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For the González sisters
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It’s your fault,” Sofia spits at Marta, sitting across the desk from her. “My husband left me. My children won’t talk to me.”

“Cases like this take a long time,” Marta says, trying to be patient. Sofia is Marta’s age, mid-forties. Marta and Sofia are speaking in Spanish. Marta takes a breath. “I know it’s been hard for you.”

“Your life is nothing like mine. You’ve got citizenship. Your husband’s a doctor. You’re a rich lawyer,” Sofia says, hugging her purse to her chest.

Marta leans forward, the edges of the desk cutting into her forearms. Nobody could think Marta’s getting rich from the work she does, that any of them in the firm are in it for the money.

“Why did you come to the office today?” Marta asks, trying to sound pleasant.

“I wish I’d never met you or Linda.”

“Too late for that,” Marta says. Easy, girl, easy.

“You’re witches. You put the evil eye on me.”

Marta’s never been called a witch before by a client, never been told she’s cursed anyone. And Linda Camacho, the community worker, is the most genuinely religious person Marta knows.

“All we’ve done is to try to help,” Marta says, hating her martyrish tone. She feels a buzzing start up in her left ear, and she shakes her head.

Sofia stares at Marta, her already bulging eyes protruding further from her round face. “I’m going to tell the investigators I was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“About Soto. I’ll tell them he never touched me.”

Marta’s whole body goes cold, and the buzzing grows louder. She rubs her temples. “If you change your testimony, you’ll be admitting to perjury.”

“I don’t know what that is, and I don’t care.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Marta snaps.

Sofia recoils like she’s been slapped, shrinking into the chair across from Marta. Marta could have put it in a nicer way, but she’s not sorry she’s spoken the truth. Sofia has no idea what she’s doing, what work she’s undoing.

Sofia jerks unsteadily to her feet, dropping her purse on the floor. It spills open, its contents scattering. Marta walks around the desk, squatting down to pick up a hairbrush, a compact, a tube of lip gloss, a little mirror, a pack of cinnamon gum, and a laminated prayer card with an image of Santa Muerte. She passes these things to Sofia, who stuffs them back in her purse. Marta spots a blue glass bead that’s rolled by the leg of the desk. She picks the bead up, holding it in her palm. Sofia snatches the bead from Marta.

“I’m going to tell the other women how you’ve treated me. They’re not happy with the case either,” Sofia says on her way out the door.

Marta’s glad to see her go. Sofia’s always been a problem, even early on, when she raised a stink about the contingency fee, convinced that Marta was in line to receive a personal cut of the settlement funds, as if Marta were a partner in a corporate law firm instead of the deputy director of a legal aid nonprofit teetering on the edge of bankruptcy.

Marta turns to look out the windows at the craggy Franklin Mountains. Plumes of dust blow from the west, yellow against the blue sky. Below, cars slide through the streets of downtown El Paso. In San Jacinto Plaza, the paths glow from the light of the dipping sun.

When the firm brought the sexual harassment case against Soto Pecans and its owner, Marta warned her clients it would get ugly. During the discovery process, the women and everyone close to them have been subpoenaed and deposed, their secrets revealed. With the revelation of each new ugly detail, Soto’s team has gone even harder against the plaintiffs. Meanwhile, with each new attack, Marta can feel a piece of herself splitting off.

Sometimes Marta wonders whether she’s really helping at all, whether she wouldn’t have been better off working to become a judge, like her grandma Olga and everyone else expected. On days like this, it seems like the Soto case has done more harm than good for the hardworking, strapped-for-time clients.

Clients like Sofia.

Marta feels a rush of prickly heat as regret settles in her jaw.

She hates losing her temper. No matter how glorious it feels in the moment, remorse follows shortly after. She can’t afford to lose any clients in the Soto case. She knows it wouldn’t take much for the case to fall apart. If Sofia can convince even a few other women to withdraw, then any hope of reaching a settlement, let alone winning at trial, will go out the window. Marta worries she’s spread too thin to be the lawyer she once was.

The firm needs a big settlement to keep the doors open. Marta knows this all too well. She’s in charge of the budget. The executive director, Jerome, nicknamed “El Tiburón” by his wife, Patricia, because of the myth that sharks must swim constantly to breathe, is almost eighty, still litigating cases. He’s a very good lawyer, and a friend, Rafa’s godfather, but Marta can’t seem to get him concerned that there’s only enough cash for a couple months of payroll. If the Soto case fails, Marta will be responsible, and the firm will be one step closer to shutting down. If that happens, who will Marta be?

A ladybug lands on her hand, walking across her thumb knuckle, tickling her skin. Marta wonders how the thing got in here. None of the windows in the building open. The insect’s shell is like hard candy, a brilliant red. Marta’s college roommate had a theory about this shade, that the biggest brands in the world used this red to appeal to young people because of its resemblance to blood. Marta had always thought she meant that youth is fixated on danger. But blood means other things. Blood is another word for family.

Blood is life, and Marta is at least halfway through hers. For the past twenty years, this firm has been Marta’s life, Jerome and the other lawyers and staff her closest friends, her other family. But there’s a secret part of Marta that longs for something different than the world she lives in. The secret part wants to take control, if only to lose it, to be outrageous, irresponsible, to blow it all open, to be free. If the secret part were in charge, Marta would have an affair, just to see what it was like. She would lose the Soto case, intentionally. She’d be so incompetent that she’d be fired and unable to ever work as a lawyer again. She’d start over, leaving the boys in El Paso with Alejandro while she traveled with her lover, a younger man, visiting the great swimming pools of the world and having wild sex in fancy hotel rooms.

The ladybug crawls to the center of Marta’s palm. It digs into her skin, as if it has little claws at the end of its legs. Marta brushes the thing off her, disgusted.

She has to get a grip. This is just daydreaming.

What Marta needs is to focus, to win the Soto case in a major way. A settlement of a couple million dollars would keep the practice afloat and might even be enough to convince Jerome to retire, so that she can finally be in charge. She’s tired of waiting. If Jerome needs a shove to make him leave, she’ll give it.

For now, Marta pops two ibuprofen tablets and goes to the kitchen for a cup of burnt coffee, all their ancient drip machine knows how to make. She heads toward Jerome’s office to tell him about Sofia. Jerome is still the boss, and Marta has always sought his advice, whether she follows it or not. The suite looks the same as the day she joined the practice, somehow feeling both under-furnished and cluttered at the same time. Dusty law books sit on sagging shelves, boxes of files stacked on top of dented filing cabinets. The humming fluorescent lights show the wear of the office, the brown institutional carpet threadbare, stained with spilled coffee. In the open area in front of Jerome’s office, Linda is parked at the paralegal Cristina’s desk.

Linda shakes her head, her hoop earrings moving back and forth as she laughs, a rich peal. Marta is struck by her love for these women. She’s not going to allow them to lose their jobs through any fault of hers.

She raps forcefully on Jerome’s open office door, startling him.

He throws down his pen and stands up.

“I screwed up with Sofia Hernandez from the Soto case,” Marta says, taking a sip of her coffee. “I called her stupid.”

“Not good, Marta, not good,” Jerome says, shaking his head, but the corners of his mouth twitch. Marta doesn’t think this is a laughing matter.

“We can’t afford to lose this case. Have you looked at the quarterly profit-and-loss statement?”

“That’s not good either,” Jerome says. “That’s why you’re going to win the Soto case. You’ll bring the chingona energy, and you’ll get it done.”

Marta doesn’t like that word. A man is never said to be pushy.

“It’s Nena on the phone,” Cristina says from the door.

“I’ll call her back,” Marta replies. It’s odd for her great-aunt to call in the middle of the day.

“She’s had a fire at her house,” Cristina says, as Marta rises, worried. “Don’t freak out. She says the fire department came and everything’s fine. But she wants you to come over.”

“I’d better go check on her,” Marta says to Jerome.

“She’s your tía, the witch?” Jerome asks.

“Don’t call her that.”






2

For part of May and all of June, Nena had been hearing a hum, a noise that vibrated along the surface of her skin. Nena had been afraid to ask her sisters if they also heard it, knowing she’d be scolded for speaking again about things that no one else heard or saw, like the flickers in the corners of her vision, or the whispers of people long dead. It was 1943, and no one was supposed to talk about sustos and corazonadas anymore. But her sisters definitely saw the ladybugs that followed Nena around. Every time Nena went anywhere, from the kitchen to the bathroom, to the Obregons’ grocery store, to the post office, las mariquitas came with her, a swarm of little red dots clinging onto her clothes, like living embroidery. When the ladybugs came too close to Olga, she brushed them away, saying, “Que bonita!” how pretty, in a high-pitched voice that meant the opposite. Luna squashed as many of them as she could reach.

Ever since their parents had died, Nena and her sisters had lived all together on West Overland Avenue, so close to the Rio Grande that from the street corner they could see Mexico. Olga was four years older than Nena, and Luna three. When Nena was growing up, she watched them, not sure if she would end up more like Olga or more like Luna. One was smart, the other was beautiful. Olga polished her shoes without being told, she kept her pencils sharpened, she didn’t chew her nails. She did her homework long before it was due, and she prayed every night, using the rosary Papá gave her for her first Communion. Olga was awarded a full scholarship to Southern Methodist University, and Nena had been very angry on her sister’s behalf when she wasn’t able to go, there not being enough money to pay for travel or books.

And then there was Luna. When she was six, she took a knife and chopped the heads off a half-dozen chicks. When Mamá asked her what she was doing, Luna said, “I’m playing butcher.” In high school, Luna wanted to be a gangster’s moll, and she dressed the part, wearing skirts that she hemmed very short. She was a cheerleader for Bowie High School, and she was so famously beautiful that young men from other high schools asked her to dances.

Now that Nena was no longer a child, she understood she would never be like either of her sisters, and that was fine with her. In the spring, she’d fallen in love with the movie For Whom the Bell Tolls. Señor Obregon’s daughter Fina worked at the Palace Theatre ticket booth, and Fina had always said that Nena could come as much as she wanted for free. After her ninth viewing, Fina’s boss said Nena couldn’t come to the theater anymore.

It didn’t matter, because by that time, Nena had memorized all of the dialogue in the movie. She’d never seen anyone as beautiful as Ingrid Bergman, who played Maria, an orphan and a fighter with short-cropped hair and too-big trousers, neither of which stopped her from having a grand romance. But who most fascinated Nena was the character Pilar, a fierce commander of anti-fascist partisans who could ride a horse and shoot a gun better than any of her men. And like Nena, Pilar saw things other people couldn’t.

Pilar was also very ugly, her face and clothes grimy, the opposite of Ingrid Bergman, who glowed. Nena had curly hair, and she thought if she cut it short, she could make it look like Ingrid Bergman’s in the movie, yes, black instead of blond, but with the same kind of fluffy glamour. Nena used Olga’s sewing scissors, carefully snipping, evening out the sides, one and then the other, as she looked in the mirror, cutting and then cutting again until there was hardly anything left.

When Luna saw Nena’s hair, she crossed herself in an exagerada way. “You tonta, don’t you know why Maria’s hair is cut short in the movie?” Luna asked Nena, but of course Nena knew. Pilar tells the hero Robert Jordan that Maria “had the worst time a woman can have, if you know what I mean.” Nena could guess what Pilar meant, what men could do to women.

Using all of her savings, Nena bought herself trousers from The Popular, justifying the purchase by wearing them every day. This drove Olga and Luna crazy, neither of them thinking it proper for a lady to wear pants, even though many women did now that there was a war on.

Anyhow, Nena didn’t care what her sisters said; she was preparing for the trouble to come. There were rumors that the Germans and Japanese would come through Mexico to invade the United States, and when they did, Nena would be ready for them. In the desert, almost every plant protects itself with sharp thorns, and Nena was a child of the desert. She didn’t know how to fire a rifle yet, but she’d learn quick. She already knew she had the courage to do what was necessary. One morning, Olga found a rattlesnake curled up on the back step. She ran out into the street to find a man, and Luna threw her hands up, screaming like she was being murdered. But Nena didn’t waste time; she found a shovel and cut the head off the snake.

Luna worked as a waitress at the officers’ club at Fort Bliss, and Olga operated the switchboard at the Hotel Cortéz, a tall building overlooking San Jacinto Plaza, where the alligators lived in their pond. Luna’s and Olga’s husbands were away at war, Olga’s in Europe and Luna’s, Beto, in the South Pacific. Nena stayed home and took care of the babies, Olga’s daughter and Luna’s son, both nine months old, biding her time until the Germans attacked.

She sang to the babies, played with them, jiggled them on her hips, one on each side. She washed diapers and did the household laundry, keeping pots of water boiling on the stove. She cooked all the meals except breakfast, she swept and mopped the floors, she dusted, and she tended to the chickens. But even though she was up at five and worked all day, the house never stayed tidy, the laundry never got completely done, and the babies were rarely clean, full, or happy at the same time.

One day, the babies fussed all morning, refusing to nap all afternoon, and then they had a competition to see who could cry louder and harder, far into the evening. By the time Olga got home, Nena felt like she’d been awake for three days straight, her skin greasy, her eyes dried out by the heat of the summer.

“Why do you insist on always leaving the dirty water in the laundry basin?” Olga asked. “Always” was a terrible word to use, and it wasn’t even accurate. Nena only sometimes forgot to dump out the water. She knew better than to speak these thoughts out loud.

Late that night, Luna flung open the front door, kicking off her shoes in the corner and singing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” She danced through the house, the sour scent of beer trailing after her as she picked up a sleeping Chuy from his crib. He woke up crying. This woke up Olga’s daughter, Valentina, and then both babies cried and cried and cried some more. It took forever to put them down again.

Please, Nena prayed when she was finally able to go to bed. Please end this war and bring back the men. Please let me have something of my own.



When she was alive, Nena’s mamá often told the girls that they could be whatever they wanted, except maids. But what was Nena other than a muchacha—a servant girl, nanny, and cook for her sisters? Nena couldn’t stand the long days anymore, she couldn’t take the humming noise or the ladybugs flying in their swarm, buzzing with messages that she couldn’t understand, but that they seemed bent on delivering anyway. Help me, she prayed.

Nena was twelve the first time she had a serious vision, when they were still living in the old house. For Nena’s whole life, her papá was only able to speak in a raspy whisper, his lungs so tattered from being gassed in France during the First World War that he couldn’t work with his brothers at the family trucking company.

Nena’s mamá worked as a cook in a restaurant. She didn’t make enough money to support the family with that job, so on Sundays she sold pozole in the little park across from the church. During the week, the Montoya girls made the soup, soaking the hominy in lye to better slip the skins off the kernels, wringing the chickens’ necks and plucking them, making the broth, and then on Sundays, Nena and her sisters helped their mamá carry the heavy pot wrapped in blankets, along with sawhorses and planks to form a table.

The soup was hot and spicy, warm in the winter, and in the summer, it felt nice to eat something even hotter than the air. All afternoon on Sundays, Nena ran back and forth to their house, cleaning the clay bowls and bringing back refills of the condiments—the chopped-up onion, the chiles, the cilantro. People milled about in their Sunday finest, talking and gossiping and flirting. In the middle of the park, a pack of dogs nibbled at their fleas, scratching themselves. There were always lines to buy the soup. When someone couldn’t afford a bowl, Nena’s mamá gave it away for free.

Weekday mornings, Nena’s mamá helped her papá out of his bed, letting him lean on her as they slowly made their way through the house and onto the little piece of concrete that he called his patio, a corner of the small, dusty yard. When he was having a strong day, he pulled Nena up onto his lap and told her stories from his childhood in New Mexico.

The family house had been built low and close to the ground, adobe covered with stucco, four rooms with a woodstove, clay tiles on both floor and roof. The house was dark in the morning where it sat on the western side of the Tularosa Mountains, high on a mesa for protection from the Apaches when the place was first built. By the time he was born, only the house, the corral, and a patch of garden remained of the many acres that had been granted to the family in the eighteenth century. Centuries before this, the family had been at the side of the explorer Oñate when he claimed the land north of the Rio Grande for King Philip II of Spain, in what Nena’s papá called La Toma, The Taking.

“Who did they take the land from?” Nena once asked, and her papá had laughed, explaining, “From your cousins the Indios, of course.”

One night, a pack of dogs dug their way into the chicken coop, devouring all the chickens. In an instant, there were no eggs for the family to eat, no meat or bones to make the broth for the pozole, and no extra money to make up the rent shortfall.

At the end of the month, Señor Echeverria, the landlord, came by the house, as he did every month, to collect rent. Nena’s mamá explained that she would have it for him soon. Señor Echeverria grunted at the kitchen table, dunking his pan dulce in the chocolate Nena’s mamá had made for him, squishing the pastry in his mouth with ugly slurping sounds. When he was done, he wiped his hands on his pants instead of on the napkin that had been placed in front of him.

He got up fast, pushing his chair away, backing Nena’s mamá up against the counter, pressing his body then his lips against hers. Her hands flew up to his chest to shove him away, but he was too big, his belly pinning her. He pulled open the front of her dress, the buttons flying off, tapping on the floor. He reached into her dress with one hand, touching her breasts, using his other hand to muffle the sound of her yelling. Nena’s papá was in the bedroom, too weak to help even if he heard the commotion. Nena knew she was the only one who could come to her mamá’s aid. The big knife for butchering the chickens was right there in the drawer. She would pull it out and stab Señor Echeverria in the space between his ribs.

Before Nena could reach the drawer, a buzzing started in her ears, the room wobbled, and then she found herself on a crowded street. Nena was inside Señor Echeverria’s chest, and something was wrong, broken, and then she was at a funeral mass. When Nena’s mind returned to the kitchen, she was splayed out on the floor, her head in her mamá’s lap. Señor Echeverria was staring down at them.

Nena sat up, meeting his hard eyes. “You have three weeks to live,” she told him.

Her vision would prove to be correct, but it wouldn’t do Nena or the rest of the Montoya family any good. Señor Echeverria evicted them before he died, and in the years after that, Nena made things even worse by using her ability to try to fix their situation.



Help me, Nena prayed in her hot little room. Please let me be something other than what I am now. Please, God, let me be brave and have adventures.

The three sisters shared one fan, and it was Luna’s night to use it. Nena had set a bowl of tap water next to her cot so that she could dunk a washcloth in the water and lay it across her forehead, but the washcloth grew hot so fast it was hardly worth the effort. Nena kicked the sheet off herself and spread her legs, hanging one off the side of the cot, pulling her nightgown up and flapping the hem to make a breeze.

Moonlight shined into her room. The hum buzzed in Nena’s ears, louder than ever now, in an awful harmony with the noise of the cicadas outside. She watched the hands of the clock, the second hand tick ticking, every moment bringing her closer to the morning, when she would once again wake and rise to work like a dog. At four o’clock, she heard a baby start to fuss, making a sharp cry, whimpering, and then going quiet. Nena touched her damp forehead, pushing back her limp hair. She worried about the long workday ahead, not the first she had tackled with as little sleep.

“Elena,” a woman whispered.

No one called her by her name. Everyone called her Nena, baby.

Another whisper. “Elena Eduviges Montoya.”

Nena got out of bed and opened the door to the backyard. No breeze greeted her, only hot, dry, dead air. The cicadas crawled thick on the ground under the bright moonlight.

“Elena.”

Nena looked around the yard. She couldn’t see anyone, but the voice was so clear, the person calling her had to be very close. Maybe on the other side of the pecan tree. The cicadas crunched under Nena’s bare feet. She rested her hands on the tree’s trunk, feeling the smooth bark under her fingers.

“Elena,” she heard again, closer this time.

Nena turned to see a woman approaching. The lady wore a dark dress, black under the light of the moon. On her head was a tall peineta, covered by a black lace mantilla that fell over her face. The fabric of her dress hissed as the lady moved. The closer she came, the louder the cicadas buzzed. The frogs in the irrigation ditch cruá cruáed, and the owls uu uued.

The woman stopped in front of Nena and lifted her veil. She had a long, oval face, and pale skin, dark eyes, her eyebrows plucked into two high, thin arcs. Lace creeped up from the top of her dress, covering her neck. A cameo held the collar closed at her throat. A black rebozo hugged her shoulders, and even in this heat, she was shivering, pulling the shawl around herself.

“Your name is Elena Eduviges Montoya?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve come to bring you home.”

“This is where I live,” Nena said, waving at the little house behind her.

“Madre Inocenta sent me to escort you to the convent.”

“Who?”

“Our abbess. The head of the aquelarre.”

A coven? But this woman had also said that this Madre Inocenta was the head of a convent. Which was it? One word had to do with God, the other word brought with it the darkness Nena knew and feared, a darkness she couldn’t seem to escape. Rushing blood throbbed in her ears, the noise that usually signaled the arrival of a vision, except that the vision seemed to be not in Nena’s head, but in her yard. Nena had always hoped that there were other people like her in the world, others who heard the hum, who understood the language of the ladybugs. She’d prayed for help. For all she knew, this help may have arrived in the form of this lady.

“How can nuns be brujas?”

“Tcht. Brujas. That’s not a word we use. We are servants of God.”

Now this was starting to sound heretical. Nena crossed herself. Was this woman La Llorona, the spirit who stole children away in the night? In the stories, La Llorona dressed in white, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t disguise herself, or that this costumed woman didn’t wish Nena harm. She shivered in fear.

“Why would Madre Inocenta want me?” Nena asked.

“If you’re like us, your visions will grow stronger. You won’t just faint, you’ll have fits, episodes that last for days. No doctor or priest will be able to alleviate your suffering. It’s lucky for you that we found you. With our help, you can learn to control La Vista instead of allowing it to destroy you.”

Nena’s eyes fixed on the beadwork on the woman’s dress, black and glittering in the pale light of the rising sun.

“Why aren’t you dressed like a nun?” Nena asked, suspicious.

“We are a cloistered sisterhood. To leave the convent, I had to dress like a lady of the world.”

“You haven’t told me your name.”

“You may call me Sister Benedicta de la Cruz.”

Nena bowed, she wasn’t sure why, although this was a rather grand name and seemed to suit this lady.

“Well, what are you waiting for, child? Come with me to the river,” Sister Benedicta said. It was an order, not a request. She did not dare defy the sister. And did she even want to?

Nena considered going into the house to get some shoes, to put on her trousers, but she might wake up her sisters, who would then scold Nena and prevent her from seeing what this woman wished to show her. The river was so close, Nena reasoned. She would be home long before anyone noticed she was gone.

The neighborhood was at its quietest, the time of night when the lights were out even at the big brick Mansion House, where the prostitutes lived and worked. She noticed then that all the streetlights were out. How strange.

Nena followed Sister Benedicta through the yard, and where there should have been a fence, there wasn’t anything but sandy soil and the plants of the desert. The sun was rising, the strengthening dawn light painting halos around the peaks of the mountains, the air cold. In the summer, temperatures dropped overnight, but it never grew this frigid. Odder still, Nena saw that all around her now was desert, the humps of creosote bushes and sotol stretching all the way to the Franklin Mountains. The houses and stores and cars of El Paso had disappeared. The railroad, the smelter, Fort Bliss, were all gone, the fences and border checkpoints gone. No barbed wire, just scrubby bushes and stands of cottonwood between plots of farmland, dug with little canals. The land now felt endless, open in a way Nena had never experienced before.

Nena’s curiosity kept her on the razor edge of fear. But she was a soldier at heart, and she knew how to be brave. When they reached the river, Nena encountered another surprise. The Rio Grande ran fast and full and loud. Nena had never seen the river like this before, and she should have been afraid, but the roar of the river soothed her. Whatever force existed that could bring water down from New Mexico so fast was something to be respected. Nena had asked for something to take her away from her life, and now it had.

She shivered in her nightgown, hugging her arms around herself. She really should have taken the time to change into proper clothes. Her nightgown was ruined, dark with grime. Olga and Luna would be so angry at her. They’d already used up their ration books for work clothes and baby dresses.

“We can’t have you going into town dressed like that. If anyone sees you, they’ll take you for a puta. Here,” Sister Benedicta said as she unwrapped the black rebozo from her shoulders and handed it to Nena. “Pull it over your head and hide your face.”

Nena wrapped the shawl tight, and they stood on the riverbank, watching a man on a ferry pole himself across the wide, rushing river toward them. While they waited, Nena had the sudden disappointing thought that she was dreaming, though she had never had such a vivid dream. There was no other way to explain what was happening. Usually thinking while dreaming made Nena wake up, but nothing happened, and Nena stayed in this strange place, awake.

Sister Benedicta handed the ferryman a coin, and he took them across, helping them up the muddy bank on the other side. Walking up a dirt road, they arrived at a pueblito, its narrow streets dotted with brown adobes. Some streets had cobblestones, but they were buried in layers of horse caca, broken shards of clay, the ends of carrots, and rotten onions. The stench of sewage hit Nena like someone had thrown a bag of it at her. She wrapped her rebozo tighter around her mouth and nose.

They had left in the night, but Nena saw that this town was now opening its eyes to the day. Servants bustled through the streets, carrying bread from the bakery, vegetables from the market. Nena followed Benedicta past the huts of the poor. These dwellings, made of woven sticks with thatched roofs, were even more humble than the house they lived in after Nena lost her family’s money at the horse races.

Sister Benedicta walked fast, her head high, her veil pulled down over her face. She didn’t seem bothered that her dress was sweeping up the dirt and everything else. The hem was caked with mud and straw and hair, like it had been sweeping the earth forever. An unwashed odor wafted off Sister Benedicta, a mix of mustiness and woodsmoke and old wool, manure, and worse. A horse and buggy pulled past them. There were no cars anywhere, no bicycles.

“Where are we?” Nena asked.

“El Paso del Norte.”

“When are we? I mean what’s the year?” Nena asked.

“The year of our Lord 1792,” Sister Benedicta said. “Why are you asking such foolish things?”

“I’m sorry, Sister,” Nena said, at a loss for words. She pinched herself, but she still did not wake up. 1792. If that was true, Nena was in New Spain, not modern Mexico. Nena knew now that she had done something impossible—she was no longer in her time, but deep in the past. Sister Benedicta was from this other time, and she hadn’t yet noticed that Nena had come from the future. When had Nena made the jump? When she’d walked to the pecan tree? Nena suspected that if she’d turned around for a last look, her house would have been gone like the rest of her El Paso.

Nena and Sister Benedicta passed the whitewashed adobe church, Nuestra Guadalupe del Paso, the same church Nena recognized from the Juárez of her own time. They crossed the square, with an outdoor market on one side and a row of little stores on the other. At the far edge of the square, they turned onto a narrow street with high adobe walls, and wooden gates shaded by graceful cottonwood trees.

A man on horseback approached, the horse glossy, so black it was almost blue. The man wore a linen shirt with a brown suede jacket, tight pants with gold buttons, a red sash around his waist. He had a thick mustache and dark eyes. Sister Benedicta stiffened, adjusting her veil to conceal her face. She pulled Nena to the side of the road and against a wall. Nena looked up at the man, but he didn’t meet her eyes. He raised his whip, clicking with his tongue, and the big horse danced and snorted, trotting into the distance.

“Who was that?” Nena asked.

“Don Emiliano. My brother. He would have been confounded to discover me outside the convent.”

At the end of the street, Sister Benedicta pulled on a rope hanging from a wall, clanging a bell. A huge wooden door swung open. A small, dark older woman in a simple homespun dress and a long braid bowed to Sister Benedicta. Nena followed Sister Benedicta into a room cut in two by a grate that reached to the ceiling. Sister Benedicta swept through the turnstile in the grate, whirling around on the other side to glare with impatience at Nena, who held back.

In Nena’s El Paso, there was no one to talk to about a world only she saw and heard and smelled. Sister Benedicta had promised that Nena could learn how to keep from fainting when her visions came to her. And if it was possible to so easily jump one direction in time, then it should be just as simple to jump back. Nena would return home soon enough. Olga and Luna could take care of their own babies for one day. Maybe they ought to see what it was like without Nena around. Maybe then her sisters would appreciate her more when she returned. Nena pushed through the turnstile.

Nena and Sister Benedicta walked down a short, dark hallway and entered a courtyard of hard-packed dirt. To their right was a vegetable garden, empty but for a few bolted cabbages, their stalks long and spindly. To the left stood a small building with a smoking chimney and a chicken coop. In the wall across the yard was a door. Walking through it, Nena was greeted by the chants of the nuns in a chapel. She detected the odor of tallow candles, which had made greasy streaks on the wall. At the end of the passage, Sister Benedicta unlocked a door with a key from a big iron ring she kept under her dress.

“Stay here,” she said, guiding Nena by the shoulder into a small room. Sister Benedicta turned around, left the room, and closed the door behind herself. Nena heard the cell door lock.
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At Nena’s house, the air reeks of charred food and melted plastic. Black soot coats the wall behind the stove. The pot that caught fire sits in the sink, its handle twisted into a bubbled clump. A big box fan blows burnt hot air around the kitchen. Marta looks out at the dry backyard, at the line of yuccas against the back fence. She sets her bag down on the chipped Formica table, slides off her suit jacket, and drapes it on the back of the vinyl chair. Her headache has only gotten worse since she left the office, the buzzing now impossible to ignore.

“I left the rice on for too long and the pot caught fire,” Nena says. She’s wearing bright red lipstick. Jeans bought from the Walmart boys’ department. Fluorescent running shoes. Her eyes are brown, bright, like she’s excited. Even now, as frustrated and worried as Marta is, she can’t help but feel a rush of affection for Nena.

“Nena, you could have burned the house down,” Marta says, not meaning to scold, but Nena’s cheerful expression worries her. Nena doesn’t seem aware of the danger she’s put herself in.

“I know it looks bad. There was a lot of smoke, but the fire was out by the time the firemen came. Not that I minded having them here. So handsome.”

“Where’s your bucket?” Marta asks.

“Under the sink. Don’t bother with cleaning up. I can still climb a step stool and use a sponge. I’m not like those other viejitas who put on an organ recital every chance they get.”

“Organ recital?” Marta asks.

“You know, blah blah my bladder, ay chihuahua my heart. The medication I have to take, dios mío, it makes me pee at night, my hips, my colon and my caca, my eyes, my liver. That’s the worst thing about old people, you know, the complaining?”

Nena isn’t a complainer. Ninety-something and still living on her own. No children, no grandchildren. Friends, dead. Olga and Luna, her sisters, both gone.

When Olga was on her deathbed, she made Marta promise to take care of Nena. Marta agreed immediately, not wanting Olga to be anxious about Nena in her last moments, but a promise wasn’t necessary. Marta and Nena are the only two family members left in El Paso, great-aunt and grandniece, a funny connection that for most people means very little, but for Marta it matters a lot. Nena is like no one else in Marta’s family—in fact, like no one else she knows. Nena has never been afraid to be outrageous, and Marta loves her for it.

Marta fills the plastic bucket with warm water, then squirts in dish soap. She rolls up her sleeves and carries the bucket closer to the wall, then uses the rough green side of a sponge to scrub the soot off the yellow wall. Underneath the soot, a crack runs from the ceiling to the floor. The house is in terrible shape, the linoleum in the kitchen peeling, the front yard overgrown. It’s been clear for a long time that Nena shouldn’t be living alone, and Marta regrets not forcing a decision earlier, though Nena hasn’t made it easy, refusing to talk about health aides or retirement homes. Nena will stay with Marta for the time being, and then they’ll find her a decent place to live, like Los Piñones, where Luna spent her last years.

“I’m going to make you una tisana. Chamomile?” Nena asks, turning on the tap to fill the teakettle.

“You can’t use the stove. The firemen shut off the gas,” Marta says. “Anyway, it’s too hot for tea.”

Marta doesn’t have time to sit and chat, as much as she’d like to. Nena’s always good for an interesting conversation, but Marta’s on a schedule. She needs to finish cleaning up the mess, and then get Nena packed. The boys have to be picked up from science camp, and after that, Marta will swing by the grocery store, fix dinner, and get the boys ready for bed. Once they’re asleep, she’ll put in a couple more hours of work. Soto hasn’t yet sat for a deposition, his lawyers throwing up every roadblock possible, and Marta is preparing another filing this week to make him talk.

“Luna really liked living in Los Piñones,” Marta says. “She made her casita so cute.”

“Do you remember when you used to help me with my clients?” Nena asks.

“Didn’t you sometimes go to the line dancing class with Luna?”

“You were always such a good assistant.”

“There was no always, Nena, it was once, only once that I helped you,” Marta says, scrubbing the wall. She recalls what actually happened, even if Nena can’t, or won’t.

One summer when Marta was eight and visiting Grandma Olga in El Paso, Nena asked her if she wanted to help with a reading. Marta said yes, long, delicious shivers of excitement running up and down her arms. She and her brother Juan had just been dropped off at Nena’s for the afternoon. Marta knew without being told that Grandma Olga wasn’t to know about the reading.

At the office, Marta corrected Jerome’s use of the word “witch” because Nena has always been particular about what she calls herself. She doesn’t use any of the usual Spanish words either, not bruja, not curandera, not hechicera, not claravidente. Instead, she says she’s a guía, a guide, and she believes she can help the living speak to the dead. When Marta was eight, she believed it, too.

Before the client came, Nena showed Marta how to melt piedra blanca on the comal, the white crystals of the rock spreading to the edges of the round pan. Sliding her glasses on, Nena pointed at the melted salt, tracing in the air what she called dibujos, drawings that Marta couldn’t see herself.

Nena said that the pictures told a story about Marta’s future: when she grew up, she would live in El Paso, in a house with a pool, she would be a lawyer, her husband would be a doctor, and she would have three children. Back then, Marta found Nena’s prediction peculiar, not least because Marta intended to be a doctor, like her parents, in California, where she lived. But when Nena’s prediction mostly came true, down to the pool, Marta quietly wondered whether Nena wasn’t as crazy as her sisters made her seem.

When Señora Hurtado arrived, she sat down on the couch in Nena’s tiny living room, clutching her purse and looking around, twitching her nose like she smelled something bad. The room looked pretty much as it does now, cluttered, with piles of old newspapers in a corner, mismatched garage-sale dishes stacked in the glass-fronted cabinets. Bundles of herbs hung from the rungs of an old ladder propped against the wall. A giant brass bowl on the floor held fist-sized chunks of piedra blanca.

Señora Hurtado wore a navy skirt suit and a white blouse with a bow at the throat. Her maroon hair had been blown into a fluff so wispy that Marta could see through to her scalp. Señora Hurtado said she needed to reach her husband.

Nena eased herself down on a pillow on the floor, closing her eyes. She muttered and swayed, and then she started to hum, the sound rising from deep within her body. In those days, she had dyed black hair and a powdered face, one dark mole on her left cheek, right in the center, sprouting a short hair that Marta had the urge to pluck with tweezers. Marta’s job once Nena went into her trance was to hold a shallow bowl under her mouth, catching any saliva that dripped down. Because he was so young, Juan’s assignment was to stay in the kitchen and arrange cookies on a plate.

Nena’s humming grew louder, accompanied by a terrifying whistling sound from her nose. Her eyelids cracked open, showing the whites of her eyes, her irises flicking up and down. Marta positioned the bowl under Nena’s chin. Nena exhaled three breaths out, like hoo hoo hoo, but loud, and then she called out in a language that wasn’t English or Spanish. Something crashed in the kitchen.

“Felipe!” Señora Hurtado screamed. “Please forgive me!”

Nena’s eyes flew open, and she scrambled up off the pillow, fast for someone so old. Marta and Señora Hurtado followed her into the kitchen. Juan was on his hands and knees on the floor next to the stove, shoving an Oreo in his mouth with one hand while trying to pick up the yellow shards of a broken plate with the other. He was crying so hard he couldn’t quite get a breath, fat teardrops flying out of the corners of his eyes. Marta considered giving him a slap to calm him down, but Nena scooped him up, helping him to his feet. Marta looked over at Mrs. Hurtado, wondering why she had asked her husband for forgiveness, but the terror on her face had faded, and now she had the same sour expression she’d come in with.

“Aren’t you going to finish my reading?” Señora Hurtado asked.

“There’s a child crying. Right in front of you.”

“And?”

“You can leave us now,” Nena said quietly, kissing the top of Juan’s head. Señora Hurtado glared at Nena, huffing her way out of the kitchen, slamming the front door, shaking the house. Nena blended a disk of Ibarra with scalded milk, making the hot chocolate frothy and richer than anyone else made it. She served it in little teacups from one of the glass-fronted cabinets, with saucers, like Marta was a grown-up. Juan soon forgot that he was upset, and he started to show off for Nena, pulling up the hems of his shorts to show her the mosquito bites on his thighs. Disgusted, Marta discreetly scratched her own bites, mad that Juan had ruined her chance to see a ghost. For months after she returned to California, Marta said hoo hoo hoo, trying to make a ghost appear, but none ever did.

That time with Señora Hurtado was the only occasion Marta saw firsthand what Nena was up to in her work. The adult Marta understands that the only ghost around that day was Juan. But Marta gets why Nena would gravitate toward witchy stuff. The same reason that Sofia believes in it. Magic, or the idea of it, is a way for the powerless to imagine they can become powerful.

Marta knows where real power lives in this world, in money and blood. That’s what the law concerns itself with. The system of law is arranged like a kind of game with high stakes that can be won, and Marta likes to win, forcing the other side to do her will. This is true power. She just wishes she were winning right now.

“You’ll come home with me tonight and stay at the house for as long as you’d like. But we really do need to decide where you want to be longer term,” Marta says.

“Cecilia Fonseca told me that at Los Piñones they put extra wax on the floor. When you fall and break your hip, they move you to the building with twenty-four-hour care, where they tie you to a wheelchair, and you can’t do anything for yourself.”

“That doesn’t sound fun. What can we do to make sure you’re safe and happy?”

“Safe?” Nena asks. “There is no such thing as safe. And sometimes I’m happy, sometimes I’m not. I’m always free inside my head. I could live in a jail cell if I had to,” Nena says, her voice rising louder and higher pitched.

“Nobody’s sending you to jail,” Marta says, surprised at the intensity of Nena’s response.

“No, if you’re in prison at least you can get parole.”

This is morbidly funny, and Nena has a point. Once she goes into a place like Los Piñones, she won’t come out until she’s dead.

Poor Nena. Ay, pobrecita Nena, Luna and Olga were always saying.

Marta remembers being a kid, sitting in Luna’s restaurant, La Sirena, after the lunch rush, reading a library book, sipping from a glass of Coke kept full by the waitress, Luna and Olga talking about Nena’s latest antics in tones alternately worried, amused, judgmental. Marta was taught to feel sorry for Nena, taught to think that what Nena spent her life doing was reckless and without value, that Nena’s spirituality wasn’t the right kind of seeking, but something self-indulgent, private, shameful. But the judgment of Nena’s older sisters made Marta pay attention to Nena more, curious about how she’d gottten to be who she was.

Nena reeked of patchouli oil, she laughed too loud, she was insistent on peering into Marta’s eyes and asking her questions like if she’d had her period yet, or, when Marta was older, if Alejandro was the kind of man who knew how to pleasure a woman with his mouth. Leave her alone, Olga would beg Nena. Not that it helped. It must be hard to be so tall, Nena would say when Marta was young, as if Marta didn’t already know that about herself. The rest of us in the family are such chiquititos. By the time she was ten, Marta was taller than Nena, taller than anyone in her class, and she kept growing. She didn’t like having Nena call attention to her height, but she appreciated that Nena always saw her as a real person, worthy of being asked provocative questions and of discussing things that mattered, even things that hurt. Nena’s right about happiness, how it comes and goes. But safety is something else. You can put your finger on it sometimes, like now. It’s not safe for Nena to live in this house.

Insects whir and click out in the yard. Marta’s done cleaning the wall, though a lot of good it’s done. Even with all the scrubbing, the wall still looks dirty. No, that’s not quite right. The soot is there, as black and furry as though she didn’t clean at all.

And then, in the next moment, it’s gone, the scrubbed wall exposed.

Marta closes her eyes, sure that she’s imagining things. But when she opens her eyes again, the wall continues to blink, soot there, soot gone. With her fingertip, Marta pushes the black stuff around, making a path through it. She lifts her finger off the wall, examining its tip. There’s nothing there. The air thickens, raising the volume of the hum in her ears, the buzzing deep inside her brain. Marta feels dizzy, weak. A flutter of nausea starts in her belly. She tastes salt in her mouth. Marta runs to the bathroom, making it just in time.
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