Q-tip snaps and flies through the living room. Black maggots drift through Mal’s vision, her neck protesting the unnatural angle Mami’s jerked it. Mal blinks, focusing on the dishes clinking in the background, Papi’s humming above the faucet, the soft scrape of Amaranta’s pencil lead against notebook paper, scratching like a rodent at the dirt. No one seems to notice or care that Mami’s no longer a frail woman bound to a wheelchair by daughterloss and diabetes.


Mal doesn’t dare look into the milky glaze of Mami’s marble eyes.


The candles on Elena’s ofrenda flicker from the small foyer to Mal’s left. Dried flowers. Irises instead of marigolds since Mami clings to a foolish hope her favorite daughter will be returned. A statue of an archangel and another of La Virgen. Mal counts in for eight, her gaze locked on the picture of Elena when she was sixteen, holding a blue ribbon at the Midwinter County Fair for her art installation. Out for eight. Elena had painted a horse, a bay, braying in a field. The photo was taken a handful of months before she disappeared.


Mal doesn’t make a peep as she gently takes Mami’s hand, lifting each finger with the patience she’d use to clip her daughters’ fingernails when they were little, or Benny’s, uno, dos, y tres deditos, cuatro, cinco… until Mami’s grasp unpries from Mal’s hair, releasing her scalp with a screech of relief like untying chongos from a tight set of braids.


Instead of scolding Mami or tattle-taling to Papi, Mal’s desplante takes on the cool tone of a woman growing up—or maybe just out of fucks.


“Amaranta,” she says, spine straight, voice tight, “go pack your backpack, mijita, and don’t forget your toothbrush. I just remembered I have to run some errands, so you’re spending the night at Tía Sharon’s.”


Tía Sharon’s house hates itself. Amaranta firmly believes this. It’s as if the house looked in the mirror and cursed itself—not for being ugly. It’s stately and upmarket, gaudier than most houses in El Valle. But like someone beautiful without makeup who insists on wearing every lurid shade in MAC’s spring collection to overcompensate—it perceives some lack.


Still, it had a good foundation. Tía and Tío were rico lawyers. In some ways, Amaranta is proud to be the niece of a rising senator and the former mayor. There’s no slapping lipstick on a pig at Tía’s. Before she left her post as mayor and divorced Tío Esteban a few years ago to become a lush, as Abuelo says, Tía had been a powerful woman.


These days, she just seems sad, same as everyone else in their family.


Like Ma, who thinks Amaranta doesn’t know why she drops her off with her two fifteen-year-old cousins, Xochitl and Xolotl, the deplorable cuates, once or twice a month, but Amaranta’s not a baby. She understands just fine. Ma’s too tightly wound and needs to get laid. That’s how Iggy puts it anyway. Iggy lives with her sick grandma now. She and Amaranta have sick grandmas and sneaky moms in common.


Amaranta discovered the latter when she and Iggy were scrounging for weed in Ma’s drawer and found actual photographic evidence of Ma’s cringefest of a secret life. Ever since, Amaranta’s been too freaked to think of much else. She wishes she were brave enough to just tell Ma she’d rather be chilling and making out with her bestie-turned-girlfriend, Iggy, than survive her nasty-ass cousins’ antics.


“Can’t I stay with Iggy tonight?” Amaranta had whined on the way over to Tía’s, trying to produce a tear for authenticity (pinching herself on the thigh works, but she’s wearing jeans).


“Another time, okay?” Ma’s voice was weary and had that sharp edge to it Amaranta hates, like end-of-convo, when the truth was it never started.


Amaranta needs Tía to spill whatever she knows about Ma, since Tía’s the only one in the family who gets drunk enough to spill the real tea, not the weak, watery stuff everyone else tries to serve. But tonight she’s been too busy with her new boy toy to notice Amaranta, who watches the couple through the glass doors. They’re drinking and dancing on the patio, Tía with one hand around Oscar, shamelessly pinching his nalgas, and the other clutching her cocktail.


Amaranta’s observant. A scientist. It’s how she learns things. Even things she’s not supposed to know. The power of observation is both a blessing and a curse. Once you know, you can’t unknow.


She watches until Oscar slides off his shorts, his dick swinging like a stallion’s during a hot piss, stirring up a cloud of dust and steam. She’s only ever seen a horse dick at the ranch beside the park that skirts her house and the New River, before now.


Tía pulls down the straps of her bathing suit, but Oscar’s looking elsewhere—straight toward the sliding glass door. He winks.


Amaranta turns away, mortified. Was he winking at her? Gross.


Might as well see what her menacing primos are up to while she waits for her Tía to finish getting laid. Is that all grown-ups think about?


The alternative is to call Iggy to rescue her, but Amaranta still wants to talk to Tía. She needs more time. She drifts upstairs, a leaf caught in a slow current.


Xochitl’s room is the first on the landing; her prima’s door stands ajar, its silhouette carved out by the half-hearted glow of a table lamp. Amaranta peeks in but it’s empty.


Next in the hallway is Xolotl’s closed door.


Amaranta turns the doorknob, prepping to roll her eyes when she enters like she’s bored of them before she’s even hung out, only her nerves stingray as she nudges the door open.


The cuates sit cross-legged on a black rug. She’s about to say Sup, party people (a phrase Iggy prefers for its gender neutrality and casual tone) when she sees what lies between them on the shaggy dark carpet. A silver blade catches the scant light.


What kind of shit are her cousins into? Amaranta curses her unquenchable scientist’s curiosity and stays still. The room is so dim she has to squint.


“Your tongue shall be slit,


And all the dogs in the town


Shall have a little bit.”


They extend their arms, and Amaranta would poke fun at their theatricality (is this for her benefit, are they putting on some kind of show?) but her insides wobble and all she can do is watch, transfixed as Xolotl picks up the blade and opens a thin red line across his sister’s wrist. Then they switch, and she does the same for him. The sudden streak of spilled cherries dribbles down their arms, jarring against the room’s silence. No gasps or grimaces of pain. Only their weird chant punctuated by the soft, rhythmic patter of blood drops hitting the rug. They lean in, each clamping their mouth to the other’s wrist, sucking. Ew. Ew. EW.


Amaranta stumbles back as the cuates, in unison, perk up, predators post-kill, sensing their next fresh meal.


They swivel toward her, panic freezing her in place, and they’re on her before she can react. A vise-like hand clamps down on her mouth, snuffing out her scream. Iggy! Shit shit shit.


They drag her back into the room.


“You’re our new plaything,” Xolotl teases, his breath hot vinegar against her face, his fingers tightening around the hilt of the blade. He grabs Amaranta’s arm and traces the tip against her skin. She kicks and tries to scream, but Xochitl palms her face.


This is a new low. Why did Amaranta think she could handle them? She’s been so stupid. Blood oozes from her fresh wound, seeping onto the carpet. Xolotl collects the blood into a small bowl.


Summoning a surge of adrenaline, Amaranta wrenches herself free, elbowing her cousin’s gut. She sprints through the hallway and down the staircase to the patio where she last saw Tía Sharon. But it’s empty.


Are they mating underwater? Did they move to another room? Will the cuates come down and snatch her again? Drag her back to their room? She should run out the front door and call Iggy from the sidewalk. She’s about to do just that when she spots Tía in the study, crumpled on an oversized leather couch, glass in hand.


Amaranta clutches her bleeding arm and slinks into the room.


Tía Sharon offers a sloppy upturn of her mouth. “Hi, mija. Need something?”


“Your kids tried to kill me.”


“What’s new? They’ve been trying to kill me since conception.” She lifts her glass like she’s making a toast before breaking out into a burst of full-throated laughter.


“Look,” Amaranta says, holding out her bloody wrist as proof.


Tía Sharon squints, leans closer, then blinks in disbelief. “Jesus, girl! What’d you do to yourself?” She’s suddenly alert. “You need some first aid, mija. Come here, let me see.”


“I didn’t do this to myself.” Amaranta’s anger flares, hot and righteous. She pulls her arm away and uses the bottom of her T-shirt as a compress. “It was your sadistic children! They think they’re in a horror movie.”


Tía’s gaze sobers. “¡Ay! Stop being a drama queen and let me find the liquid bandage.”


She stands and motions for Amaranta to follow her through the pristine house, with its fancy chandeliers and dining table set like something out of a home decor magazine, to the guest bathroom where she fumbles the liquid bandage onto Amaranta’s arm while clasping her drink, rambling and slurring her words. “You don’t know true horror, mija.” Her voice is bitter rinds.


Amaranta tries to snatch the brown vial from her aunt, its sharp antiseptic smell mingling with Tía’s sickly sweet drink. But Tía bats her away.


“True horror is seeing something so bad that if you told anyone, it could get you killed.” Tía slices her throat with her finger, the little paintbrush of antiseptic dripping onto the tile.


The liquid stings in Amaranta’s fresh wound. Tears stab at the edges of her eyes.


“I was at a party, you know? A party. I should’ve been having the time of my freaking life, mija. But nooooo…” Tía slurs no with such a vigorous tilt of her whole body that she sloshes her drink onto the floor then erupts in a high-pitched hysterical clap of laughter that ends with a hiccup. “That was true horror. This is a little accident.” She plops down her glass on the countertop with a clattering ting before retrieving a small silver compact mirror from inside her bra, its surface glinting in the soft bathroom light. “This,” she slurs, waving it unsteadily, “is my… is like your bloody wrist.” She flicks open the compact, revealing a smudge of rust. A hollow laugh bubbles. “This memento?” She waves the mirror again. “This is my life insurance.”


She slumps across the toilet seat, folds her arms atop the marble counter, and hunches over. Amaranta lifts her aunt’s head, but her eyes are shut and she’s snoring. Wasted, Ma would say. This night officially sucks.


What the hell was Tía ranting about anyway? Some horror party? It’s so weird every adult Amaranta knows is haunted. Do all adults have this one screwed-up night in their lives? Ma’s scarred by the night of the bonfire when her sister disappeared. She talks about it all the time.


But this is the first Amaranta’s heard from her tía about a similar night.


The compact glimmers up from the tile. It’s got rust or something on it. How could this little thing be Tía’s protection? What, is she a witch or something, and is this her totem?


Amaranta pockets it. She can’t pass up a good mystery. She’ll get Iggy’s advice as soon as she makes it out of this freak show.


But a shadow across the bathroom door sends her chest palpating. The cuates are coming back. Shit shit shit. She turns slowly, holding her breath.


Standing in the hallway, wrapped in nothing but a towel around his waist, Oscar stares at her, eyebrows raised. Furry caterpillars squirm across his chest. His hair is slicked back and wet. There’s a hot, sloshy sensation in her stomach. Her teeth cling to her gums with a sticky paste.


“Hey, mija,” he says like he’s already family although Amaranta’s only known him a couple of months and they’ve never had a real conversation, only him droning on about his motorcycle and New Creations, which sounds a little cultish to Amaranta, but so does all organized religion. “She fell asleep on the pot?” He laughs. “Where are your primos?”


Amaranta squeezes the mirror. It feels cold against her warm, soggy palms.


“Upstairs.”
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NOT SO DEAD


Sulfur. The rotten egg stink of a dying sea. It sticks to her lungs. The gurgling mud pots beside the toxic water. A vomitous splashing in the sopa bowl of her stomach.


No, not sulfur. Piss. A hot stream of it against the dirt.


The awful reek of ammonia, unmucked stables, all that urine-soaked alfalfa surfacing…


It comes to Mal first as the sticky sweetness of maple syrup, cloying. But there’s something of a trap already set in the sap. Dig into the silky warmth and it’ll harden into viscous pools—so the stories go. Those entranced by the horse-headed woman have to touch her hair. And when they realize it’s a mane and their schoolboy palms have clung to it like too much candy, they’re already caught. How quickly syrup turns to piss. It happens every time for Mal. A whiff of something enticing before it rots.


She jerks up from sleep, a mother troubled. It’s dark. She’s trembling.


She checks the body beside her, the steady rise and fall of the blanket, the snore deeper and more phlegm-trebled than she expected. It’s not Amaranta. She rubs her eyes and remembers where she is.


The rhythmic clop of hooves recedes to the steady drip, drip, dripping of a leaky faucet. Everything here leaks. This house, Gus’s once-seaside cottage, is falling apart.


What time is it?


Her phone on the nightstand says 4:00 a.m. No missed calls. No texts. No alarm. It’s Sunday. Four years since she last dreamed of the horse-headed woman who chased her the night Elena disappeared. Four years since she started therapy. Why has La Siguanaba reared her equine head now?


For a hundred years, townsfolk have claimed a horse-headed woman roams the beaches and surrounding desert as far as Mexico. La Siguanaba, they call her. Hideous one. But that doesn’t tell the whole story. She’s a shapeshifter. Some say she wears a high-collared lace dress, once white as wedding silk, now saturated in the rust-red innards of her victims. Some say she wears whatever a man lusts after most. Sequins. Spandex. Fishnet. Nothing at all. Legends tell of her lurking in the shadows, targeting womanizers and drunkards. Los borrachos.


No, she doesn’t sneak, no se esconde. She merely approaches with deliberate nonchalance. Leaning over, she lifts her long hair above her head, as if wringing out water, and then releases it, letting it cascade into a flowing waterfall. The men catch a glimpse of her naked form and dark, ethereal hair, and they’re undone.


“Reveal your face to me,” the borrachos y mujeriegos implore, enticed by her beauty. They misinterpret her reluctance as coyness, inching closer and closer until their breath grazes the back of her neck. Then she turns, allowing her long, dark hair to fall away—revealing the white-boned skull of a horse.


By the time they scream, it’s too late.


If she doesn’t kill immediately, she leaves men lost and wandering, mad in the wilderness. Mal has long worried it’s not only drunkards and womanizers La Siguanaba comes for but children. Teenagers. Girls—everyone blames women when things go wrong.


She texts Amaranta: You still up, baby? You alright?


The sick sensation that awoke her, the rumbling in her gut, burns her throat. She fumbles a hand to the nightstand again, feeling for the foil paper, grabbing two Tums and chewing while she waits to see if Amaranta’s side goes from “received” to “read.”


She’s been tumbling Amaranta out into the night since she was a baby. Griselda and Benny before her. They’re used to it. But that doesn’t make the next morning any less sloshy in her gut. Motherguilt. It burns like the peppermint on her tongue.


Why does Mal let Mami get to her?


Her therapist says self-care first, then she can care for others. So Mal crashes at Gus’s place as often as she needs. Over the years, that’s meant once a month. Whenever Mal’s intestines twist and kink like the primal cuts in the industrial meat grinder, it’s time to step away from the house. Living with a narcissist has given her irritable bowel syndrome. That’s what her therapist says. For twenty-odd years, Mal’s IBS has been a surprisingly accurate barometer for how much Mami she can handle before she snaps. In some ways, she’s been a petulant teenager sneaking off to her boyfriend’s. But teenagers often excel at self-preservation. This has been the pattern since she was seventeen and dropped out of school to get her GED and take care of Benny. While it might not be the healthiest coping mechanism, it’s well-worn and rutted.


Mal used to believe Mami when she accused her of being the slut who should’ve disappeared instead of Elena; she’d hang on to Mami’s every hateful word. But a year after Griselda left for college, she called Mal and announced, “Mom, I think you should start therapy.” She gave Mal a list of numbers to call, all matter of fact. “See which one you feel comfortable with, okay? See which one sticks.” Mal shoved down the embarrassment she felt at having her barely adult daughter confront her, but she called each number on the list, made an appointment with the woman who bothered her the least, and promised she’d try it for three months, long enough to form a habit. That was four years ago. So why’s she dreaming about the horse-headed woman again now?


A paranoid thought gallops through her mind. Maybe La Siguanaba’s finally coming for her. She grabbed Elena instead of Mal when they were teenagers, in the fields, by the sea. Everyone in town said Elena deserved it. Bunch of misogynist assholes. But even after four years of therapy, a tiny part of Mal is still convinced the monstrous creature could’ve been after her instead of her sister. Mal was the daughter Mami wanted gone, after all.


If La Siguanaba came for Mal in the past but snatched her sister instead, and she’s back—who might she accidentally take if Mal’s not careful?


Or maybe it’s just guilt. Mal’s too old to be sneaking off, living a double life; pues, it’s eroding her relationship with her youngest. Mal can’t bear the thought of Amaranta pulling away. She’s not ready. Maybe this is just Mal’s psyche working overtime, convincing her to keep her ’jita close when her therapist’s challenging her to let go of the reins a bit and see what happens. What about your closeness with your daughter is good for your daughter, her therapist asks her, pointedly, versus what’s just good for you, Mal? So far, Mal hasn’t answered, just stared at the swirling patterns on the carpet. But the question has troubled her. Is she stifling her daughter with her own need? She pushes that thought way down—subterranean deep.


She checks her phone again. The little dots mean her daughter’s typing.


Mal releases a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.


Amaranta texts back: I’m fine. Was asleep til you texted. Weirdo. She adds the clown face emoji.


Mal texts back a heart. Then adds a monkey covering their face with their palms. She can’t lie back down. The acid’s broiling her from the inside out.


The bed groans as she gets up and pads through Gus’s house, floorboards creaking. She folds her arms tightly across her chest and shivers as she passes the other bedroom, its door shut tight. It’s probably locked. She never goes in. No one does.


She slides on a pair of mules, unlocks the front door, and steps outside, aware she’s enacting the very motions Gus claims his daughter, Noemi, took twenty-five years before when she, too, vanished across the marsh.


The yard is littered with fish bones, scattered from the beach below, bleached white, crunching beneath her feet as she walks down to the sea. Along the way, she picks one up. It resembles a tooth.


Not the kind from Mal’s nightmares, torn from her swollen gums, their roots exposed and bleeding. Nor the kind Mami knocked out of her mouth in girlhood. No, this reminds her of when she first met Gustavo Castillo, and he wanted the ones glinting at the water’s edge, jutting from the salted shore.


Mal, eighteen years old, had been down at the beach with Baby Benny, studying for her GED and bird-watching.


She’d been staring at the water for hours, observing the pompous pelicans skim the surface, diving like arrows toward the blue line, then rising with slick, squirming tilapia in their beaks. The western sandpipers danced across the muddy embankments on their stilts for legs, waggling their butts and tail feathers like ladies with fancy fans, calling for the smaller fish and insects they piped into their beaks.


From the corner of her eye, she’d recognized the man with a crumpled map. He wasn’t much to look at—disheveled, dejected, rejected by his wife and the remaining fragments of the town. Yet something about how he clutched that creased paper as he knelt by the salty shore intrigued Mal.


She hoisted Benny onto her hip and asked, “What’s on the map?”


“Places she isn’t.” His voice was both gruff and earnest, as if his throat were filled with gravel or he was on the verge of tears.


“Your daughter?” Her stomach clenched like bait on a wire. Mal hadn’t known Noemi except in passing. She was in the same grade as Elena. Mal wasn’t too cool to hang out with younger classmates, but she didn’t hang out with anyone except Esteban before he became Stevie consumed with Sharon—prom king and queen. The perfect couple. And Mal was alone.


Folks called Gus the Devil. El Cucuy. The monstrous beast who sneaks into the homes of disobedient children and snatches them away. In some versions, he’s covered in prickly hair, akin to a chupacabra. In others, he has the slick skin of a regular man, but he’s evil just the same.


Legend says El Cucuy was once a mere father annoyed with his naughty children. He concocted a punishment to teach them a lesson, locking them in the closet where they could sweat it out while he ran some errands. But when he got back, he found his house had caught fire and his children had burned to death.


Did they curse him, or did he call the curse upon himself, in his disbelief and shock and guilt? Either way, El Cucuy now stalks the bedrooms of children, checking their armarios, under their beds. But his search has grown chaotic over the years, his desire deranged. No longer does he search for children to save but to fill the void within him, the burning ache where he cannot face what he’s done.


Lingering by the water, Gus didn’t seem devilish, just profoundly sad.


She got on her knees and joined the search—Baby Benny cooing a gurgly, drool-gummed laugh.


At first they spoke little, but gradually their exchanges became more philosophical. Gus shared the history of El Valle, revealing that he was a community college professor before his daughter disappeared. His words often took on a Socratic, teacherly tone, like he cared about what she thought. She returned each day with Benny as they scanned the beach and surrounding desert, fields, and thermal mud pots.


Three months in, Mal pulled something shining and iridescent from the ground. A sharp incisor. Pulpy and dark at the center. Knifelike at the tip.


Gus took her back to his house, saying, “Let me show you something,” in a tone that made Mal worry she shouldn’t have brought Baby Benny with her.


But you didn’t get as sad as Gus by hurting others. It comes from being hurt.


He retrieved a baby food jar filled with teeth of different sizes and colors, from milky beige to lurid yellow, from different mouths and various levels of oral hygiene. Some sharp enough to be animal razors, some dull as ground stone. Mal was both repulsed and intrigued.


That jar was macabre, but she held it, fascinated, examining the old, blood-crusted stumps. Tooth enamel is the toughest thing the human body makes. Tougher than bone. And yet, teeth are so easily dislodged. Uprooted. Like anything else, so easy to rot.


He pulled out that stained map and laid it on the counter beside the jar. It depicted their desert oasis adorned with Gus’s chicken scratch. Thick red markings resembled tributaries, their ink seeping into the map’s fabric. He’d left similar scribblings on the news clippings scattered throughout his house, dating back to the early days of El Valle and even further, delving into ancient myths and geological records.


“This where you found the teeth?” she asked.


He nodded.


“Are any your daughter’s?”


“The police would have to believe me to find out with forensics. They’d have to care.”


“Don’t you have dental records?”


“You know how it is out here.”


Mal nodded. She did know how it was out here.


The sheriff barely pretended to hide his speculations on Elena’s disappearance. Fast girls run. Period. The case never closed but it’d never really opened either.


“They all girl’s teeth?”


“Doubt it. Some are coyotes. Other animals.”


She held one up to her own tooth and gazed at her reflection in a dusty window. It fit. She didn’t have to imagine the force it would take to wriggle it out of the safebed of her gums and onto the playa floor. In that way, twisted though it might’ve been, she’d felt connected to Gus’s daughter, and to Gus himself. A small town will make monsters everywhere. That part Mal had always understood.


Now she soaks in the duskish light dancing across the dying, drying lake. He won’t leave this ghost town or move farther inland like everyone else. He’s waiting for his daughter to return. No, he’s waiting to die and join her. And Mal’s been decaying alongside them in this purgatory. She isn’t being fair to their relationship, but nothing has been fair.


A shotgun cracks, leaving a familiar pop and crackle in Mal’s eardrums, snapping her out of her thoughts. She’s been out here an hour at least. She tromps back through the fields toward the thunderous sound coming from the east side of Gus’s property. The salted playa crackles beneath her feet the way she imagines ice would.


Mal finds Gus awake and in the yard, his shotgun aimed into the distance. His jeans fit snugly around his muscular thighs with a slight looseness at the waist that allows enough space for Mal to slip her hands between the waistband and his warm skin.


His most prominent features are those thick, dark brows Mal secretly wishes she could pluck and paste onto her own meager arches. When she was a teenager, it was all the rage for girls to pluck theirs into wispy lines; luckily, her daughters take after their father, inheriting arches of which Frida Kahlo would be proud.


A few silver foxes burrow into the dark forest of his hair, curling at his scruff—while Mal, twenty years younger, has taken to dyeing her grays a rich bronzed brown.


Birds flock into the sky. A coyote rushes past. The sun peeks from behind the mountains.


“Catch the chupacabra?” she asks, pressing her body to his.


“Damned raccoons eating my vegetables.”


“You old codger,” she laughs. “Viejo gruñón.”


Gus harrumphs, puts the safety on the gun, points it to the ground, and opens his arms for Mal, who leans into her beloved.


His grief should’ve wilted him into a man much older than his sixty-one years, but his good genes have preserved him. Only a few russet sunspots scatter across his cheeks. Mal covers hers with makeup, but anyone who saw them together would assume they were the same age. Of course, no one ever saw them together. That was the point.


He smells of vanilla, bourbon, and earth, in that order. He’s barefoot. Shirtless. Irredeemably handsome. She’d have had to watch out for women throwing themselves at him if they lived elsewhere. Here, Mal has him all to herself.


“I wish the girls had let me teach them to hunt,” she says, wrapping her muscular arms around him. Although she’s petite, Mal’s full-on brawny from heaving beef carcasses above her head. Papi stopped hunting after Elena disappeared, but Mal eventually took Benny when he was old enough, passing on the age-old traditions their father wanted but refused to share with the son he didn’t claim.


It’s weird that Mal never took her own daughters out. She can’t say why not. Griselda was staunchly vocal against it from the start. Or she was just as squeamish as Esteban. And, of course, she influenced her sweet and existential little sister who cried over a coyote one hot summer when desert creatures wandered into town searching for food and water. Amaranta wanted to treat it like any stray dog they could rescue.


“You tried, that’s the main thing,” Gus says.


She didn’t try hard enough. As with so many things with her girls. Their girls.


They don’t know their father at all. Over the years, there’s been a murky truce. Gus stayed attentive during Mal’s pregnancy without directly acknowledging the babies. He wasn’t ready to be a father again.


When the girls were little, he was a shadow at the edges of parties or the park, watching his daughters play from afar. When Griselda was four, maybe five, she’d asked Mal if guardian angels could look like regular people. She’d described Gus. He’d cried when Mal told him, fat tears rolling down the puppyish slants of his eyes, down his morning-bristled, square jaw, and onto his flannel button-down.


Still, Mal hadn’t wanted to bring her daughters into this—this vast, aching sadness and all the town’s hatred toward him—so year after year, they’d reluctantly agreed to keep their secret.


“You were out there early,” Gus muses into the gap of her silence, kissing atop her head.


She wants to admit she was torn out of a recurring nightmare she thought she’d buried when she started therapy. The truth? La Siguanaba scared the shit out of her. What if Mal disappeared and her girls never knew who their father was? She’d never meant to keep the secret this long. But if she’s not careful, he’ll recoil. She has to package it gently. He won’t like this one bit. Not after all these years. Instead, she says, “I think you should meet the girls.”


Deep ridges form in the desert sand of his face. Mal has put them there. He runs a palm along the smooth wood finish of his rifle comb but says nothing.


“You could come for dinner? The night after Esteban’s fundraiser?”


“Why now, Mal?” He stoops down, resting his rifle across his knee, and pulls a wilted carrot from the dirt. A pale, sickly orange thing covered in soil, ringed and sprouted, the tip tentacled with roots. “Griselda’s grown. Amaranta’s in high school. That ship has sailed. I screwed it all up. They don’t want to meet some old man.”


Her therapist says if she wants her daughters to trust her, she must trust them. But that kind of trust takes guts. The mother’s catch-22. Has she raised her children to accept her when she shows herself to be human? Well enough to love her, warts and all?


He brushes off the dirt. “Everything’s dying.”


Mal reaches for the vegetable. Snaps it in two. It crunches. The innards are bright. “Not so dead,” she says, kneeling on the ground with him.


Maybe Mami and Papi could’ve protected Elena if they’d been on the same page, working together instead of fighting. They were distracted by the shitstorm between them. The mess they’d created. It’s time for Mal and Gus to clean up their mess.


Mal’s held on to her family’s pain like a birthright. She’s held it tight so she wouldn’t pass it on to her daughters. But she needs time to let it go. “It’s time.”


Tears well at the corners of his eyes like broken irrigation sprinklers then fall down the black stubble at his jawline and neck, the slight protrusion of his Adam’s apple. Finally, Gus sighs and gently pulls her in, kisses the top of her head again. “After the fundraiser.”


A lukewarm response—but she’ll take it.
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“This mystery spiked with
horror, magical realism, and
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