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To my mother, who blessed my name.






part one
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chapter 1 Angustias


For generations, the women in the Olivares family attempted to change the course of destiny through the power of names. Despite being renowned experts on stubbornness, each of the Olivares women underestimated the extent to which destiny shared this trait. As a result of their oversight, the Olivares women failed to control their lives and, most importantly, their daughters’ lives, in every single attempt.

The Olivares women’s unsuccessful efforts began on the 18th of June 1917 when Justa Olivares, a quite cruel and unjust woman, decided to name her daughter Calamidades. Justa believed that if life had been unkind to her, there was no reason for her daughter to have it any better. Justa chose not to see the wickedness in her name choice. In fact, she convinced herself that it was a gift, for calamities could bring wisdom and resilience if one put in enough effort to see beyond the pain.

Calamidades Olivares did not experience a single calamity in her life, except for the night of her birth when her mother passed away with Calamidades sleeping in her arms. Calamidades was adopted the very next day by her wealthy and lonely aunt, Daría, who appointed her as the sole beneficiary in her will. Because Daría provided her niece shelter, wisdom, and love, the three ingredients needed to prevent a bitter heart, Calamidades grew up without resentment toward her mother and her name. Justa, Calamidades believed, had been right. Calamities could be a gift, but it was one she never received.

Life made a point of protecting Calamidades from disaster. When a hurricane hit the northeast of Mexico, Calamidades’s coastal hometown, Matamoros, remained completely untouched. Ten years later, when a five-year drought hit the region, rain fell over Calamidades’s house, and only her house, once a month without fail. Six years after the end of the drought, a swarm of deadly wasps invaded the county, but if you asked the people of Matamoros what the monstrous insects looked like, they could not say. The wasps flew right around the city’s outer limits, leaving no victims or remnants of despair.

At the age of twenty-six, Calamidades was blessed with a beautiful daughter whom the doctor declared to be the healthiest baby he had ever delivered. Calamidades named the baby Victoria so that she could triumph in every task she set out to complete. With the belief that her daughter was safe and sound and destined to be victorious, Calamidades passed away peacefully in her sleep on her thirtieth birthday.

Victoria Olivares was not successful in anything that she did, which was quite unfortunate when the stakes were high. She failed almost every exam in school, was always chosen last when forming teams in the playground and lost every game of damas chinas she played with her great-aunt Daría in the ten years she got to spend with her before the woman passed away from old age. No matter how much effort she put into a matter, and it was quite a lot of effort considering how much her spirit should have been crushed by the circumstances of her life, Victoria could not help but fail. At the age of five, she attempted to fly, fell, and broke her arm in three places. At the age of fifteen, she attempted to cook for herself for the first time and burnt down her house. And at the age of eighteen, Victoria became addicted to gambling and lost every single cent she inherited from her great-aunt.

Because Victoria had done so poorly in school, she was unable to find a job that paid enough to help her pay her gambling debts. Loans became her lifeline, and when she realized they would also be her ultimate demise, Victoria sought divine aid.

To change her fortune, Victoria named her daughter Olvido, after the saint Nuestra Señora del Olvido, so that all her sins, worries, and most importantly her debts, could be forgiven and forgotten. But they were neither forgotten nor forgiven, and Olvido was forced to immigrate to the United States to escape the loan sharks who demanded more and more money even after Victoria’s death.

With the repercussions of her mother’s mistakes looming over her head, Olvido grew up to be a very unforgiving woman. She did not forgive nor forget life’s injustice, her mother’s selfishness, her husband’s imprudence, and later on, her own daughter’s blunders. The only mistake Olvido learned to accept was Americans’ mispronunciation of her name. “Old-vee-dough,” she grew accustomed to saying to the restaurant customers she served. “But without the D in Old.”

“Ol-vee-do,” the customers would repeat. “So beautiful. What does it mean?”

“Oblivion.”

The customers would exchange curious glances and chuckle. “That can’t be a real name.”

“It is real,” Olvido assured them by patting her name tag. “Go to Mexico. You’ll hear worse. Now, would you like corn or flour tortillas?”

To ensure that her daughter did not become as reckless as Victoria Olivares, Olvido named her Angustias. Olvido hoped that a constant state of uneasiness would force her daughter to think twice before acting and prevent more misfortune in the family, but the opposite occurred. Angustias Olivares grew up to be a joyful and carefree girl. While other students cried on their first day of kindergarten, worried about the prospect of leaving their parents, Angustias comforted her mother and assured her she would be all right. While the neighborhood children panicked before a hurricane, discussing to no end how their parents had bought an infinite amount of food and boarded up their houses to survive the end of the world, Angustias played outside until the wind began to drag her feet. On the evening of Angustias’s first hurricane, Olvido had to carry a kicking and screaming Angustias back into the house and tape the door locks to prevent her from escaping.

Angustias always arrived at school at the last minute, studied for exams at the last minute, and apologized to teachers at the last minute, barely saving herself from a trip to the principal’s office all without an ounce of worry in her heart. Angst was a foreign concept to Angustias, so when her sixteenth birthday rolled around, and she discovered she was pregnant, Angustias was ecstatic. Olvido was mortified.

Angustias’s daughter’s name came to her through divine intervention. She was sitting in the passenger’s seat of her boyfriend’s car rambling about the movie they were on their way to see when she had a sudden craving for sour pickles, sour gummy worms, and a jumbo sour slushy. She ordered her boyfriend to stop the car and turn around—they had passed a gas station a few miles back. Her boyfriend refused—they would be late for the movie.

Frantic, Angustias unlocked the car door and made a show of pulling the handle toward her. She didn’t push the door open, but she had every intention of doing so. Her cravings had become so intense, she threatened to jump out of the car and walk all the way to the gas station if he did not take her there immediately.

“No quieres que tu hija salga con cara de pepinillo, ¿verdad?” she warned.

Her boyfriend stared at her perplexed. He understood Spanish fairly well, but Mexican sayings always went over his head. “If you don’t satisfy your pregnancy cravings,” Angustias explained, “your child will be born looking like the food you desired.”

Angustias’s boyfriend scrunched his nose. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Yes, it does,” Angustias argued. Mexican sayings sometimes sounded silly, but they carried the wisdom of a hundred generations. One could not possibly fight a hundred generations worth of wisdom unless they were dumb and reckless, and Angustias was reckless but not dumb.

“So, let’s say you’re craving mangos.”

“The baby will have jaundice.”

Angustias’s boyfriend laughed.

“That’s not funny. This,” Angustias said, pointing at her belly to indicate both the baby and her stomach. “Is a serious matter.”

“So, if you think the baby will look like a pickle, it’ll… have acne?” he reasoned.

“Perhaps,” she said. “And what if she gets bullied for it? Will you be able to live with the guilt?”

Her boyfriend rolled his eyes but shook his head.

One illegal turn and ten dollars later, Angustias had her hands full of sour delicacies. With her brain empty of desperation, she was able to consider the meaning of her cravings more thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s not literal,” she said between slurps of her jumbo sour slushy. And, just as abruptly as her cravings had appeared, she was struck by the meaning of her sign. Angustias gasped with such horror, her startled boyfriend swerved into the left lane and came inches away from hitting an oncoming car.

The universe or God or whoever is in charge of signs, was informing Angustias that her daughter was going to be a sour person, quite sour, judging by the intensity of her cravings. Angustias could not bear the thought of such a dreadful prophecy being fulfilled, so she decided right then and there that her daughter would be named Felicitas.

Felicitas Olivares did not grow up to be a grumpy child as the divine sign had indicated. However, she was born with a sour face. On the day of her birth, when she looked upon Felicitas for the first time, the obstetrician felt an immediate sense of judgment and wondered if the baby had not wanted to be delivered just yet. While bathing and clothing Felicitas, the nurses constantly doubted their techniques. They must have been doing something incorrectly for the baby to have looked so upset. One of them vowed to think twice before having a child of her own. If she could not handle the dissatisfied and disappointed look of a stranger’s baby, how would she handle the disapproval of her own?

Now, at least three times a day, Angustias has to rub her daughter’s forehead to remind her to remove her frown. “You will be the first girl in the history of the world to develop wrinkles at the age of ten,” she says to Felicitas one morning before she leaves for school. She reaches over the kitchen table and pushes against the crinkle between her daughter’s brows.

“That’s fine,” Felicitas says, swatting her mother’s hand away. “Wrinkles are a sign of wisdom.”

“And how would you know?” Angustias asks. Ignoring her daughter’s protests, she runs her thumbs over Felicitas’s brows to separate them. The frown reappears as soon as Angustias sits back down. She’s not too worried. Felicitas’s morning frown is a bad habit, but not a sign of anger. Angustias can tell by the cool, pale-yellow cloud that hovers over the crown of her daughter’s head. A warmer tone would be ideal, but it’s early and a school day. Any shade of yellow is a blessing.

“Abuelita Olvido is a very wise woman,” Felicitas explains. “Or so she claims, and she’s more wrinkly than a dried prune. The bus is here. I gotta go.”

Felicitas carries her dirty dishes to the sink, plants a kiss on her mother’s cheek, and runs out of the apartment, leaving the door wide open. Usually, Angustias yells after Felicitas to remind her to close the door and to have a nice day at school, but something feels different today, something Angustias can’t explain. A small seed of concern sprouts within her. Its leaves push against the inner walls of her gut and makes her wonder if she’s going to be sick. She sniffs the leftover milk in her cereal bowl. It doesn’t smell unusual. This isn’t food poisoning.

Angustias sits in the kitchen and watches as Felicitas runs toward the school bus parked on the opposite side of the street. She remains in that position even after the street becomes deserted and all she is left with is the view of her neighbor watering his plants. The neighbor waves at Angustias. She stares back blankly.

The banging of the rebounding door brings Angustias back to reality, but only for a moment. As she carries her own empty plate to the sink and washes the dirty dishes, she goes right back to questioning how it is possible for Felicitas to know what her grandmother looks like. Felicitas has not seen Olvido since her first month of life. The only mental image Felicitas can possibly hold of her grandmother is that from an old photograph of Angustias’s first birthday. Olvido was thirty-six years old at the time. Not a wrinkle in sight.

Perhaps she misinterpreted Felicitas’s cloud and mistook a pearl-white indifference for the pale yellow that signaled the brink of joy. Is that how Felicitas felt about her grandmother now, indifferent? Indifference was good, much better than resentment. And what was that at the border of Felicitas’s cloud? The gradation was so soft, Angustias cannot be sure, but she thinks she observed the appearance of a slight mischievous red orange when Felicitas mentioned Olvido’s looks. Maybe that was the joke. Felicitas cannot know what Olvido looks like, so it is funny that her guess is a face “more wrinkly than a dried prune.”

Angustias’s trance is broken once again by the shrill ringing of her cell phone. Grateful for the distraction, she merrily reaches for the phone and does not bother checking the caller ID before answering. It takes only a short exchange of words for Angustias to regret her actions.

“Oh,” she gasps. Her hand shoots up to her trembling lips. “Yes. Yes, I’m here. I—I understand.”

With every burning tear that rolls down her cheeks, Angustias wishes for a change in circumstance that can take her out of that moment. She wishes she could rewind time. She wishes she could tell her past self to not answer the phone, to not wake up, to pretend that her hearing had momentarily failed her. But Angustias answered the phone and heard the dreadful news that made her drop to her knees and cry out in pain. She cries until a puddle forms beneath her. The puddle transforms into a pond, and the pond becomes a lake. It is a miracle she stops crying. Three more tears and she would have flooded the neighborhood.

Angustias remains on the floor for what could be fifteen minutes or fifteen hours. Once her clothes have soaked up every drop of her sorrow and no more tears spill from her eyes, she stands up, walks into the bedroom, makes a few calls, sends some emails, and packs all of her and Felicitas’s belongings. She moves on to the kitchen and living room, packs the remaining items around the house, and carries six boxes, two suitcases, and a dying plant out to her rusty but trusty green car.

She drives off and stops only twice, once to drop off the apartment keys with her furious and confused landlord and again to pick up Felicitas from school. By the time Angustias reaches the pick-up area where Felicitas stands carrying her black backpack and an armful of library books, the tears on her clothes have evaporated. The sadness she carries in her heart has not.

“What’s going on?” Felicitas asks as she clasps her seat belt. Angustias gives her a reassuring smile and looks into the rearview mirror before backing up. There is danger behind her. Impatiently sitting in the backseat is a threat to her peace of mind, the one who cursed her heart, but she is invisible to Angustias’s eyes. Nonchalantly, Angustias blows a kiss goodbye and presses down on the accelerator.
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chapter 2 Felicitas


“You couldn’t wait for the final bell to ring?” Felicitas says, glowering at Angustias. Despite her mother’s disdain for her frown, Felicitas believes there are three advantages to her sour face. One: she is less likely to be abducted. Kidnappers seek cute, naïve children, words that would never be used to describe a girl with a frown as deep as hers. Felicitas’s face says, “I am aware of all that’s wrong with the world. I see danger coming a mile away.” Two: she can always win a sour candy eating contest. No one notices pain when you look upset to begin with. Three: it allows her to show her mother she means business. While other kids pout, an adorable gesture that scares no one, Felicitas scowls, a real grown-up level of intensity scowl.

“You don’t even like school,” Angustias says dismissively.

“I do when we get to watch movies based on books I like,” Felicitas says, deepening her frown.

“Oh,” Angustias says, glancing at her daughter. “Right. Today was Tuck Everlasting Day.” Felicitas nods. “Okay, I understand. I’m sorry.” Felicitas softens her expression. “I’ll tell you what. As soon as this trip is over, we’ll have a movie night. It’ll be a smaller screen, but at least you won’t have to sit on a metal desk.”

“Trip?” Felicitas turns so that her knees rest on the car seat and her head pokes out above the headrest. Sitting in the back are one large blue suitcase with gray duct tape covering a hole on the front flap and a smaller black suitcase with a bat keychain hanging from its side. The teeth of the zippers brace each other for dear life, fighting the garments threatening to pull them apart. Pepe, their dying devil’s ivy, rests on top with a seat belt around his ceramic pot. And then there’s that pesky intruder sitting behind the driver’s seat.

Felicitas sits back down and readjusts her seat belt. Her eyebrows furrow again. “That looks like a lot for a weekend.”

“We’re not leaving for a weekend,” Angustias says, and winks at her. Felicitas whips her head back. The intruder shrugs.

“How long?” Felicitas can barely hear her own question over the sound of her rising heartbeat.

“Forever,” her mother replies.

Felicitas involuntarily smiles. Angustias spots the rarity, and a smile begins to form on her own lips, but it’s doomed to be short-lived. Felicitas’s frown returns.

Nothing sounds as wonderful to Felicitas as the possibility of leaving Oakhill, Arkansas, forever, but this is not her first rodeo. She knows there are things one must think about before uprooting one’s life to an entirely new place on a random Friday morning, things that her mother most likely did not think about.

“What about her job?” the intruder asks. “Ask her.”

Felicitas wants to shush her. She’s perfectly capable of redirecting Angustias toward reason, thank you very much. “What about your job?” Felicitas asks.

“I sent them a nice email letting them know I was quitting.”

Felicitas gasps. “You can’t just do that!”

Angustias shrugs. “But I did. And it’s fine. I got paid on Monday.”

“What about her apartment?” the intruder asks.

Felicitas glares at her through the corner of her eye. “What about the apartment?”

“I returned the keys and paid off this month’s rent,” Angustias says. “Thank God I hadn’t signed a lease. I didn’t get the deposit back, though. I should have known.”

“What about school?”

“Oh, you’ll definitely continue to go to school.”

“But where?”

“Wherever we go.”

“Where are we going?”

“Right now? Grace, Texas.”

“Stop the c—”

Felicitas sprints out of the parked car and throws up her lunch right beneath the “Come back soon!” sign that marks the outer limits of Oakhill. She looks up, reads the sign, and throws up some more at its suggestion.

The jolly sign is right. They will have to come back soon if her mother comes to her senses and realizes it’s best not to quit a decent paying job. Are there any secretarial positions in Grace? Will Angustias qualify for any of them? Will Angustias’s coworkers let Felicitas stay in the break room or sit behind Angustias’s desk whenever school is closed for holidays or bad weather days? Will Angustias’s new boss let her arrive late when Felicitas misses the bus?

No, they will not, because they won’t trust them yet. They’ll be new in town, outsiders once again.

And what about school? Will Felicitas’s new school make a fuss when they see her history of truancy? And where will they live? Will they be able to afford an apartment, a nice one without funky smells and creaking pipes?

Felicitas asks Angustias all of this once she gets back into the car. Her nausea returns when her mother responds “I don’t know” to every single question.

“Don’t look at me like that!” Angustias says, straightening her back and lifting her chin. “I don’t know because it doesn’t matter. We’re going to Grace, but we’re not staying there. It’s just a stop until I know where we’re actually going to stay.”

“Why Grace?” Felicitas asks despite having a good guess for the answer.

“That’s where Abuelita Olvido lives—Lived.” Angustias’s voice cracks on the last syllable, and for a fraction of a second, Felicitas feels a laugh bubble up in her throat, but such a reaction would be cruel and suspicious. Felicitas presses her lips together with her teeth and hopes her mother mistakes it for an indication that she’s trying not to cry. It doesn’t matter. Angustias is too busy looking up at the car’s ceiling, attempting to keep a tear from falling. “Abuelita Olvido passed away this morning,” she musters up the strength to say. “Do you understand what that means?”

Felicitas rolls her eyes. “Yes. I’m ten, not five.”

Angustias nods. The movement betrays her attempts to hold back her tears. Salty, scorching rivers make their way down the mountain of sorrow she’s become.

Felicitas has seen her mother cry a handful of times. Most of these instances have involved Olvido in some way. A conversation on the phone, a letter in the mail, an old object triggering a memory. Reminders of Olvido and by Olvido never fail to turn Angustias’s happy-go-lucky self on its head. That’s how Felicitas knew Angustias loved Olvido. It was strange and nonsensical. Angustias cried when she cared. She didn’t cry when they were evicted in Tennessee, or when she got fired in Louisiana, or when she found out that her boyfriend in New Mexico was cheating on her. Angustias didn’t care about those things. She said so herself.

“It doesn’t matter as long as we are together and we’re healthy and happy,” Angustias always recites after a particularly worrisome event. Felicitas supposes that when it comes to matters of Olvido, this rule does not apply, especially now that Olvido has passed away.

Felicitas knows exactly what “passing away” means. Mr. Campbell, their next-door neighbor in Redpoint, Oklahoma, explained it to her when she asked him why so many people dressed in black were entering his house. “It’s for my funeral,” he explained calmly. She was four years old at the time.

Mrs. Reed, Mrs. Thompson, and all the dead people Felicitas encountered throughout her life insisted on explaining to her what it means to die even after she told them she was well informed of the matter. Old people love to explain things, Felicitas learned early on, and dead old people are particularly determined to have their explanations heard, probably because it is an almost impossible task to accomplish. They can speak and sign all they want, but their loved ones cannot hear them. They won’t even turn in their direction. They’ll simply whisper the names of their dearly departed and run their fingers over their faces, immortalized in photographs, leaving the dead frustrated and lonely. Feeling pity over the recent tragic events they’ve encountered, Felicitas courteously lends them her ears, her eyes, and an understanding heart.

Over the years, Felicitas learned how to explain death in various ways, explicitly and implicitly, religiously and scientifically. Her mother has no way of knowing this, however. Felicitas never discusses her ability to see spirits. She fears the possibility of Angustias worrying about her, or worse, not worrying at all.

But she must definitely, absolutely under no circumstances tell Angustias about what, no, who she saw that morning. There’s no way to appropriately explain that, neither explicitly nor implicitly, neither religiously nor scientifically.

Felicitas woke up early, as she does every day, to make coffee for her mother, a gesture Angustias believes Felicitas does out of love. She is only partially correct. Making Angustias’s coffee every morning allows Felicitas to steal some for herself. No cream and no sugar for her. She doesn’t like to mask the bitterness that runs down her throat and tingles the tips of her fingers and toes.

“Why don’t you just serve yourself a cup?”

Felicitas spun to find the source of the voice. Hot coffee splashed against her black dress burning the skin between her sternum and belly button.

“Did that not hurt?”

Mouth slightly open, Felicitas shook her head. She’d expected to see a complete stranger, a spirit that had accidentally wandered into the house. Instead, the woman who sat before her was only a partial stranger, one whose heart Felicitas did not know but whose eyes had often infiltrated her dreams. Even framed with creases, those brown eyes were unmistakable. Hundreds of hours spent staring at a single picture had ensured they were.

Felicitas’s hands shot to her belly. The coffee spread and dripped as she pressed against her soaked clothes. Don’t throw up, she demanded. Don’t. Her stomach rumbled in protest. It needed to get her worries out.

How? Felicitas’s body asked. How will you break the news to your mother? Before Olvido, all of Felicitas’s spiritual encounters had been coincidences. Spirits had not sought her out, required her help, or asked her to inform their loved ones about their death, a fact Felicitas is thankful for. She presumes being the bearer of bad news is a difficult task, especially if one can’t explain how they obtained such information.

“Hello?” Olvido said. “Can you not hear me?”

Felicitas sucked in a deep, shaky breath, further realizing that if she were to tell her mother about Olvido, she would also have to reveal her ability to see dead people, which was another conversation she was not ready to have. Suddenly, Felicitas understood why the protagonists in her books were dumb enough to keep a diary too easily accessible to be pried open by nosy people. Some secrets are too big to keep in your heart but too complicated to tell your mother.

After an extremely brief introduction that involved stating their names and relation to each other, and responding “I know” to what each said, Felicitas informed Olvido that she could not talk for long. She did not want to be late for school. Olvido said she understood. She only had one request.

“Dime,” Felicitas said.

“¡Dígame! Háblame de usted.”

The demand to be spoken to in a formal manner was expected. It had occurred the very few times they’d spoken on the phone, but this morning, Felicitas refused to obey. Grandmothers were supposed to be nice, kind ladies who force you to eat too much food and give you loose change to buy candy even though you cannot buy candy with a few coins anymore. They were not supposed to be mean ladies who make your mom cry and force you to speak formal Spanish. If Felicitas was going to do Olvido a favor, then Olvido was going to have to cater to Felicitas’s wish for some normalcy, even if it had to be fulfilled in the afterlife. They continued the conversation in casual Spanish.

“I need you to make sure that your mother buries my body in Mexico,” Olvido said. She did not say “please.” She did not smile. The lines that formed between Olvido’s eyebrows remained in place. The ones on Felicitas’s did as well.

“Why?”

“As you can see,” Olvido said, extending her arms and moving them up and down in front of her torso. “I have not gone to Heaven, and I believe it is because my body is not yet where it needs to be.” Olvido raised her chin and puffed out her chest. “I am Mexican by birth, upbringing, and now, death.”

Felicitas took a sip of Angustias’s coffee and grimaced. Her beloved dark brew tasted extra bitter and not in a wonderful, electrifying way.

“Did your mother ever play ‘México lindo y querido’ for you?” Olvido continued, frowning at her granddaughter’s lack of attention.

“Yep,” Felicitas responded, staring at her feet.

“Do you know the lyrics? ‘México lindo y querido,’ ” Olvido began to sing.

“Yeah, yeah. I know what line of the song you’re talking about,” Felicitas interrupted.

“Don’t you think it make sense—”

“Is that it?” Felicitas said. “Is that all you want me to do? Take you back to Mexico pretending you’re still asleep like the song says?”

Olvido hmphed. “Yes. That is it. You don’t have to follow what the song says word for word, though. And it’s not polite to interrupt when someone—”

“Well, I need to get ready for school. I’ll let my mom know, and I’ll see you at your funeral if we go.”

Olvido’s jaw dropped. “If? Well, now I can’t leave.” She let out a small laugh that carried no amusement. “I have to make sure you get there.”

“Suit yourself,” Felicitas said, and casually moved on to her morning duties, referring to Olvido only once. She relished seeing her grandmother’s face light up when she called her wise, and then darken when she called her wrinkly.

With a sharp stab to Felicitas’s chest, guilt quickly killed her amusement. For hours, Felicitas rubbed the spot over her heart where she’d been hurt. It was what she deserved, she knew. Whatever pain guilt had given her paled in comparison to what Angustias would be feeling at some point in the day. After Felicitas left for school, Angustias would receive a phone call and hear about Olvido, and she would be in mourning for the rest of the afternoon and possibly several days. Unlike Felicitas, Angustias would cry.

And cry, Angustias does. Felicitas takes off her seat belt, reaches over to the center console, and wraps her arms around her. She pats her mother’s back the way Angustias does when Felicitas comes home from school teary-eyed. Her hands switch between pats and circles and light squeezes on the shoulders. “You can pick the playlist this time,” Felicitas whispers in her mother’s ears.

Through her sobs, Angustias smiles. “I know just what we need,” she whispers back, already typing a playlist title into her phone.

With a better attitude and less stressful music, the Olivares girls head south. Felicitas sticks out her tongue at the farewell sign before it’s out of sight. For a moment, her eyes flicker toward the intruder. She should stop calling her that. Soon, they’ll be in her hometown, planning her funeral, surrounded by a world that she never let Felicitas into. Felicitas will be the intruder, and maybe Angustias will see her as one, too.
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chapter 3 Olvido


Upon realizing she was dead, Olvido’s first thought was, The laundry! She finds this fact embarrassing. One would think that there was nothing going in her life more memorable than house chores, but there was. Of course, there was. There was…

There was…

“Taliah,” Olvido exclaimed when she saw her friend peeking in through the kitchen window. Her hands shot up to cover her mouth as if Taliah could hear her. Could she?

“Hello?” Taliah called, looking in Olvido’s direction. “Olvido? Are you there? Is this a bad time? I can come back later if you want.”

It was, indeed, a terrible time. Twenty minutes before, Olvido had woken up from a nap and realized she’d overslept by fourteen hours. At least her headache was gone, but so was the saliva in her mouth.

And the rise and fall of her chest.

And her pulse.

“Actually, can I use your restroom?” Taliah yelled. “You were right about bladders and aging.”

Olvido rolled her eyes. Taliah was only forty-nine. “Tell me about it when you’re in your sixties,” Olvido yelled back.

“Listen, I’m going to come in anyway because I need to use your restroom, okay?”

Olvido took a step back. Her heart beat rapidly, but it was just a phantom sensation. How useless.

“Hope I’m not waking you from a nap,” Taliah said as she set down on the kitchen counter the house key Olvido always hid underneath the smallest flowerpot on her front porch. “Your lawn is looking a little dead, by the way,” she said scrunching her nose.

Taliah did not do well with dead things. Seeing dead animals on the side of the road brought her to tears. Dead silence in a large crowd made her so nervous she began to hiccup. She thought there was nothing worse than a dead party, and one of her biggest fears was only finding dead batteries in the middle of a power outage. Surely, she would enter a state of shock or faint from fright if she found Olvido’s dead body. Who would find her?

“I’m also going to borrow some detergent,” Taliah said coming out of the restroom. “Well, not borrow—” She came to a halt in the middle of the hallway, took a step back and craned her neck to see into Olvido’s bedroom. “I knew you were here! Why are you still—”

Olvido grimaced and ran out of her house. “God,” she said, not as an expression of frustration, but a direct call to Heaven. “God—” The potential questions and remarks were infinite. Most began with what and why.

What were You thinking taking me during a day as beautiful as this? Couldn’t You provide something more appropriate? A storm? A light drizzle? At least one dark cloud?

Taliah slowly opened the door, walked out the front steps and hiccupped.

What a relief to die in my sleep. Although, you did go overboard with the pain level of that headache.

“Yoo-hoo! Taliah,” Samara, Olvido’s neighbor, called from across the street.

Why am I here? Is this normal? Where is my angel, my light, my tunnel?

“Is everything all right?”

Taliah responded with a hiccup.

Where is Thelma? And Cecilia? Where is my mother?

“Olvido,” Taliah croaked. “Um. She—”

I didn’t take the towels out of the washer. They’re going to stink up. And I have underwear in the dryer, old pairs. Who’s going to find those?

Angustias.

Olvido does not know why she appeared in front of Felicitas at that moment. Perhaps God wanted it that way. He knew of the girl’s ability. Perhaps it was because when Olvido visualized her daughter, she saw her granddaughter cuddled up in her arms, her face scrunched up into a cry.

Olvido did not fret. She figured she could think of home and disappear, but in a fraction of a second, she realized she didn’t know where home was. No one was waiting for her at her house. The lights were off. The doors were closed, the curtains drawn. All that was left was dead silence, unless Taliah was still hiccupping.

Angustias’s apartment was not home, even if her family was there. Olvido didn’t know where the cups and plates were stored, how the shower worked, where the spare key was hidden. She didn’t have house slippers waiting for her by the front door or a favorite blanket enticing her to take a nap in the living room there.

Home had to be further away, in both time and distance. It had to be Mexico. It was where she took her first breath and first steps and babbled her first word. It was where she learned how to write her name and dismiss its meaning, where she last saw her mother, where she realized she had the guts to embark on the longest, most strenuous journey of her life. In Mexico, she would not have to relive late-night arguments and lonely mornings and watching Angustias drive away.

Now, Olvido has a front-and-center view of her daughter’s drive back. Unfortunately, Felicitas’s scowl is in the picture.

Fortunately, she should say. Anger fuels action, and whatever her granddaughter is feeling is not the abandon-your-mother type of anger that Olvido knows so well because there is no reason for Felicitas to feel that way toward her. Angustias could not have told her about the past, what Olvido asked her to do. If she had, Felicitas wouldn’t be able to look at Olvido in the eye, would she? Mindlessly, she picks at a leaf of the devil’s ivy sitting beside her.

She hates me.

She hates me not.
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chapter 4 Angustias


Angustias has not been back in Texas in a little over nine years. She hates to admit it, but she missed the state. She never thought she would be one of those people who misses a state. A state is nothing but lines on a map. Land is land and people are people and buildings are buildings no matter where you are. She would know. She’s been everywhere. Seeing the “Welcome to Texas” sign, however, makes Angustias’s heart skip a beat, literally.

Angustias stays mum as she cannot discern whether this jolt is good or bad. Since the moment she realized she was pregnant, Angustias began to worry more often. Are the baby’s kicks a sign of happiness or discomfort? Is the blood in her urine normal or is the baby dead? Why is she getting so many nosebleeds? Is she dying? She can’t die. If she dies, the baby could die, too.

It’s a good heart skip, Angustias decides, as she lets out an irrepressible squeal of joy when they stop for dinner. There is one place that she can’t deny she’s missed.

“It’s okay, I guess,” Felicitas says as she puts down her burger on the yellow wrapper that serves as her plate.

“Felicitas Graciela Olivares, I will disown you and abandon you right here in this Whataburger if you say that again. We’re in Texas now, you must respect its national treasures.” Angustias reaches over and drags the yellow paper with the rest of Felicitas’s fries toward her. In exchange, she pushes her milkshake across the table.

“It’s not a national treasure if it doesn’t pertain to the nation. And you can’t abandon me here because someone will call child services and you’ll go to jail, and I don’t have money to bail you out.”

“Pertain? Bail? Big words!” Angustias mocks even though she feels a little jolt of pride at hearing Felicitas’s advanced vocabulary, but with it comes concern. It is a foreign, unpleasant feeling that has not loosened its grip on her gut all night.

Angustias pops a fry into her mouth and feels a burst of cold oil. It tastes disgusting. Angustias doesn’t blame her beloved fries for her vanished appetite. It’s her stomach. It’s full. Angustias finished almost all of her and her daughter’s orders, but her hands can’t stop shoving food in her mouth. They know what she needs. If they stop, her mouth will not be able to avoid Felicitas’s questions, neither the frivolous ones nor the ones about Olvido. Felicitas doesn’t mean to upset Angustias. Her innocent curiosity is evident by the tangerine orange of her cloud, the same color that formed when she first asked why the sky was blue and why she shouldn’t pronounce the s in island.

If Angustias could see her own cloud, if she even has a cloud, she is sure it would be dark brown, one shade lighter than her hair. It probably started out light when they walked in the restaurant, the color of coffee with four tablespoons of powdered creamer, but every question has sucked the creamer out spoonful by spoonful. So far, Felicitas has asked:


	
What was Olvido like? Strict. I know that, but what else? Grumpy.

	
What did she do for fun? Mmm, she liked to play damas chinas, but I thought it was a boring game, so we didn’t play often. What else? Uh. Oh! She loved taking care of her plants.

	
Why did she move out of the Valley? She never told me. Did you ask? Yes, but she changed the subject.

	
What did you love about her? She was my mom, duh. But what else? Are you going to eat that?

	Is Grace in the Valley?



Angustias sighs with relief. There is no trace of Olvido in the last question. “No,” she says. “Not even close. It’s relatively close to the border, but further north along the river. See?” Angustias’s cell phone displays a map. She zooms in until the destination’s name takes up half the screen. Felicitas moves the map around with her finger. The word “Grace” lies on the corner of two intersecting blue lines. One line reads Rio Grande River and the other reads—

“Devils River! Cool!”

Confused, Angustias takes back her phone and moves the map around. “That’s so strange. I didn’t even know that existed. Of course, you think that’s cool,” she says, rolling her eyes.

“Of course, you didn’t know it existed. Have you never checked where she lived?”

“Hmm, it’s pretty ironic,” Angustias says, ignoring Felicitas’s comment, “that your grandma chose to live near a river with a name like that.” She looks up from her phone, one eyebrow raised. “Do you know what ironic means?”

It is Felicitas who rolls her eyes this time. “Yes, mother. I heard the Alanis Morrison song loud and clear the five times you sang it in the car. Off-key, by the way. Why is it ironic?”

“Morissette,” Angustias corrects. “Your grandma was very religious, very Catholic. Every time she saw something she disapproved of, she would say, ‘¡Esas son cosas del diablo!’ That’s the devil’s work.”

Felicitas throws her arms up in the air and slides down her seat. “You don’t have to repeat things for me in English! I understand and speak Spanish just as well as you.”

“Okay,” Angustias says, throwing her arms up in surrender even though Felicitas is mistaken. Her Spanish is quite good. She can understand it and speak it, and she can read and write basic sentences, but she does not do any of this perfectly. She misgenders certain nouns, places emphasis on the wrong syllables, and accidentally uses similar-sounding English and Spanish words with vastly different meanings.

Angustias is perfectly content with her daughter’s level of Spanish. It’s outstanding considering the fact that Angustias doesn’t speak to her in Spanish every second of the day. “It’s okay to make mistakes,” she once said to Felicitas after she suggested they vacuum the carpet and Angustias explained that carpeta meant folder. Carpet was alfombra. “You’re learning and that’s all that matters.”

An angry crimson border appeared on Felicitas’s burgundy cloud of frustration. Felicitas doesn’t like not knowing things. So, instead of constantly correcting her, Angustias now repeats phrases in English and in Spanish. According to the internet, Felicitas’s brain will naturally notice patterns and absorb appropriate translations.

Olvido did not employ this teaching method on Angustias. She was an avid fan of pointing out mistakes. “What do you mean ‘te quiero bien mucho’?” Olvido said when Angustias tried to tell her that she loved her very much. “ ‘Te quiero mucho.’ That’s it. ‘Bien mucho’ is what Mexicans here say.” She signed air quotes around the word Mexicans.

Angustias wanted to point out that she was a Mexican “from here,” which meant that it was acceptable for her to say “bien mucho,” but she did not because when Olvido told her, “Te quiero mucho,” she was correcting her, not saying that she loved her back.

Eventually, Olvido told her “Te quiero muchísimo,” and Angustias understood that muchísimo meant very much, but somehow the translation of “Thank you very much” was “muchísimas gracias” and not “gracias muchísimo.” Spanish, like Olvido, was difficult to understand.

“Felicitas,” Angustias says, and points to her own forehead to remind her to unknit her brow.

Felicitas doesn’t follow her advice. Instead, she grows quiet. When Felicitas speaks again, she doesn’t look Angustias in the eye. “Was I ‘una cosa del diablo’?”

Angustias jumps back in her seat. The lines on her face mirror Felicitas’s. “What? Of course not!”

“Then how come she never visited us, and how come she never invited us to visit her? And it always seemed like she didn’t want to talk to me whenever she called. If she wasn’t angry at you anymore for having me, how come she still hated me?”

“She did not hate you,” Angustias says, wagging her finger. “And she was still angry at me, but it was not your fault. She only called from time to time because completely abandoning your child is—”

“ ‘Cosas del diablo,’ ” Felicitas concludes with narrowed eyes and pursed lips.

Angustias mindlessly reaches for the wrapper in front of her. She looks at the window to avoid staring at the slate-colored cloud over Felicitas’s head, but its reflection forces her to see her deepest fear. She shuts her eyes tight. Her fingertips feel nothing but greasy paper. Panicked, Angustias looks down and sees she has no more fries that can save her from further questioning, not just from her daughter but from herself. Was Angustias una cosa del diablo? Angustias cannot ask her mother about it now, but if she could, she is sure Olvido would say, “Yes.”

It doesn’t matter. Angustias can live with her mother’s negative perception of her. The coldness will roll off of her like the snow that melts with the arrival of spring, but Felicitas already lives in a perpetual winter. Olvido’s disdain, the frozen chip on her shoulder that she carried to the grave, will give Felicitas’s heart frostbite. Felicitas can survive a suspicion, but not a confirmation. She is just a child.

But Olvido is dead, and Felicitas is safe from the truth, and Angustias is safe as well since it appears her daughter is not going to continue the interrogation. Angustias taps Felicitas’s hand and joyfully announces that it is time to hit the road again.

Felicitas remains quiet the entire walk back to the car. The crackling of the restaurant’s faulty neon sign fills the space between them. Although silence is typical for Felicitas, Angustias can tell this was not the casual type. Her daughter’s face doesn’t hold its usual frown, but there is tension in her jaw and cheeks as if she’s holding in a secret or a scream. She’s not angry, though. There’s no crimson in her cloud.

“Hey,” Angustias says in an attempt to distract Felicitas from whatever it is that is bothering her. “Since Grace is a border town, most people will speak Spanish, which means we can’t use it to talk about people behind their backs, but—”

“Other kids won’t call me Felicity?” Felicitas says, lethargically opening the car door and stepping inside.

“Exactly!” Angustias beams as she turns on the ignition and backs out of the parking lot. “And people won’t call me Angie.”

“Or Angus.”

“Or Angus Beef.” Angustias’s “moo” fails to make her daughter laugh.

Felicitas appears to consider her mother’s comment and sinks further into her seat. Her cloud is slightly bluer than it was inside the restaurant, but still in the family of grays. “It doesn’t matter. They’ll make fun of me for other things. They always do. Besides, we’re not staying there, right?”

“Right. But maybe, we can go to the Valley afterward. Settle down there? Maybe forever?” Angustias drags out the last word and spreads her hands out across the air in the shape of a rainbow. Unamused by the theatrics, Felicitas turns and stares out the window, letting Angustias’s forever linger in the air.
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chapter 5 Felicitas


Felicitas knows that forever is unquantifiable, and unquantifiable things don’t exist.

The weak foundation of her mother’s promise is obvious despite the honesty and hope in her voice. They have moved nine times in Felicitas’s ten years of life, twice without warning. It will take divine intervention to get her mother to stay put, but considering how terrible the previous nine places were, she isn’t sure she actually wants such an intervention to occur. She begged Angustias to stop moving the summer they lived in New Mexico, before school started and she realized she lacked the friend-making skills that all kids seemed to possess.

“Fine, we may move to a different state,” she said two weeks into sitting alone during lunch and recesses.

“When did I say we were moving?” her mother asked.

“You didn’t, but you will. Soon.”

One month later, they packed their suitcases and headed to Wyoming where Felicitas spent her lunch and recess periods hidden in the book stacks of the school library.

Angustias always manages to fit in easily. Within a few days of moving, she receives invitations for various parties and a couple of dates, and she joins their neighbors’ book clubs, cooking clubs, and knitting clubs, despite not enjoying any of those activities. Felicitas, on the other hand, never makes friends, not even the kind who you do not see after school but sit next to everyday at lunch. There’s always something about her that her classmates can laugh at: her name, her clothes, her tendency to use certain Spanish words that cannot be translated to English.

“I… I… Me empalagué,” she said to Mrs. Cox when she insisted Felicitas finish her slice of end-of-year party cake.

“Mindy’s mom bought that cake for the class,” Mrs. Cox argued. “It’s rude to throw away food other people spent money on.”

“But, ¡me empalagué!” Felicitas insisted, not knowing how to say that her taste buds had had enough and were begging her to stop coating them in sugar.

“I don’t know what that means,” Mrs. Cox said. “Speak English.”

“It’s too sweet,” Felicitas finally said. She could tell by Mrs. Cox’s tight lips that the translation had failed to convey what she truly felt. She didn’t mean to criticize the cake. She wanted to criticize herself and her weak sweet tooth.

“Next time, you can buy a cake for yourself,” Mindy hissed. “Oh, wait. You can’t. You’re poor.”

Felicitas finished her slice of cake in silence as her classmates snickered around her, occasionally chanting deliberately bad pronunciations of “me empalagué.”

Angustias tells her that mockery is a sign of jealousy, but Felicitas knows there’s nothing to be jealous about. It’s simply fun to bond over a shared hatred of someone else. Even when there are other children in school who are exactly like Felicitas—weirder, if you ask her—they are fortunate enough to have their New Kid status dethroned by her arrival.

If there is anyone who is jealous, it is Felicitas. She is jealous of her mother’s ability to not worry, of the ways things inexplicably work out for her, of how everyone instantly likes her. Most of all, she’s jealous that Angustias is an adult who doesn’t have to follow her mother’s orders.

Felicitas promises herself to never make any of the exasperating decisions Angustias has made so far. She will not run away. She will not act on her feelings, especially those that come in waves.

Stay.

Leave.

Stay.

They’re just feelings. Felicitas knows they’ll pass like the raindrops that soften toward the end of a storm. She thinks they will, at least. She’s never remained in one place long enough to determine if a rippling of emotions can come to an end. But it must, otherwise everyone would be either miserably living in one place or happily bouncing around like Angustias, and no one Felicitas has met has looked as miserably stagnant as herself or as happily mobile as her mother.

“Which of these towns sound better for our next home? McAllen? Brownsville? Weslaco?”

Felicitas doesn’t comment on her mother’s proposition and instead covers her ears by folding her pillow around her head. Closing her eyes won’t trick her mother into thinking she is asleep, but it will signal that she wants to end the conversation. Angustias respects these signals eighty-five percent of the time.

Olvido, who quietly sat in the backseat throughout their conversation, doesn’t take the hint. Unaware of the social rules this particular Olivares duo has formed without her, she pokes her head out from behind Felicitas’s seat, and says, “What does she think she’s going to do in the Valley? Does she even have money to get you all the way there? How much do these secretary jobs pay? Does she have money right now? Ask her.”

Felicitas presses the pillow around her ears and shuts her eyes tighter.

“Go on,” Olvido insists. “Ask her! You cannot just let your mother run around carelessly. What if you have no more money for food or you run out of gas? You have to make sure you at least make it to Grace. Ask!”

Felicitas shakes her head slightly enough for her mother to not see. It appears her grandmother does not see the gesture either. Maybe she’s blind, Felicitas reasons, choosing to be the bigger person and give her grandmother the benefit of the doubt. Maybe she needed to get glasses before she died.

Angustias’s purse falls over from the car’s center console and spills its contents into Felicitas’s lap. Among the pens, notepads, tampons, and an absurd number of receipts is a flat wallet with a small amount of cash and two credit cards. Felicitas frowns at her grandmother. Olvido frowns back and points at the items in her lap.

Do it, she mouths. Now.

“How much money do we have left?” Felicitas sighs as she holds up the wallet.

“Don’t worry about that.” Angustias tries to snatch the wallet, but Felicitas draws it back.

Olvido scoffs. “Pues alguien tiene que preocuparse.”

“Well, someone has to worry about it,” Felicitas echoes as she reorganizes her mother’s purse.

Angustias laughs but there’s no joy in the sound. “You sound like my mom.”

“Well, maybe you should have listened to her because I’m tired of it!” Felicitas snaps. She clicks off her seat belt and climbs into the backseat, leading Olvido to move forward in the process. Pushing the too-heavy suitcases aside, she makes space for herself beside Pepe and plops down.

“Tired of what?” Angustias asks her daughter’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “Hello? Felicitas? Tired of what?” Felicitas frowns at her mother’s reflection and throws her blanket over her head like a vampire using its cape to disappear into the night. Beneath the cover, Felicitas can still feel her mother and grandmother’s irritating concern. It is uncomfortably hot, like standing near a stove with boiling broth on a warm summer day. What is supposed to be a sign of love and care is simply bothersome.

Because she can’t scream in frustration, Felicitas does the next best thing. She cries silently over the dying devil’s ivy until she falls asleep. By the time they arrive in Grace and Felicitas awakens, the plant has grown three inches.
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chapter 6 Olvido


Olvido moved out of the Valley five years after Angustias’s departure. She woke up one morning with a familiar emotion in her heart, an urge to escape, but fused to it was a less familiar feeling: libertad.

Olvido opened her eyes at six in the morning and laid in bed staring at the ceiling’til eight. She turned on her side at nine and laid facedown’til ten. Then, at eleven, the corners of her lips turned up ever so slightly to create the saddest of smiles. She could finally run away. There were no responsibilities holding her back. She had gotten fired from Sunrise Diner the night before for no reason other than being considered old.

“I’m sixty-two, not ninety,” Olvido had argued to the new manager. “My mind works better than yours, and look, my hands don’t tremble at all. I can carry the trays just as well as I did twenty years ago. Better, actually.”

The new manager, a kid straight out of high school, nephew of the owner, refused to hear her out. Olvido’s age was a liability, and it didn’t fit with the modern, hip look he envisioned for the restaurant.

“Hip? Modern?” Olvido had screamed in his office. “The customers here are closer to death than the Devil.”

“And that is why we needed to make changes,” the manager had argued. Who would dine at the restaurant once the regulars were gone?

Olvido didn’t pack her belongings. She didn’t expect to be gone for too long. She just needed to get away for a moment; a long moment but a moment, nonetheless. She could only drive west. If she drove east, she would hit the ocean within an hour and that was not enough time. If she drove south, she would hit the Mexican border within fifteen minutes. If she drove north, she would hit a customs checkpoint within an hour, and Border Patrol would ask for her driver’s license. She could lie and say she’s a tourist, but she wouldn’t have proof, and they would question her until she broke down and—

Olvido drove west. She ran out of gas when she reached Grace. Don Tiberio found her on the side of the road, patiently waiting for no one in particular. She sat on the edge of her pickup truck’s box, back hunched, feet swinging, a lit cigarette between her fingers. She hadn’t called for help, but she wasn’t avoiding it either.

“Excuse me! Ma’am! Do you need help?” Don Tiberio shouted, poking his head out the window of his truck.

Olvido turned to him and shrugged.

“Are you lost?”

Olvido shrugged.

“Is there a problem with the truck or did you just run out of gas?”

“Gas,” Olvido shouted back, her voice weak and raspy from thirst.

“Okay. We can help. There’s a gas station about two miles that way. Would you like to wait here or come with us?”

Olvido shrugged.

Don Tiberio nodded, stepped out of his truck, walked around to the passenger side and held the door open for Olvido. Olvido threw her cigarette on the ground, dragged her feet along the dirt road, and thanked Don Tiberio before pulling herself up.

A young boy about Felicitas’s age who was sitting in the middle of the bench seat looked up at her. He scrunched his nose with disgust. “What’s wrong with your face?” he asked.

Olvido turned to him and jumped back, feigning surprise. “What’s wrong with yours?”

The boy frowned. “Nothing’s wrong with my face.”

“Are you sure about that?” Olvido taunted.

“Dad!” the boy shouted.

“Mike, stop screaming.”

Olvido stayed at the motel in Las Flores that night. She didn’t feel the need to keep driving west anymore, but by the time she filled up her truck’s tank, it had gotten too dark to drive back. She returned to Grace the next morning to attend Sunday service with Don Tiberio and his wife. There, she met Mrs. Cecilia, who insisted on having Olvido over for dinner.
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