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To my siblings Deirdre, Seamus, Siobhán, and Dermot and cousin Adrian Kealey—my first storytelling audience when we were all supposedly fast asleep in bed.
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MEN AND WOMEN IN THE ARENA’S SUNNY SECTION FELL silent as I walked across the sand until a man shouted, “¡Fuera, Espontáneo!,” which triggered a chorus of hoarse jeers and curses. The thrumming inside my chest quickened and I broke out in a cold sweat. I peered over my shoulder to where I knew my friend Sally was seated in the first row, behind the narrow passageway packed with managers, journalists, and fighters and their teams, but I couldn’t see her. The tall Mexican man who’d asked us earlier where we came from in Texas was blocking my view.


Turning back to the center of the ring, I unfolded the scarlet blanket as I shuffled toward the bull. From horn-tip to tail, he was three-quarters the length of a new 1950 Cadillac. His muscles rolled like waves along his body as he trotted toward the center of the ring, crossing two concentric circles painted on the sand, and then stopped abruptly. This was no common beef heifer from the Los Pinos stockyard in Mexico, where I practiced cape work whenever the male students in my Rowansville school’s aficionado club allowed me. This big ol’ bull commanded respect and my arms wouldn’t stop trembling.


A lanky banderillero in an orange silk suit with ornate black embroidery screamed at me to leave the ring. Another young man, about three inches taller than my five-five frame, stood with his long arms akimbo in front of a shield made of wooden planks, positioned before the entrance to the callejón, a defense to protect performers from the bull’s wrath and horns. The bolero jacket of his royal blue suit was trimmed in sequins and the flowers were richly embroidered with the golden threads only matadors were allowed to wear. A constable dressed in the traditional black velvet Philip IV suit dismounted from his horse and started toward me. If I didn’t act, my illegal leap into the ring would all be in vain.


“Hey, toro, toro,” I hollered as I zigzagged, shaking my head toward the bull. It was no use fixin’ to call out “Hey, bull” to a Mexican-bred animal.


My cap started to fall off, but I didn’t dare risk raising my arms to stop it. A collective gasp rose from the crowd as my bun unfurled from beneath it and dark red hair tumbled down my back. Women craned their necks, some clamping hands over their mouths. The constable stopped, his bulging eyes moving from me to the bull, now pawing the sand. Even the slender matador gaped.


My plaid cotton shirt was so damp it felt like a garbage sack against my back. Holding out my shaking arms, I advanced, swaying my makeshift muleta back and forth. “Toro, bueno toro.” A sway to the left. Not too fast, not too slow. “Hey, toro.” A sway to the right.


The bull regarded me like he was a king; I fell more in love.


I’d loved fighting bulls since seeing a beautiful white-and-black spotted one with gleaming horns trot into a bullring in Mexico when I was a girl. His sleek muscles had held me spellbound—the way he moved so daintily on tiny hooves, as if he were dancing across the sand, his handsome head regally swinging back and forth as he surveyed the crowd. Our eyes had locked for a moment, but it had seemed like forever. My father always said that part was impossible, that I was seated too high up in the arena for him to see us, that bulls’ eyes weren’t positioned in their heads like ours.


But Daddy was wrong. An electric charge from the bull had smashed into my body, upending every cell and making the blood in my brain churn. I knew in that instant that I wanted to be a bullfighter. I just didn’t know how.


The crowd recovered from its shock that I was a woman. Whistles and olés showered down, the cries of excitement so enthusiastic you’d have thought I was Doris Day, not just some Texan art student who’d crossed the Mexican border and made the four-hour journey to Garza that morning.


All the books and magazines about bullfighting techniques I’d read said timing the cape’s movement to gear down the bull’s speed was as important as keeping one’s feet perfectly still and not giving ground—only cowards gave ground in the bullring. Both steps were necessary to make beautiful art.


My belly somersaulted faster than a long-tailed cat’s in a room full of rocking chairs. I offered the bull my profile, planting both feet together and holding out the blanket. My leg muscles trembled more violently. Would he take the lure like a fish took bait, as one of the books said, and roar past me if I did every move correctly? Or was my belly right to want to flee? Was I about to die just short of my twentieth birthday?


This bull, as tall as I was when his head was fully raised, could kill me with the teeniest swipe of his broad head. He seemed too much for any woman, never mind one as small as me. What arrogance had possessed me to think I could tame such a huge animal?


I held the blanket away from my body and the muscled beauty launched at me like a cannonball. The ground trembled, the bull’s hooves drumming up the powdery sand. When his slick black nose came within two feet of my body, I moved the cape forward and slowly twisted my upper body to the right. An acrid smell crammed my nostrils. His hair was wiry and shellacked with sweat, the rumbling breaths as loud as a train. He crowded by, the lethal tip of his ivory horn fifteen inches from my breast. There was a whining sound, not unlike that of a passing bullet. The books were right; he’d followed my lure.


After hurtling four yards ahead, he turned, swifter than a racehorse, his sleek hindquarters and butt skidding to catch up with the rest of him. The ring constable and banderillero hollered at me, demanding I move back slowly from the bull. It felt like my mind was split in two, half of me wanting to obey them and the other half hungry for the next charge. Turning a half circle, I offered the blanket again and planted my feet like real matadors do. As he approached, I realized I’d miscalculated the line of his charge, but I was not going to step back and cede the ground I’d won from him. I pulled back my chest as I swung the blanket out from my body to correct the error, then closed my eyes momentarily and felt the outer edge of his horn press against my breast as he hurtled by. People shrieked. The bull’s charge continued for four feet and then his head and massive chest turned sharply, the rest of him coming around in their wake.


Before I could reposition the lure, he charged again. I still couldn’t believe an animal so big could run so fast. His horn pierced the lower half of the blanket and I was dragged along like an uprooted flagpole. I tugged, trying to tear the blanket off the horn. With a single jerk of his head, he ripped the blanket from my grip and my face smashed into his muscular sides like a rag doll against a wall before I fell to the sand. The thunder roared in my ears and I saw his hoof rise and pass within a hairbreadth of my nose. A hollow groan passed through the crowd.


“Get the hell up, Kathleen,” Sally shouted.


Spitting out sand, I lifted my head and saw the wooden barrier fence ten feet in front of me. I looked to my left and saw the bull standing fifteen feet from the center of the ring, shaking off the last of the shredded blanket and focusing his attention on me again. He charged for the kill, his massive neck lowering and the horns turning to glinting, ivory-colored swords as he drew closer. Every cell in my body froze in helpless anticipation. A wall of bright magenta flashed before my eyes and then disappeared, and I watched the banderillero who’d hollered at me earlier continue to distract the bull with his cape. The bull’s body twisted and moved away as he followed the magenta swirls. I got up quickly.


“¡Mujer tonta, fuera de aquí!” the banderillero roared, calling me a stupid woman and ordering me again to leave the ring.


“The constables are coming for ya,” Sally hollered, waving at me frantically with both hands as she ran toward the exit.


A grain of sand in my left eye made it sting and water. Adjusting my path to get as close to the exit at one end of the callejón, I ran over to the fence, sprang up on the foot rail, and vaulted over. A splinter stabbed the meat of my palm, right below the end of my thumb, but I felt no pain. Once inside the callejón, I sprinted toward the exit, startling a ring servant in a dusty orange shirt and blue pants, as I jumped over two bulging canvas bags.


“Stop!” The well-dressed Mexican man who’d been standing in front of Sally after I jumped into the bullring strode along the passageway toward me, one hand pressing down on the top of his Cordoban hat to keep it in place.


I leaped into a wide tunnel that stank of horseshit, tobacco, and stale urine and weaved through pockets of men on their way to the bullring. A man behind me called out, “Oye, gringa,” and demanded I surrender. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that one of the constables had joined the tall Mexican man chasing after me.


The passage opened into the sun-drenched patio de caballos, where earlier I’d watched the picadors fastening the petos, heavy mattresslike bibs, onto their horses to stop the bull’s horns from penetrating their sides during the fights. I ran across the yard and was almost at the exit gate when someone grabbed the back of my shirt collar. I couldn’t let things end this way. Just like the chickens I’d caught with both hands for fun as a child in my father’s hen coop, I allowed my body to relax and soften. When the constable let go of my collar in order to seize my upper arm, I rammed my elbow into the side of his rib cage and fled out the exit gate, where I found Sally pacing back and forth.


We sprinted across the cobblestoned quadrangle and merged with the street vendors and strolling pedestrians. After passing two side streets, we turned into a narrower one three blocks from the bullring and stopped running.


“We didn’t think this part through,” she said, inhaling deeply. “Getting arrested in Mexico. Imagine?”


“How do you think I did back there?” I took a deep breath. “Tell me the truth. I won’t be upset.”


Sally looked toward the main street. “If we’d been arrested, we’d have no one—”


“Wasn’t my bull beautiful?”


“Your bull?”


“He did everything the book said he’d do. It was so—”


“We nearly got arrested, Kathleen!”


“You can’t believe the rush.” I took her hands in mine. “It was like nothing I’ve ever felt in my life.” I glanced up at the sky as I tried to find the right words to describe my feelings in the bullring. “It was like making magic. I was a magician and the blanket was my wand.” I laughed until another thought cut in and made me frown. “How did my mistake look to you?”


“Like you were going to be killed.” She grimaced. “I got off my seat so quickly when it happened, I nearly fainted. If the man beside me hadn’t reached out and grabbed my arm, I’d have fallen like a bunch of rocks at his feet.”


“I think he’s part of the ring management. He shouted at me to stop running and then chased after me.”


“His eyes about popped out of his head when your cap came off,” said Sally. “He told me he’d seen lots of people jump into the ring, but never a woman.”


“I made sure not to give ground to the bull.”


“Yeah, he said that, too. All I saw was you lying on the sand and the bull’s hooves.”


I shuddered.


“You need to change fast,” she said.


“Over there’s good,” I said, pointing out a narrow passageway between two houses.


I took the straw shopping bag she’d brought and darted into the passageway, its cobblestones green with lichen and slippery from lack of sun. I moved deeper inside. While Sally kept watch, I peeled off the sweaty shirt and pair of loose men’s jeans I always wore when painting in art class and put on a loose cotton dress and a pair of low-heeled shoes. After I came out, Sally helped me put on a cheap black wig.


No sirens blared on the main street. But just to be sure it was safe, we walked for fifteen minutes, the delicious aromas of fried plantains and roast pork drifting from a house making me hungry. A large pecan tree lay just ahead and we sat under its shade for a bit. Children played farther along the street, watched by mothers who chatted to their neighbors and leaned over narrow overhead balconies to hang laundry on sagging clotheslines. The tree trunk’s rugged bark felt good against my back. The staccato lilt of Spanish charged the hot afternoon air.


“Now you’ve caped a fighting bull, I guess you’re done with bullfighting,” Sally said, not interrupting her drawing of a stick figure in the silky street dust with her index finger.


I studied my friend’s oval face, her lively eyes and her smooth, tanned skin, which was so different from mine. My skin just reddened in the sun. Not that it was important, but Sally had always said I was pretty, too. I guess it was a different kind of prettiness than hers, me with my Anglo-Irish roots, freckled apple cheeks that make my chin line more defined, and light-colored eyes. I had a decent figure, though my curves weren’t hourglass like hers. A New York modeling agency had signed Sally to their stable—that’s what the scout called it—and she was set to leave for up north in two months’ time. They’d promised her bookings galore, plus she’d make a ton of money and meet movie stars. Her mother wasn’t sold, thinking Yankees were different in their morals to us Texas folk.


Our friendship was due to Sally. She’d spotted me reading in the dormitory common room in my freshman year and introduced herself as someone who also liked her own company. But then she’d kept visiting me in my room or joining me in the canteen when I ate there. Being an only child, I’d learned to entertain myself and enjoy my own company. My only friend back then had been a Mexican woman who worked as a cook and house cleaner for my parents and from whom I had learned to speak Spanish.


Sally played the bull when I practiced on the lawn outside the college dormitory. Though I hadn’t said I’d be done with bullfighting after that day, I had let her think it. The bulls were the reason I’d enrolled at Rowansville’s Rowans Institute in the first place. The Los Pinos corridas on Sunday afternoons were a short tram ride across the Rio Grande and the U.S. border, and tickets to sit in the sunny section of the bullring were cheap. I hadn’t come to study at Rowans because my boyfriend, Charles, was studying there, like I’d told Mama, or because a brilliant German artist who’d fled his country during the war would teach me design. Sure, I’d wanted to paint and design things, but the bulls were my passion and traveling to Garza to jump into the bullring had been a test, to see if I really did have the guts.


“I hope you’ll still act as my bull until you leave,” I said, rising and dusting off the seat of my dress, “because I’m not done by a long shot.”
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Photographs from a Los Pinos newspaper were taped up on a wall in the room where the Rowansville bullfight aficionado club met monthly. One of them depicted me passing the bull at Garza the previous weekend, and another was of me pole-axed on the sand after I’d lost hold of the blanket. A third one showed my hair cascading down my back as I stared at the bull. The headline, in the News Gothic font whose capital A and N I’d recently mastered painting in commercial art class, inquired as to the name and whereabouts of the mysterious American woman who’d shown no fear in the bullring.


Sally’s boyfriend, Jack, looked at me bug-eyed. I was just as astonished. I hadn’t thought anyone would take photos of me in the ring, never mind that a reporter from Los Pinos would write about an espontáneo jumping into the Garza ring. Hoping to attract patrons or a matador who might help them, young men often jumped into the ring, but they never got newspaper coverage unless they were gored. The fact that I was a woman had apparently attracted the reporter’s attention.


Two men and their women walked up the room to me. I’d made up my face—blue eye shadow, a little blush, and pink lipstick—and one fella smiled at me goofily, as if I were Marilyn Monroe and had just stopped by for a quick cocktail. One of the women, curvaceous in black linen capri pants and a snug blouse, regarded me like I was bad business.


“How come you never said you were fixin’ to go into the ring at our last meeting?” the smiling fella’s friend asked.


I would never have mentioned my plan to them. The aficionado club didn’t allow women as official members and I always had to beg them to let me try caping a heifer at the stockyards whenever they got permission from the owner to practice on the cattle. The club was comprised of businessmen and students, including Sally’s boyfriend. Many were accompanied by their smartly dressed wives or girlfriends, who I’d figured pretty quickly were just adornments, like the colorful ribbons on the fighting bulls’ shoulders signifying which breeding ranches they came from. The men devoured La Lidia and other bullfight magazines, attended the corridas on Sunday afternoons in Los Pinos, and loved meeting to drink and argue over the strengths and weaknesses of the Mexican breeding ranches and their favorite matadors. I’d first visited the club eight months ago with Jack and Sally, who’d told me soon after we’d become good friends that her boyfriend loved bullfighting, and I’d continued tagging along because the club organized interesting demonstrations on the art, as well as talks by ex-matadors and managers.


Excusing ourselves after a few minutes, Sally, Jack, and I walked deeper into the room, a twenty-by-thirty-foot windowless space lined with posters advertising past bullfights throughout Mexico. Blue tobacco smoke fogged the heavy air. The club president, a bald man who was the first divorced man I’d ever met and who always wore a traditional Mexican charro suit, approached as Jack was ordering drinks.


“You’re Kathleen Boyd, ain’t ya?” he said, in a thick drawl. His dark eyes flicked to the photographs on the wall as he offered his right hand, obliging me to slip the handles of my purse up my forearm before shaking it. “You sure was real lucky, missy. That’s dangerous business for a woman.”


“It’s just as dangerous for men.”


Sally laughed.


After a pause, the club president said, “Was ya hoping one o’ them matador folks would see ya in action and sign y’up?”


His question made me think of the time my parents had seen me in action. After Daddy had taken Mama and me to a bullfight in Mexico City during a vacation with his boss, when I was just a bitty girl, my parents, who rarely walked together around their property, had come upon me out in the fields, practicing on a calf with a towel, and Mama asked what the heck I was doing. I’d been practicing on my yellow Labrador in the barn since I’d returned home from vacation, but Grouse had gotten stiff and too deaf to follow my directions, so I’d decided to work with something closer to the real thing.


“I’m bullfighting,” I’d said to Mama.


She’d hated the fight in Mexico, which was why I’d always practiced on my dog out of her sight, and she was horrified to see me working the calf. Mama thought I’d forgotten all about the Mexico City bullring. That was impossible. The show had dazzled me: the slender matadors in their pigtails and blazing suits of lights; the fierce, muscular bulls winding skillfully around the flared magenta capes; the constables in their black hats atop snow-white horses; the bells tinkling on the mules and the roar and applause of the audience.


The club president’s eyes widened when I didn’t answer his question. “Pity ya fell on your purdy little self and burned your butt on the sand.”


I shrugged.


“Ain’t no womenfolk in that there game,” he added.


Someone tapped a microphone on the dais at the front of the club-room and announced that the evening’s guest was ready to begin.


“Kathleen, what the hell’s going on?”


An electric jolt whipped through my body. Sally’s mouth slackened. I turned around to see my boyfriend standing by the door, one of the newspaper photographs half-crumpled in his fist.
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THE PUNGENT AROMA OF BREWING COFFEE AND MELTED cheese cut through an invisible fog of women’s flowery perfumes. Bursts of laughter accented the hum of conversation at the tables occupied by students and faculty staff. A male student I recognized from art history class left the serving hatch with a chocolate milkshake and toasted triple-decker sandwich, a new item on the department’s café menu that cost thirty-five cents.


“I still don’t get why you didn’t tell me you were planning to do this before I left for New Orleans,” Charles said.


The previous evening he’d had such a big burr in his saddle about seeing my photographs that he’d refused to listen to my explanation and left the aficionado club. We hadn’t seen each other for a week, as he’d been out of town; and although Charles never came to the club, he’d been so keen to see me on his return, he’d turned up.


He sat across from me now, his hands clutched around a mug of tepid coffee. Thirty years old, Charles was six-one in his socks and had an oval face with a small mouth and a strong nose that bent to the left, the result of a bad tackle on the football field in high school. His hair was his best feature. It was as wavy and pitch-black as I remembered my father’s being. My boyfriend used a lot of hair oil and I loved running my fingers through the cresting waves and the clean, masculine smell of it. The aroma took me back to my childhood, to those times when Daddy finished showering after a day’s work as a driller in the oilfields and I’d comb his oiled hair while he sat with Mama on the sofa and listened to the radio.


Mama met Charles and his parents at a cancer charity event. His family was wealthy and, as Charles and Mama had hit it off, she’d arranged for him to meet me. She used the excuse that he’d gone to my old high school, though our attendance hadn’t overlapped.


“Is that why you didn’t come to New Orleans with me?” Charles asked.


“I had an assignment to finish.”


“Pfft. You always hand your work in late.”


Unable to meet his gaze, I started brushing cookie crumbs off the skirt of my dress, enjoying the crisp smoothness of the glazed cotton fabric beneath my finger pads.


“Why couldn’t you have just told me?” he said. “That’s what couples do—they talk.”


“I tried to last night.”


He shook his head.


“Anyway, I didn’t know I was fixin’ to do it.”


“You and Sally took a bus for four hours to Garza. That takes planning.” He reached for my hand. “’Fess up: you planned it all along.”


“This all came up after you left for New Orleans. Honest.”


“Hey, look at me, sweetie.” When I did, his stern eyes pierced deep into mine. I felt their sting. “Did you hand your assignment in on time?”


I didn’t answer.


“Just as I thought.” He tsked. “Sally put you up to it, didn’t she?”


He was suspicious of Sally. Charles said she was a real looker, but he didn’t like her wanting to become a model. He was afraid she’d try to corrupt me. He believed “those kinds of women” were going to end up as frustrated old maids because they got big ideas in their heads and became too picky about choosing regular men to marry.


“She’s got nothing to do with this.” I laid my hand on his knee. “Can’t you try to see this through my eyes? You know how hard I practice. I had to see what would happen when I faced a real, live fighting bull.”


Charles squeezed his temples so hard his thumbnail turned white in its center. “I don’t want bad things to happen to you.”


“I know.” I squeezed his knee gently.


“Didn’t you think about how I’d feel if you’d gotten yourself injured? Heck, what if you’d gone and gotten killed?”


It felt like a pitcher of ice water had been thrown in my face. I had acted recklessly; I had deceived him. But he’d have tried to stop me. Charles had had his chance to experience life, to do everything he’d wanted to do when he was almost twenty. He’d joined the army a year after high school and been sent to England to help with the war. He’d loved the experience. And now he was about to graduate with an engineering degree, courtesy of the GI Bill, and spent his days interviewing for jobs in oil and gas exploration. I wanted the same opportunity to explore.


I took my hand off his knee. “I’m sorry.”


His eyes softened and he smiled as he came over and put his arm around my shoulder. We’d been talking loudly and students at a nearby table watched us intently.


“Well, you’ve fought a bull in the ring and now you know what it feels like,” Charles said. “Isn’t that right?”


I nodded.


“So we’ll forget this business ever happened. It’s over and done.”


I rose and started gathering my things.
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The late October sun was fierce, the air hot as a clay oven. Everywhere I looked, the grass was scorched brown. We’d had no rain for weeks. Even a ring of Mexican fan palms in the middle of the yard looked stressed, the lower fronds limp and turning brown.


Holding both arms against the sides of her head, Sally bellowed as she charged in a straight line at my blanket. Instead of extending her arms full length, as she’d done during previous practice sessions, I’d gotten her to extend them out about a foot, approximately the length of the horns of the bull I’d encountered in the Garza ring. It helped me analyze and correct the mistake I’d made that Sunday. Unfortunately, it also resulted in the “horns” curving inward into a nearly closed circle, as Sally had to push back her shoulders severely in order to shorten the length of her arms.


“Holding my arms out this way ain’t comfortable,” Sally said.


“Okay, just two more charges, then,” I said. “I’ve figured how I made the mistake in the ring and want to try something.”


“Two?”


“Yeah.”


“Why do you always need to be perfect, Kathleen?”


Mama always said I’d inherited that drive from my father. It used to frustrate her, how he hung his shirts and pants so orderly in their closet and lined up his shoes all in a straight row. He’d also required her to put his laundered underwear and socks in the dresser in a specific way, with the socks folded neatly in half. I didn’t care about how I hung my clothes or folded my underwear, nor did I understand Mama’s or Sally’s frustration. It was just that when I enjoyed doing something, I needed to be perfect at it. It’s why I’d always been at the top of my class in Spanish in high school and why I painted brilliant landscapes in fine art class at Rowans. By contrast, my soup cans in commercial art class were two dimensional and dull, because I hated that kind of art. This drive was why I wanted to make my passes with the blanket the very best I could.


A pigeon cooed near one of the dormitory entrances. Overhead, girls sat on the broad windowsills, their tanned legs swaying back and forth as they watched us, some of them filing and buffing their nails. Across the square, Betty Essop and two other girls danced to the “Tennessee Waltz,” which was drifting from Betty’s aquamarine-and-white transistor radio. A three-story dormitory building that housed two hundred women overlooked the courtyard and I was known for practicing there. My performances had become a welcome distraction from studying. Even our straitlaced housemother sometimes took time out to watch.


Just as Sally’s fingers were about to touch the blanket, I moved it slowly forward until she’d passed my body, and then pirouetted swiftly so that the blanket flared and finally wrapped neatly around my entire body. The girls clapped. Mindy Bass even whistled, though this pass was the only one meriting such an enthusiastic response.


“My arms are hurting,” said Sally, and she flopped down on the dead grass.


“Aw, just one more,” I said. “Please.”


From the southern entrance to the quadrangle, our housemother appeared. She walked toward me, accompanied by the tall Mexican man who’d chased me at the Garza bullring.


Sally sat up quick. “Uh-oh.”


“This gentleman wants to talk to you, Kathleen,” the housemother said.


The man tipped his hat. “That was a good chicuelina pass,” he said, in perfect English. “But your friend is a very friendly bull, I think.”


Sally and I exchanged glances.


“My name is Vincente Barros. I’ve been looking for you.”


His face was wide and he stroked the ends of his waxed mustache, which stopped half an inch from the bottom of his chin. He looked to be about fifty.


I swallowed, the sound reverberating in my ears.


“You’re the young woman who jumped into the bullring a month ago, aren’t you?”


My body stiffened, even though I was in Texas now and there was nothing he could do to me.


“Do you have a moment to talk?” He peered around the square. “Perhaps we could sit over in the shade.” He pointed to two white garden benches inside the circle of fan palms.


The housemother’s eyes narrowed, but I nodded, indicating it would be okay. After we sat on the bench, Señor Barros placed his hat on his lap and looked at me.


“Do you prefer I speak to you in English or Spanish?”


“It makes no difference.”


“Ah, you’re like the bulls, eh?”


“What do you mean?”


“It makes no difference to them, either.” When he smiled and opened his dark eyes wider, his shiny dark brows arched.


I laughed.


“What do you study here?”


“Commercial art.”


“My youngest daughter is a junior at college in Dallas. Her mother’s American, like you. She studies city planning.” He smiled again. “My wife’s not so happy with our daughter’s choice. She thinks that’s men’s business.” His eyes narrowed as if he expected me to protest. When I didn’t, he continued amicably enough, “I own businesses in Los Pinos—three bars and a hotel—a hotel in Garza, and a profitable tequila distillery in Jalisco. I also follow the bulls. What you did in Garza that afternoon was very brave.”


Because I was a woman, it was brave. If I’d been a man, he’d have wanted me arrested for interrupting the real performances by the matadors. Still, it was flattering to find out I’d impressed a Mexican.


“My daughter was with me and thought you very brave, too. You have talent.”


“I only made two passes before I fell.”


“I didn’t say you’re perfect. I said you’ve got talent—very raw, but it’s even more important that you’re brave.” He looked me up and down. “How tall are you?”


“Five-five.”


“The bull was large, yet you didn’t give ground. And the way you kept your arms so straight and moved your wrists.” He held out his hands to make the movements and emphasize his words. “Have you had instruction?”


A passing low cloud expunged the brilliant sunlight, darkening the orange watermarks that trailed like tears from the gutters down the building’s cream-colored façade and threw the circle in which we sat into deep shadow. After explaining I’d taught myself, he inquired if I was interested in taking it further.


“I’m a woman and I’m an American.”


His brow and nose wrinkled as he considered. “It’s time to have a woman fighting on foot in the bullring,” he said. “It would be a novel thing. Mexicans would love something new like this. And your being American would give lots of your countrymen a good reason to come to Los Pinos. When lots of Americans come to see the bulls, they spend lots of money—more money than Mexicans spend.” His eyes opened very wide. “Do you know why?”


I shook my head.


“Because they earn more dinero than Mexicans.” He rubbed his index finger and thumb together, then fished a crumpled packet of cigarettes out of the breast pocket of his linen jacket. “When Americans spend freely, everybody wins in Mexico. The bullring authorities don’t understand this yet.” He paused. “But they will.”


“I don’t know any bullfighters to ask if they’d teach me, Señor Barros.”


“First, we decide if you’re interested.”


Although Mama and Charles’s disappointed faces loomed in my mind, I nodded eagerly.


“Good. I’ll become your patron. I have a few contacts in the bullfighting business and have someone in mind to instruct you. When you’re ready, you’ll take part in corridas.”


“What if the bullring authorities recognize me as the woman who jumped into the ring and want to arrest me?”


“I’m a well-known businessman. That won’t be a problem.” His cheeks dimpled. “I’ll also put your likeness on the labels of my premium tequila, when the time comes. I’ll pay you for that, as well. The pretty American torero—everyone will want to buy some and toast you as the conqueror of brave bulls.”


I recalled how small I’d felt in the bullring when I’d faced the bull. For the first time, I’d doubted if a woman my size—if any woman—would have the strength to overcome such massive power. I pushed the thought away.


“We don’t need to sign any papers,” Señor Barros said. “I can tell you’re a trustworthy young woman. But I should talk to your father.”


“My daddy’s dead. I can decide for myself.”


“Muy bueno.” He smiled widely as his soft brown eyes regarded me. “Tell me, are you a dedicated student?”


I shifted in my seat. If I said I was, he could easily go to the Dean of Studies and discover I’d been on academic probation last year. It wasn’t that I was dumb as a box of rocks. I just hated studying. I’d had to stick around Rowansville last summer to retake the History of Architecture and Theory of Color courses so I could advance to sophomore year. Staying at school had upset my mother much more than me. I’d taken the tram to Los Pinos every Sunday to attend the bullfights.


“I’m a dedicated student, Señor Barros, but exactly how is painting cereal boxes and understanding how the Romans built the roof of the Pantheon gonna help me fight the bulls?” I paused, but not so long as to let him come up with an inconvenient response. “They’re different kinds of art. One’s made on a page, the other’s made in an open theater.”


He looked at me without speaking for a long moment. From across the quadrangle, the housemother coughed to signal the meeting had gone on long enough. She was wolverine-mean, but protective of her students, always prying to make sure we ate properly and kept our rooms clean. She was constantly on patrol to ensure the brazen girls among us didn’t sneak bourbon and men into the rooms after evening curfew.


When I rose, Señor Barros did, too, and offered his big paw of a hand for me to shake.
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An older clientele, mostly businessmen and professionals in their thirties and forties, frequented the bar a block from the movie house. Charles and his engineering buddies preferred this dark-wooded room to the brighter ones near the Rowans Institute because the drinks weren’t watered down and army reservists often came in. They’d exchange stories about the times they’d spent in Europe during the war.


We’d just seen Sands of Iwo Jima, but I’d actually preferred the B-movie about a gang of counterfeiters being chased by the Secret Service. Charles and his friends loved cowboy and war movies and the other men’s girlfriends and I didn’t mind John Wayne, but watching the same sort of movie all the time did get boring.


After his roommate, Jim, offered to buy Charles another whiskey highball and he declined, I knew we’d be leaving soon because Charles wanted to study. Like always, we’d first take a short drive to the abandoned stable north of the city for half an hour, then he’d drop me off at home. A tremor whipped through me as I reached for my purse, my mind starting to rehearse for the twentieth time how I should begin the conversation.


Outside, the oily smell of cooking French fries wafted from the open window of the bar’s kitchen. We slipped our arms around each other’s waists—or, more correctly, given the difference in our heights, Charles’s slid across the middle of my back—as we strolled to his car. I kept our conversation focused on small talk during the short ride to the secluded spot. There were three cars already parked under the shade of a line of trees on one side of the dirt path that led to the stables, one in our usual spot.


“Would be swell if we could just go to our own place to relax,” said Charles.


I froze midbreath. We’d been coming here to spend private time since the first month we’d started dating, since neither of us could entertain a member of the opposite sex at our places. But he’d never said anything like that before.


After rounding a bend, Charles parked the car under a tree and killed the engine. He pulled me gently toward him and I eased over to put my arms around his neck. We kissed. He pressed me to him and I felt his heart beating against my chest.


“They wrote yesterday to let me know I’m on the short list for that job,” he said, sweeping my bangs off my forehead with his fingers. He’d been in Louisiana for a job interview with an oil company the same week I’d jumped into the Garza bullring.


“That’s great, honey.”


“No counting our chickens yet. Let’s not jinx it.”


He kissed me again, his lips turning soft as the chamois I’d used to wash my father’s car as a girl.


“I need to tell you something, too,” I said, stroking his baby-smooth cheek with one finger.


The springs creaked as he pushed back in the car seat.


“A man came to my dorm yesterday. He saw me in the Garza bullring and was impressed by how brave I was.”


His face crinkled but he didn’t speak.


“He asked, um—he asked if I was interested in . . . taking it further.”


Charles’s belly rippled as he laughed. “Is he Mexican?”


“Yeah.”


“I guess he saw your photographs in the newspaper and is workin’ a scam. Those guys are all the same. You’re American an’ he smells money.”


“It’s not a scam.”


“It’s crazy, is what it is.”


I pulled my head back sharply “Why’s it crazy?”


“We’ve talked this through, honey. Playing at bulls with Sally is one thing, but let’s get real.” He laughed. “You stick to your paintbrushes.”


“I love the bulls.”


“You’re a woman; women don’t do that.”


I moved back to my part of the seat. “Who says we don’t?”


“Little you and a huge bull. The guy’s fixin’ to start a circus.” He laughed harder. “Come over here.”


He sounded like my late father after I’d first told him I wanted to become a bullfighter.


Folding my arms, I stared ahead and said, “Take me home.”


Charles drummed on the steering wheel for a long moment, then started the engine. We drove in silence. When we arrived at the dormitory, Betty Essop and a girl I didn’t recognize were standing near the pink azalea bushes to the left of the entrance. They stopped talking and gawked.


“Now don’t be sore, hon,” Charles said, putting his middle finger under my chin and jiggling the skin. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I pushed his hand away. “Stop doing that. I’m not your cat.”


He leaned over for a kiss, but I opened the door and climbed out. Though I wanted to, I didn’t slam the car door in front of Betty. Charles didn’t pull away until I’d reached her.


“Back from the stables, huh?” she said, winking at her friend. “Lucky you.”
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LEAVING LOS PINOS TO PERFORM IN CORRIDAS THROUGHOUT Mexico during the season was something Fermin Guzmán didn’t enjoy, but the money was very good. He’d travel for tedious hours on overcrowded buses over dirt roads and on packed trains with passengers who stank of stale perspiration, some of them transporting chickens, ducks, and even newborn piglets on their laps. There were also frequent mechanical breakdowns to contend with, and countless layovers at dusty stations.


Gone for a week or two at a stretch when the bullfights were in Tlaxcala or Aguascalientes, Fermin usually began missing the comforts of home after the first week. He’d miss his wife Carmen’s cooking, especially the delicious tortilla casserole with fried chorizo, and her mango custard flan swimming in a lake of sweet golden caramel. He had a sweet tooth, though he controlled it rigorously, never allowing himself second helpings in order to keep his wiry five-nine frame in check. He’d miss his children’s high-pitched laughter as they flicked playing cards at a target they’d selected, the leg of a coffee table or perhaps Fermin’s foot. He’d also miss the cozy quiet after Carmen put ten-year-old Emilio and seven-year-old Abril to bed, Fermin sitting in his favorite armchair reading and sipping cold Victoria beer while his wife darned socks or mended tears in the pants of his traje de luces, the embroidery adorning them now silver because he was no longer a matador.


His matador’s suits moldered in a closet in one of the unused bedrooms, their flash and glitter extinguished by the darkness. No one admired them anymore but Fermin, whenever compulsion drove him to take out the blue or the white suit, lay it on top of the bed under the bright lights, and relive the glory of those times when his art had been admired in every major bullring in Mexico. Even two top Spanish matadors, whose arrogance when visiting the former colony knew no limits, had admired his prowess.


The emerald green suit of lights was also in the closet. It was the traje he’d worn on his last agonizing day as a matador. He despised it, but he couldn’t summon the will to rid himself of it. His hungry hands sometimes sought it out. He’d lay it on the bed and watch it ignite under the lights. At first, it astonished Fermin that he could even bear to relive this ritual of intense mortification, but with the passing of time, he’d come to accept that shame, like pride, must also have an outlet.


El Cabrito’s sword handler came over to the counter, sat beside Fermin, and nodded at the bartender, who brought over a bottle of tequila, glasses, salt, and a freshly sliced lime. The lime’s acerbic scent pleased Fermin.


“Are you still angry at young Julio?” Patricio asked. He laid his hand cautiously on Fermin’s shoulder.


Fifteen years older than Fermin, the sword handler had once been an aspiring matador but didn’t have the talent. Realizing his limitations, he’d become a sword handler for a string of matadors. The father of twenty-one-year-old Julio Fernández—El Cabrito—had hired Patricio when his son had become an apprentice bullfighter.


It was now El Cabrito’s second season as a full-fledged matador and his father, having known Fermin in his glory days, had hired him as a banderillero during the fights when Fermin wasn’t contracted to other matadors.


“If it wasn’t for the money, I’d . . .” Fermin didn’t finish the complaint. He didn’t have to. Patricio understood.


“These young fighters today,” Patricio said, “they don’t respect their elders. It isn’t like when we were young. Why do you think the boy’s nickname is El Cabrito?” He laughed and nudged Fermin amiably. “What do young goats do, eh? They butt heads.”


“I warned him about the bull being too energetic and favoring its right side,” Fermin said. “He needed us to put the second and third set of sticks in its hide to correct the defect.” He poured another generous tequila. “The idiot wouldn’t listen.”


The matador had undermined Fermin in front of the entire team, requesting that the judge—the governor of the state, no less—allow him to move to the third act without consulting Fermin. El Cabrito had then ordered him and the other banderilleros to vacate the ring before they’d had the opportunity to complete their work. There’d been no reason to interrupt the natural order of the fight—the mounted picadors arriving in the first act to weaken the bull with their varas, followed by Fermin and the other banderilleros inserting the ribboned barbs in the bull’s withers. This lowered the bull’s head in preparation for the crowd-pleasing work by the matador with his cape, muleta, and sword in the final act.


“The lad’s too quick-tempered for his own good,” Patricio agreed.


Fermin jiggled his legs and his eyes flitted from Patricio’s moon face to the scratched bar surface puddled with tequila. As if El Cabrito’s demand to quit the ring hadn’t been humiliating enough, he’d also fired Fermin in front of the other men, telling him his services would no longer be required after his contract ended the following Sunday. No longer able to perform as a matador, Fermin was a great banderillero. He consistently planted the barbed sticks into the bull’s withers exactly where they needed to go, unlike other banderilleros whom El Cabrito occasionally hired when Fermin wasn’t available.


Fermin poured another tequila and downed it, relishing the hellfire exploding inside his belly. “Next Sunday is Guadalajara,” he said, after the flame cooled. “One more fight and then home.”


“Guadalajara and payday,” said Patricio. “Then home.”


“I assume El Cabrito will pay me more for swallowing his insults during this corrida.” Fermin winked at the sword handler and El Cabrito’s confidential advisor, whose job, in addition to helping the young matador dress for the bullring and carrying El Cabrito’s swords, was to pay the men’s wages.


Patricio peered quickly over to El Cabrito, drinking with two pretty female admirers and a picador at a table near a door that led out to the courtyard, where the air was heady with the smell of Mexican orange. “It might be wise to accept Señor Barros’s offer,” he replied, and his right eyebrow arched rakishly. “Wanting to train a woman to fight? The man’s got more money than sense. Might as well take it.”


Fermin kept his face neutral and took out a packet of cigarettes. When Señor Barros had approached him through a mutual acquaintance to inquire if he’d assess whether the young American woman had talent, Fermin had thought it was a joke. He’d thought someone in the business was trying to make fun of him. After he’d realized the businessman was deadly serious, Fermin had rejected the idea as idiotic. Loco. An idea from someone with no respect for the art of bullfighting.


“You say the girl’s American,” said Patricio. “She won’t last, but you’d have fun watching her hips when she swings the cape.”


“I told you already, it’s loco.”


“That’s so.” Patricio laughed as he rose. “It’s also easy money.”


El Cabrito rose then and approached them. Dressed in gray slacks and a royal-blue shirt, the young matador wasn’t the sequined god he was in the bullring. In fact, he looked downright ordinary, someone Fermin wouldn’t give a second look to if they met on the street. El Cabrito embraced Patricio as if he was a long-lost friend. Red mist swept across Fermin’s vision. The youngster shot Fermin an arrogant look as he led Patricio away, and, moments later, laughter erupted at their table. Fermin wondered if Patricio was telling the young peacock the joke Fermin had just made about getting paid more for being insulted. He turned back to the bar, gripping his glass so hard it hurt.


A chair scraped loudly on the wood floor.


“Come and join us, Fermin,” El Cabrito said.


Fermin turned again to look at him, the young man’s face deeply tanned except for a scar, a glint of a narrow diagonal stripe of pure white skin, in the middle of his right eyebrow.


“Patricio says I was too hard on you,” Julio said, extending his hand. “I apologize for the things I said earlier. No hard feelings, eh?”


The air between them was so thick, Fermin could hardly breathe. Tossing back the last of the tequila, he slammed the glass down on the counter and walked out.
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Fermin was not the first choice Kathleen’s patron had had in mind to mold her into a bullfighter. That person had declined because of her sex. But then, so had Fermin, who’d been introduced to Señor Barros by a colleague.


Thus, Señor Barros had been surprised when Fermin contacted him two days later to say he’d reconsidered and would meet the young woman. Señor Barros liked Fermin, who was compact and wiry with a grave face and overly large ears. He thought his black eyes exuded honesty, and the ex-matador’s handshake was firm. The two had also lived north of the border, albeit Fermin for much longer, as he’d worked as a farmhand at a ranch outside Dallas for most of his youth.


The ex-matador’s reputation was known to Señor Barros. He’d been astonished to learn of Fermin’s abrupt retirement from the bullring, after eight successful years, to purchase a small bar. He’d eventually sold it in order to return to the bullring as a banderillero. His injuries hadn’t been permanent and, like the rest of Mexico, Señor Barros had expected Fermin to return to the ring, as all matadors who’d recovered from gorings did.


When Kathleen arrived with Señor Barros at Fermin’s home, her small size astonished him. Barros hadn’t mentioned how short she was and Fermin assumed it was the other, taller girl she’d brought along who wanted to be a bullfighter. At five-eight, she was the right size, the same as most male matadors. Kathleen was three inches shorter.


After Barros explained, Fermin ordered the friend to sit beneath his avocado tree, where she’d immediately picked one of the fruits and was now lobbing it from one hand to the other like she was the proprietor. Fermin wondered what it was about Americans that made them think themselves better and more knowledgeable than other people.


He sent Kathleen to stand with her back pressed against the weathered fence in his backyard and swing the cape. “One, two, three,” he shouted, as she swung it rhythmically from side to side. He could tell by the way she held it that she had experience holding a cape, which surprised Fermin, because she told him she’d never had lessons. The girl gripped it like a professional, even if the actual movement was very raw. He could also tell she was tired.


“Keep swinging,” he called out to Kathleen. “I didn’t say you could stop.”


“Why’re corks sewn into it, Señor Guzmán?” she asked.


“Swing. Don’t talk,” he replied, but he admired her wily attempt to fool him into giving her a break by asking a question.


Woven from raw silk, the cape was heavy, with a magenta outer side, an inner side of bright yellow percale, and a stiff collar. Though tired, she didn’t complain. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of a breeze and she’d been practicing the same maneuver for fifteen minutes in the blazing sun, her face and the front of her dress wet with sweat.


“You grip the corks when executing different types of passes,” he said. “That’s what they’re for.”


“Thank you.”


“How much longer to go?” the friend asked, holding the avocado up in her palm like she was about to offer it to him.


“Have you got somewhere to go?” Fermin asked.


“Kathleen’s meeting her . . . she’s meeting Charles at five and can’t be late.”


“Is he a boyfriend?” he asked.


The women exchanged glances.


“Bullfighters have no time for love affairs,” Fermin said. “The bulls are very jealous.”


Again, the pair glanced at one aother. “He’s a friend of mine,” said Kathleen.


“I think you’re doing swell,” said Sally. She looked over at Fermin and smiled broadly, exposing a set of perfect white teeth. “Don’t you think so, sir?”


“She’s doing good,” he said, unable to stop himself from smiling back.


“I’m very glad to hear that,” said Señor Barros, standing off to Fermin’s right.


Next, Fermin ran in a zigzag across the yard. “Run back and forth like this, Kathleen.”


“Do I still hold the cape?”


He extended his hand and she sprinted over and gave it to him. “Now run.”


As before, he watched intently, splaying his hands on his narrow hips as she darted about like a hen chased by a frisky rooster. After a time, Fermin raised a hand in the air. “Okay, stop. Place your feet together.” His sharp eyes slid down Kathleen’s slender body to her feet. “¡Mira! You have large feet. What size?”


“Eight.”


“They look okay to me,” said Señor Barros.


“Hm. Okay, arch your back.”


Kathleen leaned back.


“More,” Fermin ordered. “Like a proper matador.”


She arched back so far that he could hear the dull click of bones cracking.


“That’s good. Now straighten up and stand on your toes.” He approached and walked in a slow perfect circle around Kathleen as she obeyed. “Your hair’s pretty, but it’s too long. That’s why your cap fell off.”


“You saw me in the ring?” she asked, her expression shifting to alarm.


Fermin glanced at Señor Barros. “I heard.”


“I’ll have it shortened, señor,” she said.


Fermin paused, and then asked, “Why do you want to fight bulls?”


“I’ve dreamed of it since I was a girl.”


“I’m not interested in childish dreams. Why do you want to do it now?”


She lost her balance and stuck out her arms to regain it.


“Why?” he asked again.


“I need to do it, Señor Guzmán.” She hung her head and stared at the ground. “There’s nothing else I want to do.”


“Muy bien.”


Fermin walked over to Señor Barros and the men conversed as if the women were no longer present.
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DESPITE WORKING ON THE SOUP CAN PROJECT FOR THE past three months, I still wasn’t happy with it. Neither was my teacher. The backdrop colors I’d painted on the twenty-by-thirty-inch wooden board didn’t look perfect. My professor insisted that no matter how much I reduced the red value or intensified the blue of the background colors, it would never look right to the eye.


Sketching, painting, and sculpting without any pressure excited me. But working for a passing grade took the fun out of art. Since enrolling at the Rowans Institute, I’d come to understand that making commercial art had little to do with aesthetic and everything to do with budget. It wasn’t the kind of true creativity where I could turn a lump of clay into Sally’s head, like I’d done in my dormitory room two months ago. It had taken three nights to get her nose and eyes just right, admittedly at the cost of submitting a written assignment one week late, meaning deductions off my grade.


After class ended, I was strolling toward the Murray building, where I had an art history lecture, when a young man in scruffy jeans two sizes too big for his slender frame drew up alongside me.


“Howdy, Kathleen,” he said. A copper bracelet with an etched Gemini motif on its widest part flashed as he extended his hand. “I’m Tim Gunner and I edit The Patrician. We’d love to feature you in the next edition.”


I had no idea the students publishing the college magazine knew my name. “Me?”


“It’s not every year we get a maverick woman on campus.” He smiled impishly.


My hair whisked away from my cheeks as I tossed back my head. I’d had it cut shoulder length a week ago and still wasn’t used to its agile bounce. “What do you mean?”


“Your being a matador makes you a maverick, wouldn’t you say?”


“I’m fixin’ to be one, but I’m not there yet. Thanks, though.”


I walked away and he followed, grabbing my arm when he caught up.


“Folks sure love reading about people on campus doing interesting stuff,” he said, letting go of my arm. “We’d love to write an article and take photographs of you at the Los Pinos bullring.” His rust-colored eyebrows lifted. “Heck, you’ll be famous.”


My scalp tingled like it did that afternoon in the Garza bullring. Shivers raced up and down my body.


“When would you want to do this?” I asked.


“Soon as I find you a suit of lights to wear.”


“You want me to wear a traje de luces?”


“You’re going to be a matador, aren’t you? It needs to be authentic.”


Though new to the real world of the bulls, I knew enough to know that only full-fledged matadors were allowed to wear the glittering suits of lights with gold threaded embroidery.


“The suit can’t have gold embroidery.”


“The photographs will be black and white. We can’t afford color ones.”


“No gold. That’s the rule.”
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