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			1

			He was going to make a choice, either the widow from Mon-clova or the spinster from that town in Veracruz. Puerco Ahogado, that was the name of it. A little place on the slopes of a mountain; picturesque, he supposed. Dull. He much preferred large cities.

			But he was running low on cash. The guesthouse where he lodged did not have the best of clienteles, which meant that despite its central location it remained something of a steal. Yet between his weekly room and board, his lunches and dinners—the lodging house provided a meager breakfast—the dry-cleaning bill, and the like, he was down to his last few pesos.

			His father would have known what to do. Even when all the old man had in his pocket was scraps of paper, he understood how to pull a con. He always got them out of trouble, got them a warm meal and a new place.

			He had his father’s seductive eyes, but he’d been spared his wit. This flaw, this lack of a certain spark, a certain criminal talent, had not struck him as tragic until he’d had to battle the world on his own. But after three years now without his father, he was rudderless, hardly able to remain afloat.

			He knotted his tie and smoothed it, peering in the mirror. He inspected his face with care, attuned to the most minimal flaw that might mar his appearance. When he was twenty, his hair had started to gray prematurely, and at twenty-nine, his temples were now streaked a lush silver. Otherwise, time was being kind to him: the silver served to enhance his features. Yet how long would that last? He looked at his hairline, at his gleaming eyes, and remembered the jaundiced skin of his father during his last, painful days.

			He wasn’t old. Not yet. Not for a long time.

			Quickly he finished getting dressed. There was no need for pomp and ceremony that afternoon. He was meeting with Moisés. Nevertheless, he was in the habit of dressing well, of good grooming, of fine colognes and shirts cut to fit his frame. It had been inculcated in him by his old man. It was a costume he donned to play his part.

			He went down the narrow stairs and crossed the interior patio of the house with quick, determined steps. He was trying to avoid encountering Don Pánfilo, the owner of the rat-infested lodging house. But, as usual, the bastard was hiding behind his door and strolled into the courtyard carrying a battered watering can at the exact moment he was about to reach the front entrance.

			“You have more letters, Mr. Linares,” the man grumbled. He wore a shirt that had been white at some point in time but was now a pale yellow. His teeth matched the shirt: they were the yellow of dirty urinals. “They arrived a few minutes ago.”

			“Thanks for letting me know,” he said, tipping his hat in greeting.

			“I got them right here,” the man said, slipping a hand into his back pocket and producing the envelopes. “More news from Veracruz, eh? Three days ago you got that other letter. Might be something important, no?”

			“I suppose so,” he replied irritably. Don Pánfilo liked to gossip and know everyone’s business. Ulises was sure he sometimes even opened the mail of the residents.

			To conceal his identity Ulises created aliases. Although he was fond of Ulises Linares as a name and employed it frequently in Mexico City, in other towns he was other people.

			Don Pánfilo held the letters up but didn’t hand them to him. “The rent was due yesterday,” he said. “You’re late again.”

			“You must forgive me, I’m scatterbrained these days. Tomorrow. I’ll have the rent tomorrow.”

			Don Pánfilo frowned, but he handed Ulises his correspondence. Soon, Ulises was strolling down Paseo de la Reforma, which was bursting with cars, buses, and taxis. His old man had loved this avenue. It looked like Paris, his father said. Like les Champs-Élysées, which was one of the great wonders of the modern world. His father, now dead and buried, pointing at pictures of exotic locales in magazines and books.

			He bought a paper and a box of Luckies. At a cross street, he palmed the letters into his pocket. Rather than taking a cab, he walked to the Lady Baltimore, for he was dreadfully troubled when it came to money and couldn’t spare the fare.

			A grubby beggar stretched out a hand as he turned a corner, surprising him. For a few seconds he stared into a pair of eyes still crusty from sleep, into a strained face lined with deep wrinkles that were caked with dirt. He did not have a coin, and he sped up his steps, trying to avoid the sight of misery.

			When he reached the coffee shop, he grimaced. The place was packed, filled with its usual mixture of wealthy Mexicans and silly American tourists. Boy, there were a lot of American tourists these days, and everyone was fascinated by them. There was gringo fever in the air, and all because of the war. Young women were wide-eyed at the thought of the GIs fighting in Europe, and young men were proudly talking about how Mexicans must join the fray, knock out the teeth of a few Nazis. This enthusiasm even had fashionable youths tying red-white-and-blue flags to their vehicles to show how much they cared for their northern neighbors.

			Yet not long ago, the Germans had held the hearts of some of these dazzled men and women. More than one socialite had flown swastikas together with the Mexican flag on the antennas of their cars, and the esteemed scholar José Vasconcelos wrote in Timón about the virtues of Hitler.

			Ulises couldn’t understand what they’d seen in that rotten bastard. Perhaps the thought of lucrative German contracts had muddled their senses. Who knew? What a miserable, unnecessary war this was; even from afar its violence spooked him.

			War and war efforts and him without a proper con to pull, having to order coffee and cake at the loud, overpriced Lady Baltimore. He would have never picked this spot for a meeting. He liked more anonymous places, a Turkish restaurant down Correo Mayor or a discreet tea parlor tucked away in La Roma.

			He was able to navigate the narrow maze of tables, walking past women who dyed their cigarettes red with their lipstick as they smoked and paused to take sips of their coffee, past a small group of high school students giggling in their blue-and-green uniforms, past the blond heads of foreigners in shorts and sandals who looked like they had wandered in from a beach rather than the streets of Mexico City.

			At last, he found an empty table and sat down with a sigh of relief, ordered a coffee, and unfolded the newspaper he’d been carrying under his arm. He ignored the front page with its headlines about war—he’d woken up late and had not had a bite yet; he could not read awful news on an empty stomach. There were plenty of soirées at the Churubusco Country Club, “Ladies’ Teas” with delicious canapés, “Folkloric Fiestas” where the elites dressed in indigenous costumes, famous jai alai players who visited exclusive nightclubs, to fill the society pages of the newspaper.

			How he loved to look at the pictures of beautiful debutantes and glamorous middle-aged women in their designer gowns, the men matching their refinement with their black “smokings” and bow ties. Only after he’d feasted upon the dazzling photos and the inconsequential headlines that spoke of the charming wives of the members of the Rotary Club and their gardening activities did he unfold one of the letters and begin reading.

			He knew Moisés would be late, which was why he’d brought his work with him. One letter from the woman from Monclova, the other from the one in Veracruz. When he was done reading them, he twirled his pen between his fingers, still unsure. He’d been unsure for days now.

			The woman from Veracruz was fortyish, never married. She owned a guesthouse but was vague about her full financial position and had mentioned a niece who lived with her. He’d been equally vague about his finances, assured her he was a gentleman, and told her he was thirty-eight. He regularly aged himself up or down, depending on what circumstances necessitated, depending on his target. He painted his hair black and shaved clean when he wanted to look younger. For now, he’d let the silver return to his temples and sported a mustache, thinking he might need to pretend to be older.

			In his defense, women also fibbed about their age, and the woman from Veracruz had initially written that she was forty only to later admit she was in fact turning forty-three.

			The woman from Monclova was thirty. His peer. To her he hadn’t fibbed about his age, though he had made up a pack of lies about wanting and loving children because the widow had three of them, ages eight, six, and four. He thought she offered more solid possibilities than the woman from Veracruz, but he was struck with a superstitious fear about bilking a widow again.

			After all, Cornelia Aguirre had been a widow, and look where that had got him. He’d had to run out of Jalisco with barely a suitcase clutched between his sweaty palms. And she’d been a fine mark too! Wealthy! Gullible! If it hadn’t been for her sons, he would have secured a small fortune.

			Or maybe not. His father had always cautioned him to go for the small cons, never the big ones. Small and steady, you could build a nest egg. Of course, there was no nest egg left now. Not after it had been drained dry by his father’s illness. Alone, he’d done what he could. Alone, he had zeroed in on the widow Aguirre and lost.

			“What are you doing here, tucked in the corner? You can’t see the pretty girls walking by,” Moisés said as he pulled over a chair and plopped himself down without ceremony.

			Moisés wore a striped shirt and too much Vaseline in his hair. He was a gigolo who made his money conning tourists. He’d sweep a woman off her feet with a few well-placed lines, then make off with cash or jewelry, promptly removing any real diamonds or rubies from their settings and selling them at obscure shops in La Lagunilla.

			Moisés took off his sunglasses and tossed them on the table. “How are you?”

			“Fine,” Ulises muttered. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “Here. Have a look,” he said, without bothering with more chatter, eager to simply seal the bargain and get the hell out of the coffee shop.

			He took the camera from his shoulder bag and handed it to Moisés. Moisés turned it between his hands, examining it.

			“What do you think?”

			Moisés rattled off a figure. When Ulises protested, Moisés laughed. “Now, now, you know how it goes. Hot goods—”

			“It’s not stolen. It’s mine.”

			Moisés looked at him in confusion. “Really?”

			It was true. The camera had been a gift from the widow Aguirre.

			“Then why not pawn it?”

			“It’s all the same, isn’t it? Why bother with pawn tickets? Besides, I’m too busy to be haggling with those clowns,” he said, although the truth was he was trying to lie low; he didn’t want to show his face around Monte de Piedad or any of the shops his father had frequented. He felt a little paranoid.

			There were scant threads that connected Ulises to Jalisco. He’d used another name there and spun a fake background for himself. But he hadn’t been able to collect a few letters, a couple of postcards, which in his haste he’d left behind in his apartment. Two of those postcards tied him to an address in Iztapalapa and might offer a muddy path to his current whereabouts: he’d used his landlady there as a reference for the rooming house where he now lived when he’d been unable to secure his old room upon his return to Mexico City.

			But it was unlikely anyone would be thorough or driven enough to make that connection, and the postcards were, at any rate, innocent enough in their content. They had been mailed by his father and were simple greetings from five years back, when his old man had taken a seaside vacation to try to improve his health.

			He was safe. Perhaps.

			Moisés raised an eyebrow at Ulises, clearly unconvinced by his words, but he pulled several bills from his wallet and handed them to him.

			“I could use a guy like you,” Moisés said. “You have the looks, and you speak English.”

			French too. His father had taught him everything he knew, and that included languages. He was particular about his son’s education, making sure he didn’t grow up to become a cheap thug from a bad neighborhood. His father had made himself into a gentleman through force of will and smarts. It was hard to picture his father growing up in a dismal vecindad, though that was where he’d started his life, an uncouth nobody who managed to escape his past. At least for a while.

			Ulises knew where the work Moisés offered led: nowhere. And there was something seedy about those operations, about the men who entrapped the unwary tourists. He thought the business of lonely hearts letters was cleaner. More dignified. If he played well, he didn’t even have to fuck his target. In Moisés’s line of business, the fucking was necessary. An essential component. The sneaking out of the room in the middle of the night, without making any noise, with a woman’s pearls and her change purse tucked in one’s pocket, struck him as obscene.

			It was cheap. He and his father had worked the small cons, but they had never been cheap. Yet here he was, and if he didn’t tread carefully, he might wind up a beggar on the street like the one he’d bumped into that morning.

			“I thought you already had boys working for you. That fellow with the curly hair, and the other one—”

			“David? He’s retired.”

			Doubtful. The police had likely caught him. That was the trouble with being the guy with the sticky fingers. He was the one the cops went after with their nightsticks.

			“What are you going to do, then?” Moisés asked, and his expression struck Ulises as a tad mocking. Snide. As if Moisés were thinking, What makes you so much better than us?

			He bade Moisés a curt goodbye and stepped out of the coffee shop. He took his time walking back to the guesthouse, pausing to look forlornly across the street at the bank where his father had once rented a safety-deposit box and kept his valuables. All of that had been sold.

			Once he neared the guesthouse he quickened his steps, thinking he might be able to evade detection. No use. Near the staircase he bumped into Don Pánfilo, who smiled his yellow smile at him.

			“I dropped a telegram underneath your door,” his landlord said.

			“Thank you. I swear I’ll have the rent tomorrow.”

			“You make sure of that. It’s a disgrace what the world has come to. Tenants always in arrears, and the price of everything keeps rising.”

			“I know, sir, I know.”

			By the time Ulises slipped back into his room and took off his jacket, night had fallen. He was rereading the telegram when the lights went off. It was another of the drills President Camacho had organized. Apagones. As if German bombers really were going to cross the Atlantic and bother with Mexico City. Unlikely, and yet the thought of bombed-out ruins ran through his head, and the images he tried to ignore in the newspaper lodged behind his eyelids late at night. Hitler’s panzers advancing across Europe, turning palaces into rubble. Corpses littering empty fields, as abundant as wildflowers.

			He thought about Moisés’s job offer and grimaced. He lit a candle and lay on the bed, his right hand behind his head, staring at the ceiling while he smoked his second cigarette of the day.

			Why had he been stupid? Why had he gone after the widow Aguirre? She had three sons, after all. Three fuming, thirtysomething sons who didn’t appreciate that a young man had latched on to their mother, that she’d bought him cuff links and the new camera and even a car.

			If only she’d signed the papers. He’d thought she would do it. She’d seemed interested in his business proposition; she’d been ready to hand him a sizable check as a deposit. But then she had the audacity to ask one of her sons for advice, and that son called the other sons, and the scheme came tumbling down.

			When the widow Aguirre discovered that there was no hotel development in Acapulco, she’d promptly gone into hysterics. He couldn’t be blamed for that. He hadn’t even been in the room when it happened. It had been her sons, badgering the poor woman, who pushed her to the edge with their questions and their recriminations. But no matter. Afterward, there was nothing to do but to flee with only a few possessions.

			He took another puff of his cigarette, let the smoke trail up from the corner of his mouth. The drill, the darkness that blanketed his city block with the electricity turned off, depressed him. Not that when the lights turned on his spirits would be lifted. The lightbulbs would burst back to life, but what use was a city aglow when he couldn’t enjoy it? When he couldn’t drink highballs at Los Cocoteros and spend the evening dancing with a beautiful woman in a sequined gown?

			Yet there was that insidious, nagging fear of the bombers. War drills gave him a chill. Industrialization would save Mexico. That’s what the propaganda posters said. Contribute to the war effort by being a good worker, manufacture the materials the Allies might need, ensure victory. Radio programs dramatized the heroism of the U.S. armed forces in Europe and Asia, assuring everyone that this would all be over quickly. But he kept thinking about pictures of the London Blitz and imagining his neighborhood blown up, houses turned into rubble and cars smoldering on street corners.

			The countryside might be safer than the capital, mightn’t it? And even if his fears of war were exaggerated, he needed cash. Needed a secure spot in this world. Needed something more than this endless search for scraps. Moisés looked like shit. A few more years of hard living and Ulises would also start losing his good looks and fit physique.

			He didn’t want to leave the city, despite his misgivings about it, yet he was broke, and he was tired, and he needed more certainty than the few pesos he made writing letters, the back-and-forth of lonely hearts. The real dough was available when you met the women in person.

			The widow or the spinster. Which one to pick? In the end, his decision came down to money: the ticket to Puerco Ahogado, Veracruz, was cheaper.

			

			—

			He was not fond of trains, of their rhythmic rumbling and their wailing, but he was even less fond of buses, and the idea of perching himself inside a crowded tin can was more offensive than the train. Therefore, he rode with stoicism to Puerco Ahogado and stepped off the train with a face of grim determination.

			He was greeted at the station by vendors selling oranges and chirimoyas, a boy with newspapers under his arm yelling out the headlines, and stray dogs that wagged their tails and hoped for a morsel. The air was uncomfortably moist; it clung to his skin, made him feel like he’d just gotten out of the shower. Or else as if he were a plant in a hothouse.

			He urged a young station attendant to pile his suitcases together and tried in vain to spot his ride to the Inclán guesthouse. The minutes ticked by. He wondered if the woman had changed her mind; perhaps she didn’t want to meet him after all. If that was the case, he’d be in dire straits, having to dig into the last bills in his pockets to survive. He was already dissatisfied with this venture and counted the money in his mind.

			Ulises fanned himself with his hat. Suddenly, a boy who was eating an ice cream collided with him, staining the lapels of his beige suit with chocolate.

			“Excuse us,” his mother said, and shoved the boy away, leaving Ulises to stare at his ruined suit with open-mouthed shock.

			He took out a handkerchief and furiously tried to wipe off the stain, which seemed to have the effect of spreading it and making the mess look even worse.

			“Mr. Linares?”

			“Yes,” he barked irritably, and looked up at a young man in denim overalls who nodded politely at him.

			“Hello, sir, Miss Inclán sent me to pick you up. Sorry I’m late, the car wouldn’t start this morning. Something happen to you?”

			“It’s fine,” he said.

			The man in the overalls helped Ulises with his luggage and they walked the short stretch to a white Ford that looked like it had seen better days. It wasn’t a jalopy, but Ulises could understand why it hadn’t started that morning. He climbed into the back seat.

			Puerco Ahogado was nestled into the side of a mountain, and the narrow streets the car navigated were steep and bumpy; it was nothing like the slickness of a large city. The driver spent the short ride from the train station to the house humming songs, indifferent to the condition of the road. The houses they passed were odd, with overhanging eaves to keep the rains at bay, different from the houses in Mexico City. A number of dwellings had formidable carved wooden doors and elaborate grilled windows, and he glimpsed interior patios studded with flowers, many orchids.

			When the car stopped and the driver stepped out to unlock the double gates of the house, Ulises took off his sunglasses to better survey his surroundings.

			The house was two stories tall, done up in the style of a bygone era, and the sight of it filled him with hope, for it was a large house that must have been constructed at great expense. Nevertheless, he didn’t like the battered sign tied to the gate that read, in big block letters: Rooms for rent, by the week or the month. Inquire inside. It cheapened the whole place.

			The driver jumped back in the car and advanced a couple of meters, parking in an interior courtyard shaded by lemon trees. In the center of the courtyard there was a fountain with no running water; it was filled instead with dry leaves and twigs. The air was redolent with a citrusy scent that made him think of Seville. Not that he’d ever been there, but his mother had spoken fondly about growing up among orange groves in Tamaulipas, and she said the orchards there rivaled those in Spain. Ulises remembered how she kissed the top of his head and called him her prince and made pots of marmalade.

			A bougainvillea of smoldering purple crept up the side of the front door, growing lush against old bricks and scratched wooden shutters. There in the shadow of this burst of color stood a young woman in a brown skirt, a simple white blouse, and sensible shoes. Her curly hair fell loose past her shoulders, and she wore no earrings or other ornaments.

			She looked curiously at him, as most women did. He had a neatness, a blackness of hair, a whiteness of smile, that bewitched the lot of them. He was like a finely polished piece of silver.

			He wondered if the girl was a maid who, like the driver, had been sent to greet him, but something about the boldness of her eyes made him doubt this.

			As he approached her, smiling, ready to extend his hand in greeting, ready to charm her, she looked over his shoulder at the young driver standing behind him.

			“Fito, can you take our guest’s luggage upstairs, to the Butterfly Room?” she asked, and then she looked Ulises up and down, like a woman examining a fish at the market. She smirked.

			Her lack of deference established her identity. This was no housemaid.

			“I’m Mr. Linares,” he said. “And who would you be?”

			She began walking, no proper hello escaping her lips. “My aunt asked that you come to the sitting room when you arrived,” the girl said briskly.

			He followed her with his smile firmly in place and spoke with a friendly voice. “Then you are Miss Inclán’s niece. She speaks fondly of you.”

			Her aunt had done no such thing, it was a mere pleasantry that he thought might chip at her surly disregard, but the young woman did not reply, and the smirk turned into a chuckle. They walked in silence. Perhaps she’ll be trouble, he thought.

			She led him into a room smothered by worn velvet curtains and upholstery that had faded with the passage of time and the might of the sun. The furniture was old mahogany and walnut, polished and scented with beeswax, and, though out of fashion, solidly made. A piano was tucked in a corner; the ivory keys were chipped and had a yellow cast to them. The Turkish carpet on the floor had been patched to cover up damage—ancient stains, or else the holes left behind by frenzied moths. Insipid watercolor landscapes adorned the walls, and there was a painting of the Virgin of Guadalupe with a cross made from a palm leaf stuck to its glass, which no doubt would be replaced with a fresh cross after the next Palm Sunday came around.

			It must have been a handsome house years before, fashionable in the days of gentlemen in top hats and ladies in corsets, now diminished in stature. It was not at all to his taste. He liked everything brand-new. Bright colors, metallic and chrome accents, mirrored finishes and black lacquer, animal prints, faux-bamboo coffee tables in bold brass. He longed for the things he spied in newspaper ads, in films, like the divans on which lay gorgeous starlets, supine, with their gleaming locks brushed high.

			The niece was still not speaking to him. She drifted toward the piano and stared at him with those eyes that were both bold and curious. He thought about attempting to initiate a conversation once again, but he was exasperated by her aloof treatment and stood stubbornly in place, looking at one of the watercolors as if entranced by the mediocre painting, ignoring her just as she’d ignored him.

			But then, unable to contain himself, he glanced at her, and there she was with a hand resting lightly upon one of the piano keys, still looking at him with that piercing curiosity and that mocking twist of her lips. Annoying minx, he thought.

			A dog pushed the door open with its snout, ran into the room, and began to bark at him. The girl’s focus snapped and she turned her face toward the doorway, which now stood wide open.

			“Inés! Will you calm that animal down and get it out of the room?” asked a middle-aged woman.

			This must be Perla Inclán, at last. He’d sent her his photo but had not asked for hers in return. When she hadn’t bothered to mail him a snapshot, he’d assumed she’d have missing teeth or be balding or simply ugly. He knew enough not to press for pictures; some women wanted to maintain the illusion that they were svelte sylphs budding with beauty and youth.

			She was dressed all in dove color, wearing a prim blouse and skirt. From her neck dangled a silver crucifix. Her hair was pinned back in an unflattering bun that looked like a bread roll, her plucked eyebrows made her face seem too stark, and she had been too heavy-handed with the rice powder. Well, she was no nymph in a grove, but she wasn’t a gorgon either.

			Although her figure was too thin—he liked women with shapely curves and generous bosoms, not rail-thin waifs—her clothes had been cut with great care, flattering her, bringing out her best features. Yet there was a severeness to her face that sharpened it in unpleasant ways, and the little lines bracketing her mouth and fanned around her eyebrows seemed to have been traced with a firmness that hinted at anger suffused with melancholy.

			Yes, she was better put together than he’d imagined, though it wouldn’t have mattered to him if she was a hideous hag. In his line of business, looks were extraneous. Money was what mattered.

			The dog jumped onto a bright yellow settee, horrifying the woman in the dove-colored suit. “Not there! That’s the couch that belonged to Monsignor Luis Manuel! Get that animal!”

			She gestured to the younger woman.

			The girl rushed to capture the dog in her arms and there was a struggle as it tried to escape her, but finally the animal was shoved outside the room and she closed the door.

			Once silence reigned again, Ulises smiled his charming smile. “You must be Miss Perla Inclán. I’m delighted to meet you,” he said, and extended his hand. The woman shook it and gestured to a plush chair the color of old wine. He sat down.

			“I hope you had a pleasant trip, Mr. Linares,” she said. She had a rich, dignified voice that matched her neat clothes and the shiny cross around her neck. He could picture her going to church each week with her mantilla upon her head and her hands firm upon the rosary.

			A godly, serious woman who—as her ad had said—was “seeking a reliable, thoughtful gentleman for correspondence and friendship.” But even though she had the faint air of a Mother Superior at a convent, when he smiled that devilish smile of his, he saw in her eyes that her interest was piqued.

			“The pleasure has increased now that I’m here,” he said, and the woman practically blushed as his smile widened, her dignified façade cracking a smidgen.

			She brushed a hand against the top button of her blouse, as if making sure it had not come undone, and when she looked at him again, her composure had returned.

			“Some accident befell you?” she asked.

			“Pardon me?” he replied.

			“Your jacket,” she said, and plucked a cigarette from a case.

			“That,” he said, standing up and lighting it for her with a leisurely swagger that drew an admiring glance from the girl, who was watching them with interest. He laughed. “A child was eating ice cream at the station and bumped straight into me. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the stain out.”

			Perla made a gesture with a hand and her niece handed her a glass ashtray. The aunt had beautiful hands, dainty and well shaped; the niece’s nails were broken, her hands rougher. “They’ve taken your things to the room?” Perla asked.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			“It’s a large room, though I’m afraid it doesn’t have its own bathroom. There’s one down the hallway, close enough. But otherwise it’s a good room, very elegant.”

			“I’m sure it is. You have a lovely home.”

			“Thank you. My father decorated it to suit his taste. He cultivated coffee. He was Osorio Inclán of the Inclán Coffee Company. Have you heard of it?”

			“I’m afraid not.”

			“It was a long time ago. No need to trouble you with the details of the family’s history,” she said, although she sounded disappointed, as if he ought to have known about forgotten coffee barons.

			There was a furious scratching at the door and then the dog barked, wanting to be let in. The young woman rushed to the door and opened it a crack, muttering to the animal, while Perla threw an irritated look in her direction. Then the door was clapped shut and the girl turned around.

			“He’s hungry,” she said. “I should feed him.”

			“How can it be hungry? Doesn’t Estrella feed that animal ten times a day?”

			“But it’s her day off today.”

			“Fito would have fed it, then. You wait here, I’ll need you in a minute.”

			“I’ll be quick.”

			“Sit down. And do not tap your foot.”

			The young woman sat down, slouching, her eyes downcast. In contrast, Perla Inclán sat straight, her hands primly in her lap. She reminded him of an etiquette teacher, the kind of woman who made girls walk around a room with books atop their heads to improve their posture and rapped their knuckles when they misbehaved. Sitting in front of her, he felt younger than his twenty-nine years. He wondered if he didn’t look younger too. Boyish. He’d added years to his true age to seem more presentable, but he wasn’t sure he’d succeed in the ruse, silver hairs or not.

			“Mr. Linares, as I was saying, you have a very good, very handsome room, although it lacks a bathroom. We serve three meals a day, six days a week. I’m afraid your arrival on a Sunday means the maids and the houseboy have the day off, although Fito was good enough to fetch you from the station on this occasion. We do not open the dining room on Sundays. The lodgers all know not to eat here on this day. Nevertheless, I asked the cook to leave a dish for you, thinking you might be hungry. Inés will find fresh bread and bring it up to your room.”

			Her tone was growing so aloof that he began to wonder if he had misinterpreted her letters. She was acting like he was more an inopportune visitor than a cherished guest. This was not the lover’s welcome he’d pictured.

			“That would be lovely. Perhaps we might have a drink before dinner?” he asked. “I make a delightful martini.”

			He didn’t see a bar cart or a decanter anywhere in the living room, but he imagined some form of spirits might be had in this house. But Perla looked at him with a raised eyebrow, almost as if she wished to scoff.

			“We have sherry after dinner, and the odd glass of wine. And on evenings when I organize a tertulia we might have drinks. But we wouldn’t have martinis on a Sunday.”

			“Sherry after dinner would be fine, then,” he said, and he smiled, but Perla brushed a hand against the crucifix. Her gaze was cool, self-possessed.

			“Inés helps us with the laundry. I imagine you’ll want your jacket washed and ironed. You can hand it to her. She’ll get that stain out. Any loose buttons or hems that you might need, she can handle them.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Inés, show Mr. Linares his room and find that bread,” Perla said, and she took a long drag of her cigarette and looked at a corner of the room, dismissing them both with a cutting tilt of her head.

			“Mr. Linares,” the young woman said.

			He followed her, the dissatisfaction he’d felt since arriving in town increasing with each of his steps. Nevertheless, he catalogued every piece of furniture with his eyes, estimated the price of the clock on the wall, totaled the numbers, and the figure he came up with was not altogether dispiriting.

			The girl climbed the stairs ahead of him. He took note of her bare, shapely legs before she pushed a door open and ushered him into the Butterfly Room.

			It was, as Perla Inclán had promised, a large room, bereft of wallpaper or color on its walls, with a bed, a wardrobe, and a table upon which had been set a mirror with a crack running down its middle and a washbasin. Half a dozen shadow boxes filled with pinned butterflies served as décor, likely giving the room its name. His luggage had been left by the side of the bed. The windows were open; a breeze stirred the thin muslin curtains.

			He measured everything by sight, attempting to determine whether this place was worth his time. When he turned around, the young woman was leaning against the doorway, looking at him with those inquisitive, skeptical eyes. She was a tad unnerving. He felt as if she were analyzing him as carefully as he was taking the measure of the house.

			“Take off your jacket,” the girl said, and for a second he was dumbfounded. It sounded like the demand you’d make of a lover.

			“Oh, yes,” he said, remembering the stain.

			Clumsily he shrugged out of the jacket and handed it to her.

			She folded it over her arm. “I’ll bring your supper in a bit.”

			“Wait one minute, please,” he said, and she stopped and nodded. “May I ask how many guests are staying here?”

			“Manuela and Eduviges Zorrilla. And Professor Nepomuceno.”

			“Three people? I thought there’d be more lodgers.”

			“There’s more, sometimes,” she said with a shrug. “People come for the feast of San Fidel de las Cumbres, during the Posadas, and for Holy Week, when they burn the effigy of Judas in the churchyard.”

			“It seems like a big house. How many guests can it accommodate?”

			“It depends if you count my room and my aunt’s room.”

			“Those are on this floor?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where?”

			“I’m sure my aunt will give you a tour,” she said. Her tone bordered on insolence, and she smiled in a mocking manner that made him want to scoff.

			But he contained himself and she stepped out, leaving him to continue his analysis of the house. He looked out the window and saw that there was a back patio stuffed with flowerpots and wild with greenery. The patio was bordered by a tall wall and there was a door, which must lead to an alleyway.

			He lay down on the bed and the weight of his body made the old springs inside the mattress squeal. The pillow was lumpy, and he knit his fingers behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

			There was more and there was less than he’d expected in this place. The house was large and elements in it hinted at money. But other details were worrisome, such as the state of the car and of a great deal of the furniture, the cracks in the walls and missing tiles around the fountain, all indications of neglect that made him frown. There was also the fact that they only had a few lodgers. It couldn’t be a terribly lucrative operation.

			Perla Inclán hadn’t seemed too interested in him either. Yes, there had been that blush, that brief flash of desire suppressed under layers of cloth and the weight of the crucifix, but that didn’t amount to much. Not that he couldn’t work with little, not that he couldn’t charm even the steeliest widows and the most caustic of spinsters, but that took time, and he wasn’t certain if it was worth investing the time in this venture. What was there to be had? Only the house? Did Perla Inclán possess savings accounts, a hidden stash of gold under the bed, antique pearls? Did she have a safe where she shoved the lodgers’ weekly rent?

			He didn’t know, and although there was no threat of a bomb falling on him in this place, although there would be no war exercises where they cut off the lights, he wasn’t sure he wanted to molder in this town for a middling amount of cash.

			Perla Inclán. In her letters she’d been reserved, coy with her words, although there had been that hint of desperate longing on the page.

			I’m a sensitive, considerate woman, neat and refined, who has not yet found a man of similar qualities to share her life. Might that be you?

			He’d sent his photograph; she’d sent pressed flowers and told him briefly about her “lovely” house, the town where she lived; she’d mentioned that she’d cared for her parents for years but they were now both dead and that there was a niece who lived with her. In the blank spaces of the page, behind the curtain of reserve, he read quiet loneliness and desperation.

			She was the typical old maid, dreaming of Prince Charming. He could easily intoxicate her with dreams of romance and adventure. It should not be that difficult. Although now that he thought about it, it was a bit odd that she’d never married. She wasn’t horrid in appearance, and she had a little money. Or perhaps it was less money than one could hope for; maybe this house was a money pit and dainty Miss Perla had nasty habits and bad traits. Foul breath, constant snoring, a violent temper. She might even be afflicted with a horrid venereal disease. One couldn’t be too careful, and he must examine her from every possible angle.

			He undid his tie and the top two buttons of his shirt; the breeze that wafted through the curtains did not cool his skin.

			What about the niece? Good legs, lush hair, and an unnerving way of staring at you, her eyes so black they looked like they were made of obsidian and lips that were disturbingly plump. Clearly, she was something of a handmaiden to her aunt. Nosy relatives could be awful pests, and he had that nagging sensation that she might be a true foe.

			He couldn’t afford a repeat of the scenario that had taken place with the widow Aguirre. Her sons had ruined it all, poking their heads into her business dealings and spoiling Ulises’s payday.

			He simply wasn’t sure if Perla would be the same story, with the niece raising objections. Or, even worse, Perla could be penniless and hoping for a husband to keep her afloat.

			His father would have been able to size them all up in five minutes. He had an instinct for such dealings; he could sniff out gold and silver and immediately detect fake pearls and sizable debts. But Ulises was not his father; he couldn’t approximate his talents.

			There was nothing to do now but wait and watch and learn. He’d devise a plan, determine his next move. He stared at the pinned butterflies in their dusty shadow boxes, their wings splayed wide, showing off their markings that were slowly fading under the onslaught of the sun.
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			The skies had been clear that morning, as if to honor the  arrival of their new guest. Perched stubbornly on the side of a mountain, Puerco Ahogado did not have to suffer the mosquitoes that swarmed the lowlands of Veracruz. In fact, it had been founded mainly for that reason: so that wealthier people could escape to the slopes of the mountain during the summer and avoid the danger of yellow fever.

			But up the black volcanic peaks of the Sierra Madre, the weather turned fickle. A light rain—the ever-present chipichipi—fell on most days, and the sunniest of mornings could turn into a torrential mess that rendered rural roads into mud pits. The northern winds bore mists and fogs that often blinded Puerco Ahogado, veiling all surroundings, as if it were a blushing maiden wrapped in a demure shawl. The warmth and moisture of the spring and fall turned the town into a gigantic greenhouse, where flowers of all colors and other plants and vines grew luxuriously. In the winter, it was chilly, relentlessly damp, and the sky had a melancholic aspect that burdened people’s hearts.

			Yet that day, Puerco Ahogado had received its new guest with a happy, smiling face. It had shown him its best colors, flaunting the beauty of the forests with resinous snowbells, velvety pipers, and nectarous daisy trees that decorated its slopes. The heavens held the rains at bay; the thick, humid fog did not descend and conceal the cobblestones. But Inés knew the clear blue skies would not last for long and a drizzle would no doubt fall come the evening. Therefore, she hurried to the kitchen for a bag that she might take to the bakery and to the grocer’s.

			The kitchen was decorated with azulejos and perfumed with the scent of chilies and herbs. Inside wicker baskets and jars there was sugar, salt, lentils, Jamaica flowers, and tamarinds. From strings hung red and green chorizos, longaniza, and garlic. Golden-brown piloncillo lay in a neat pile, and corn husks in another. There were tenates to keep the tortillas warm, and wooden bateas for the lard. On a wall the cook had pinned an image of San Martín Caballero wrapped in a red cloak, and a calendar the grocer had gifted them for Christmas kept track of the days.

			Nepomuceno was opening and closing drawers when she walked in. He looked up at her and smiled. He was dressed, even on a Sunday, in his black vest, tie, and patched-up gray jacket, his white hair neatly parted in the middle, looking the same way he’d looked when he’d taught Latin and Greek and history to recalcitrant children. His dog, Diógenes, sat by the kitchen table and wagged its tail. It was a mutt he’d taken in a few years ago, and although her aunt hadn’t liked the idea of a dog, Inés and Nepomuceno had managed to convince her with talk of thieves that would be frightened of a house with a canine guardian.

			“Ah, my girl, I was about to make myself a coffee.”

			“You know you’re not supposed to roam around the kitchen, Professor. My aunt complains that mice are not the only ones who nibble at the cheese, and she hates it when you bring the dog in here.”

			Her aunt was tightfisted when it came to the running of the house, counting each bean and grain of rice served. They provided meals six days a week, but she would not abide anyone eating even a lonely slice of bread on the seventh day. The seventh day they all had to make do on their own. The trouble was that Professor Nepomuceno’s pitiful pension could hardly pay for his room and board, never mind the spirits he consumed behind closed doors. On Sundays he was broke, hungry, and thirsty.

			As for the dog, the cook and the maid made sure to feed it plenty of leftovers, but on Sundays it also tended to go wanting.

			“I have no intention to pilfer a plate of cold cuts,” he said solemnly. “Today, I’ll have a spartan dinner of coffee and animal crackers in my bedroom as I read Plutarch.”

			Inés smiled and shook her head. She grabbed a tin of sardines and placed it in his hands. For the dog she sliced a bit of chorizo, which it ate in a couple of bites, looking happily at her.

			“I’ll square myself with Estrella and Rita so they don’t tell my aunt, but don’t be doing this again, Professor. If my aunt catches you raiding the pantry, she’ll throw you out,” she warned him.

			“I hardly call it raiding, my dear, but I promise to be good…although, if you wouldn’t mind, might I have something to wash down this fishy entrée? My throat is dry, and coffee wouldn’t go well with an oily bit of herring. Might there be a drop of sherry somewhere?”

			She sighed and drummed her fingers against the kitchen table. A drop of sherry, a sip of wine, a tad of whiskey. Except it was hardly ever a drop. In the past couple of years his hands had grown too shaky, his face too sunken, for anyone to ignore the desperate fixation that consumed him. But there was no solution. She knew that. No amount of cajoling, of threatening, of begging. Alcohol was his mistress, his one true love, and she’d never leave him.

			Inés could remember the times when Nepomuceno’s hair was more black than gray, when his fingers had clutched a book firmly, when he’d recited with a powerful voice a line from Ovid. But now his spine was bending, his footsteps were slower, and his voice had grown painfully raspy. Her education had been haphazard, and she’d learned secrets of the kitchen, of roots and herbs, the handling of scissors and thread, with more zeal than any letters or arithmetic. But when she was ten and Nepomuceno moved into their guesthouse, he’d brought a chest full of books. And when he’d admiringly pointed to the bookcases that had belonged to her grandfather, and she’d said she hardly ever read anything, he’d proceeded to shake his head in dismay and tell her about the siege of Troy.

			She loved him for that, for his long-winded speeches, the way he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and the ink stains on the cuffs of his shirts. She’d never had a true father, and her grandfather Osorio was Cronus: more likely to devour than coddle his children.

			Inés reached into a drawer and grabbed a set of keys, then she opened a locked cabinet that contained jars and bottles and supplies. She took out a bottle of sherry, poured a couple of fingers into a glass, and handed it to him.

			“You must stop making me complicit in your crimes, Professor,” she said.

			His eyes were sad, but he smiled at her. “Thank you, Inés. You’re the most beauteous daughter of Aphrodite,” he said.

			“Last week I was a fierce Artemis, and before that as clever as Athena.”

			He raised his glass as if toasting her. “You’re that too.”

			She clapped his shoulder, and he rested his papery hand against her own for a second. She grabbed the bag she’d come for and exited through the door to the back patio. The dog tried to follow her, wishing to play or go for a walk, but she shooed it away and continued her march.

			The patio was a long rectangle with an overabundance of flowerpots of all sizes and carefully cultivated beds of earth in which grew onions, garlic, mint, chamomile, and epazote, all of which the cook used in her dishes. Inés knew these plants and their uses, and those of many other plants that did not grow there but which could be had in town or in neighboring villages, like hierba santa, which cleansed a woman after she gave birth; barbasco, whose boiled root prevented pregnancies; and the haba de San Ignacio, whose seeds in modest doses could cure a fever and in greater quantities were poisonous.

			She brushed a hand against the purple bougainvillea creeping along the wall and pushed open the iron door that led to the alleyway.

			It was a short, brisk walk to the grocer’s and then to the bakery, where she grabbed a tray and a pair of tongs and picked up teleras and conchas. She handed the tray to Marisol, who was behind the cash register in her yellow apron with the words Panadería La Ejemplar embroidered on the front, her hair messily pinned back.

			“Was I wanting to see you! My sister said your new guest arrived today and he looks like Tyrone Power,” Marisol said, putting aside a magazine she’d been reading, resting her elbows on the counter, and leaning forward, practically jumping up and down, giddy with excitement.

			“Your sister thinks everyone looks like Tyrone Power. It’s Mr. Power this and Mr. Power that. Besides, she never wears her glasses and can’t see a thing without them. If I stand far enough, she’ll think I’m Tyrone Power and Clark Gable too.”

			“You’re terrible! He’s not good-looking, then?” Marisol asked.

			“He’s good-looking enough,” Inés said, shrugging.

			“Fucker!” the baker yelled in the back. His fights with his assistant had gotten worse of late. The assistant had a brother who was completing high school correspondence courses that mentioned workers’ rights and the philosophy of Karl Marx, and had taken to calling the baker a bourgeois. The baker replied by calling him a fucker, fucking pig, or fucking idiot.

			Inés and Marisol ignored the yelling, not the least bit bothered by the racket. It was only when the baker began to slam a rolling pin that one must worry.

			“What does he look like? How tall is he? What’s his eye color?” Marisol asked.

			“I didn’t have my tape measure with me when I met him.”

			“But you did look into his eyes, didn’t you? Are they blue, like a clear sky? Or black as night? Does he have a mustache? Every gentleman must have a mustache. And his name? Do you know his name?”

			“Mr. Linares.”

			“Magnificent! What do you think he does?”

			“I have no idea. He’s a new lodger,” Inés said.

			This was of course a lie, and they both knew it. The entire town was aware that Miss Perla Inclán had begun to correspond with a man from Mexico City through one of those “lonely hearts mailboxes” they had in magazines like Conmovedor. At first her aunt had been discreet about the man, but once she received a snapshot of him, she proudly showed it to Sarita Novo, her best friend, who couldn’t keep a secret and quickly informed everyone from the postman to the stock boy at Mr. Hurtado’s grocery store that Miss Inclán was being romanced by a handsome, sophisticated gentleman from the capital.

			Inés, however, had not been able to take a peek at the photo—her aunt locked it away in her huge, ornate desk—and therefore she’d had no idea what the man looked like until he stood at the gates of their home.

			Behind Inés a woman cleared her throat. The baker, who had emerged from the back of the store and was wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, immediately glared at Marisol.

			“You’re as slow as a turtle and as chatty as a parrot,” he said. “Hurry up, we have more than one client to serve.”

			Marisol rolled her eyes and finally finished tallying the bread. Inés paid her, carrying the paper bag with bread in one arm and looping the bag with the groceries over her shoulder. When she reached the entrance to the bakery, Cándido Sotomayor, who’d been standing in line, rushed to hold the door open for her. She thanked him with a nod of the head, but he walked next to her.

			“Let me help you, Inés,” he said. “You can’t carry this home all by yourself.”

			“I’m fine, Mr. Sotomayor, it’s not heavy.”

			“No, no, I insist,” he said, which was surprising, because Cándido Sotomayor was the town’s lawyer and notary public, and he gave himself many airs on account of that and the fact that his father had been a colonel in the army who died when Villa blew up a train.

			A damn snob was what he was, and he’d never paused to ask Inés if she needed help, no matter if she was dragging home a sack of flour and three kilos of tortillas, although on occasion the randy pig had paused to pat her buttocks when no one was looking. These liberties were common when it came to household maids, and she knew Cándido did not consider her anything other than a poor relation who was essentially a glorified servant.

			Therefore, Inés immediately realized something was afoot, that his courtesy was false, but she smiled blankly at him and nodded.

			They hadn’t taken more than three steps when he began to talk. “Inesita, I need to ask you for a favor. It’s something important. I think you’re aware that I’m fond of your aunt Perla. Very fond of her. I would never want her to come to any harm. Anyhow, I couldn’t help but overhear you talking to Marisol, and I’m curious and a little concerned about that man who’s arrived from the city today.”

			She supposed he should be concerned. Cándido had been Aunt Perla’s suitor for two years now, since her father died. During that time, he’d had no rivals of note. Yes, the widowed butcher had made a few attempts at getting her attention, but Perla ignored him.

			Cándido was an eternal bachelor. His hypochondriac sister, Lulú, suffered from every malady known to mankind, but she kept a tidy home, and he’d never felt the need for either a housekeeper or a wife, although he had pursued the widow Carvajal with a certain zest. However, soon after Don Osorio Inclán’s funeral, Cándido began courting Perla instead.

			Inés suspected that this change of heart corresponded not so much to a recently discovered romantic longing for her aunt as to the fact that Osorio Inclán had always said that his daughter would not inherit his money if she married while he was still alive. This provision had kept suitors at bay until the old man was laid to rest.

			Everyone assumed Cándido would propose at some point and Perla would accept. It seemed logical, preordained. It seemed so preordained that Inés suspected her aunt had invited the man from Mexico City with the express purpose of making Cándido jealous, or to force his hand.

			For the past nine or ten months the relationship between Perla and Cándido had been at an impasse. Perla had made certain allusions and comments that indicated she was unwilling to marry Cándido unless his sister went to live in another town and Cándido sold his house. Perla wanted to be mistress of her own home, but Cándido said Lulú would panic at being ordered to vacate the premises and he could not imagine living without Lulú’s cooking, which was part of the problem, since Perla found Lulú’s culinary skills execrable. Lulú’s high doctor’s bills, fondness for miracle cures, and demands to be tended and babied made Perla frown. It was clear that having cared for her parents until their death, she would not be made the nurse of her sister-in-law.

			Other matters also divided them. Cándido was of the belief that husbands should naturally handle women’s financial and legal affairs, and that upon marriage the wife’s and husband’s estates should become joint property. Perla disagreed. She believed the property and goods of each spouse should remain separate and the wife who should control all financial matters, seeing as she would oversee the upkeep of the household.

			Neither party seemed likely to budge at this point. Except Inés thought her aunt might have found a way to extract concessions from Cándido. He already seemed uneasy about the thought of a rival, and he hadn’t even laid eyes on Mr. Linares.

			“What do you know about him?” Cándido asked.

			“Nothing, really. He’s from Mexico City.”

			“Precisely. We need to find out more about that fellow.”

			“I’m sure my aunt will introduce you to him.”

			“I’m sure she will. I’m also sure, living under the same roof as the man, you’ll learn a thing or two about him.”

			“Possibly.”

			“Now, Inés, how can I put it…if you were to discover anything of interest about this Mr. Linares, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?”

			“My aunt doesn’t like gossip, sir.”

			“It’s not gossip. Think of it as a social service.”

			“A social service that’ll get me a slap in the face if my aunt hears I’ve been blabbing to you. Then she’ll cut off my allowance, which is almost nothing already.”

			“You greedy snake, what do you expect? Money?”

			Inés shrugged. They’d reached the alleyway and the back door, and she pretended to look for the keys while Cándido tapped his foot.

			“How much?”

			“I don’t know, sir. My aunt gives me ten pesos a week,” she said as she turned the key in the lock and swung the door open. “If she cuts my allowance it’ll take a while to get it back. A month to be back in her good graces, maybe.”

			“That’s an outrage.”

			“Possibly. Good evening, sir.”

			“Wait!”

			Cándido grunted irritably, but he reached into his pockets and pulled out a bill, handing it to her.

			“Have your money. You tell me everything you hear.”

			“I will.”

			She carefully folded the money and tucked it away. Then she retrieved her bags from Cándido’s grasp, dodged him before he could pinch her buttocks, and walked into the back patio, the door swinging closed behind her.

			She smiled as she headed back toward the house. Her aunt didn’t give her ten pesos a week. She didn’t give her ten pesos a month, and this even though Inés helped with the washing, mended clothes, even made dresses for Aunt Perla. She doled out any money haphazardly, at whim, sometimes during festivities, although for Inés’s twenty-second birthday two months before the only present she received had been a greeting card.

			It was one way Aunt Perla controlled her. If Inés had received a regular allowance, or if she’d been able to make a steady profit from her stitching and her sewing, she might have been able to save enough money to leave Puerco Ahogado, and her aunt had no intention of allowing her to do that.

			She’d heard that in Mexico City a chauffeur could earn two hundred and fifty pesos a month, and a general maid could make a hundred. But that was Mexico City, where men bought jackets made of imported tweed and women owned mink coats.

			She looked up at Mr. Linares’s window. His soiled suit jacket was lovely, made to order, not off the rack, and seemed to have been strategically chosen to complement his complexion. He didn’t really look like Tyrone Power. He reminded her of Arturo de Córdova, or of Errol Flynn. She’d seen him in The Sea Hawk, that time she went with Salvador and Marisol and some others to the pictures.

			That day, they rode the train to the city and caught a matinée, the motley group of six young people giggling and loudly chatting in the company of their chaperone. After the film was over, they took the tram to Villa del Mar, which had a large wooden dance hall. From one to four the wealthier young men and women of the area gathered there as the band played swing. But later in the evening, they played danzón.

			When Salvador took off his jacket, sweat stained his shirt and he rolled up his shirtsleeves. She’d been unable to take her eyes off him as they danced.

			As night approached, the chaperone thought it prudent to take their leave—before the women from the tortilla factories and the dockworkers made their appearance; before social classes mixed in unseemly ways; before Inés and the others danced too many dances to the sound of trumpets and trombones and clarinets—and they headed back to Puerco Ahogado.

			And all the while, as they rode the train home, she looked at him, then looked away, and he looked at her and then looked away in turn. Shyly. But she hadn’t been shy when she’d slipped into his room later that night, and she didn’t blush when they tumbled into bed together.

			Salvador had been gone for a long time now. He was off in Mexico City, and he’d been the one who’d told her a chauffeur could make two hundred and fifty pesos a month, which meant it was probably rubbish.

			That man up there, that Mr. Linares, though, he probably made that and more. Whatever he did for a living. His suit jacket alone must have cost two hundred pesos, and his shoes were polished leather so fine you could see your reflection in them.

			She cut a pink carnation from a flowerpot and drifted into the kitchen. After she stored her purchases away, Inés went back to her room and looked at the cutouts from magazines and newspapers she’d pinned to the walls. Pictures of movie stars in their beautiful gowns, looking over their shoulders, and shots of actors at premières. Here and there she’d also pinned a sketch of a dress or an ensemble she’d come up with. In a place of honor, above the tiny table she used as a vanity, there was a photograph of her mother, Encarnación.

			She’d sewn fancy dresses, her mother, back when they lived in Puebla. Inés couldn’t remember the sights and sounds of the city, only the whirring of her sewing machine, the humming of songs as she stitched sequins onto gowns, the apartment where they lived together, which smelled of the mint her mother grew on the windowsill. Every week a man would stop by their house. Inés remembered being held up by this man, remembered his voice and his booming laughter, but she could not recall his face, though she had the impression she resembled him. This first phase of her life was like a watercolor, luminous and delicate.

			Puerco Ahogado was like an oil painting. Her arrival at the house, her introduction to her grandparents and her aunt, the voices and faces of the lodgers at the guesthouse, these were clear and vivid, the colors vibrant and saturated.

			There was one gap in her recollections: the spring her mother died. The days before and after her mother’s death were a blank. She did not even remember going to her funeral. It was as if someone had scraped off her memories with a palette knife. Though, sometimes, she dreamed of Encarnación’s face as she lay at the bottom of the stairs. It was Inés who had found her.

			Encarnación had taken a tumble, the fall had killed her. They said Inés had not spoken for weeks after that.

			Inés placed the flower she’d cut in a vase set next to the photograph, then she looked among the pile of dress patterns by her sewing machine, flipping through old issues of magazines until she came upon the picture of Errol Flynn she’d been looking for. She sat by the window and tapped a finger against the picture.

			That new lodger, he did have a resemblance to Errol Flynn. Dashing and with the air of glamour. What was a man like that doing in Puerco Ahogado? Well-dressed men who looked like they could be in films were not exactly in abundance in their town. Why would a slick fellow like that be placing ads in the lonely hearts sections of magazines?

			She grabbed the bill Cándido had given her and threw open the lid of a cigar box that had once belonged to her grandfather. It still smelled faintly of tobacco. She added the money to the modest pile of coins and bills she stored inside. Her hands strayed toward a letter that had been folded and refolded many times, and with careful fingers she held it up.

			It was Salvador’s last letter, the one in which, three months after leaving Puerco Ahogado, he informed Inés that he’d met someone in the city and apologized profusely for having given her the wrong impression about the depth of his feelings toward her. She’d ripped to shreds his other letters and love notes, the paper trail of the yearlong relationship they’d maintained while he resided at the guesthouse, but she’d kept this one letter. Not out of sentimentality or romantic longing, but to remind herself that all men were dogs and none of them could be trusted.

			The rain began to fall, that drizzle more like a delicate mist descending upon the rooftops, and she opened the window. She inhaled the fresh scent of damp earth and water and greenery. She closed her eyes for a minute, feeling weightless. Then she returned the letter to its place in the box and clapped the lid shut.

			That Mr. Linares, he might have a lovely suit jacket and look like a movie star, but she was not going to trust him. Not one bit.
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			As soon as she was certain that her niece had left the house, Perla went in search of Ulises. He opened the door with a grin on his face that made her think he’d been expecting her. She walked into the room slowly, her head held high, a calculated coolness in her eyes lest he think her a stupid schoolgirl who wanted to take a second look at her would-be sweetheart.

			She’d invited him on a whim. She’d exchanged letters with other correspondents, letters that hadn’t amounted to anything. She’d written to stave off boredom, to subdue a restlessness that overtook her on melancholic evenings, to chase away loneliness. Now that this man was here, she wasn’t sure what to do with him.

			Miss Perla Inclán had a pristine reputation, one she’d polished with great care. There had been men in her life. Nameless, faceless men she met when she went to the port of Veracruz—which in local parlance was simply referred to as “the port,” as if there could be no other port and no other shores—with the excuse of visiting her cousins. There had been Plutarco. But each of those dalliances was dangerous.

			There was, of course, Cándido lurking around. He did not have a pretty face, but Cándido would offer her the position she’d always coveted, as a grande dame of Puerco Ahogado.

			That is, if he ever made up his mind and proposed. A real proposal, not his talks sprinkled with legalese.

			Ulises Linares was supposed to be a trinket to show off around town, a trinket to make Cándido see she had options and opportunities and that he should hurry and pick a ring. But now that she looked at Ulises in the flesh, Perla Inclán couldn’t help but wonder what might happen if she took this more seriously. She hadn’t realized he’d be this attractive. Pictures lied. She’d expected him to be potbellied, to be missing tufts of hair or even to have borrowed a photo from a friend.

			But he looked exactly as he had in his snapshot, gray hair at the temples, with a lively, attractive face.

			“Mr. Linares, I came to see if everything was satisfactory with your room. My niece can sometimes forget certain niceties. Do you have enough towels?” she asked, in a polite tone that she’d perfected through the many years she’d endured in servitude to her father, learning to choke down any nervous anguish and mask strong feelings.

			“I do. But thank you for checking.”

			Perla pressed a hand against the towels piled on a chair, then turned around to survey the space. The bed had been neatly made and the floor had been swept and mopped, as she’d instructed.

			“Did Inés explain the particulars of the meals? I’m afraid I might have forgotten to mention that breakfast will be served in your room. We have our supper at three p.m. in the dining room, and at seven p.m. we serve coffee, naturally, but also chocolate and cookies. On Fridays we like to play cards.”

			“Wonderful. I’m great at canasta. I’m magnificent at any game of chance.”

			“Are you, then?” Perla said, and glanced at the toiletries he’d lined up on the vanity, next to the porcelain pitcher and the washbowl. The jar of soap, the shaving brush, the razor in a Bakelite carrying case.

			It had been a long time since a man had stayed in this room, since Plutarco, and these masculine implements—the studs resting next to a collar, the carefully polished black oxfords tucked under a chair, the bottle of cologne—reminded Perla of her lonesomeness.

			“Quite so. You must be careful around me.”

			“You don’t play for money, do you? Men who gamble for money are distasteful,” she said, suddenly picturing dingy, smoky dens of ill repute. It was fine to play cards at home, in select company, but it would be quite another thing if he had a habit of playing poker and losing vast quantities of cash.

			She was hungry for romance, but not for romance with a boorish man. She’d had that, she’d had anonymous lovers, men from the port. Rough men in coarse clothes. She’d had Plutarco, a married salesman who snored. No, she would not do that again, and she almost shuddered at the thought of repeating the tired choreography of the clandestine assignations of years past.

			“I only play among friends.”

			“I’m glad to hear this, Mr. Linares.”

			“I want to thank you for the opportunity to vacation here in Puerco Ahogado. I’m sure I’ll have a delightful three weeks.”

			“Two weeks,” she corrected him. “In your letter you said you could stay for two weeks.”

			“I’m certain I said three.”

			“You’re mistaken,” she said firmly.

			He shrugged amiably. “At any rate, I hope you’ll be able to show me the sights around town and that we might get to know each other better.”

			“I’ll see what excursions I can arrange.”

			“Thank you. It seems like a lovely town, and this is a remarkable house,” he said, hands behind his back, looking up at the high ceilings. Then he looked at her with a delightful smile. “Miss Inclán, I realize it might be presumptuous, but I’m wondering if I might call you Perla? I felt, in our letters, that we were close to becoming friends, and I’d be much more comfortable speaking to you in an informal way.”

			“Mr. Linares, my family has lived in Puerco Ahogado for six generations—”

			“It’s that old, this house?”

			“Yes. Of course, my father greatly renovated it, he spared no expense and had electric lighting installed when it was still a marvel in the countryside. He wanted to have a home that was commensurate with our status. We’re well known around these parts,” she said.

			“Because of your coffee business?”

			“That, and the achievements of our family members. This is a noble house, sir,” she said as she carefully repositioned the vase with white flowers resting on the vanity. She plucked a faded petal. “I’m a lady. It might seem old-fashioned to you, but I prefer to keep a certain degree of formality between people until a proper amount of time has passed.”

			She wanted to make sure he understood her position in town, as well as his own. He must not have any notions that this was to be a cheap, quick affair. She needed to dictate the limits of their relationship, should she choose to have one with him.

			“Of course. What’s a proper amount of time?” he asked, and there was a youthful enthusiasm to the question that caught her by surprise.

			Her face felt warm, and she carefully ran a hand against a stray lock of hair, smoothing it back. It had been too long since she’d enjoyed the attentions of a man. Cándido courted her, he did, but he was a bore even if he was one of the most eligible bachelors in town, at least when you considered the size of his bank account. If he hadn’t had that sister of his, always whispering in his ear. If he’d been a tad better-looking.

			“We shall see,” she said. “I should let you rest for now. Tomorrow a few friends are coming over for an evening treat. You might join our gathering. There won’t be cards, but we might play charades.”

			“Thank you. That would be lovely.”

			She nodded. When she was at the threshold, she paused and looked over her shoulder. “I’m pleased you’ll be spending three weeks with us,” she said, because he was enticing enough to make her revise her plans.

			“Three after all?”

			“I try to be hospitable.”

			He smiled at her again. She closed the door and walked to her room. Her father’s huge oil portrait hung above a secretaire that had belonged to him—she now kept her most precious letters and papers in this desk. Truth be told, the whole room had once belonged to him. The wrought-iron canopy bed with its white curtains was where he’d languished all those long years, and by the window was the crimson armchair where he’d sat, hunched over, looking more like a dried-up insect in a bell jar than a man.

			She had not changed the room. The lacquered screen in the corner had been his, along with the carved, monogrammed chair; the full-length mirror hanging from the wall had once reflected his formidable frame; the cedar armoires with their iron grillwork had been filled with his clothes.

			But now this room, this house, was hers. Yet she had not altered it to suit her tastes, for her tastes were her father’s tastes. She liked the grandeur and the sense of permanence that he had gravitated toward, that feeling that this place would withstand the rigors of time rather than surrender to the whims of the new.

			She was also tightfisted with her money. She knew Inés thought her miserly, but Inés hadn’t had to withstand the tempestuous days of Perla’s youth, when they’d lost their livelihood.

			“Venidos a menos.” The first time she heard someone calling them that, she thought she’d die of shame, and then came the horror of having to write to friends, to relatives, to her aunt Crésida, begging for cash.

			No, Perla was not going to waste her money on fripperies, on new sofas and chairs, when they had magnificent furniture left from days of plenty. In her old age, Perla planned to be happy and comfortable. Later, Inés would be there to hold her hand and nurse her through her final days. One day, far, far in the future, the house and whatever money remained would go to her niece. This was the unalterable cycle of existence.

			Yet something inside her hungered for change, screamed for radical alterations to her routine, demanded new beginnings. She’d spent many years chained to her father and she wanted to laugh in merriment.

			She was free of him; she was the mistress of this house. She could do as she pleased. She could send her guest packing the next morning or keep him for those allotted three weeks. She could take him as a lover or rebuff any advances. She could marry or remain the spinster she’d always been.

			She could. She finally could.

			

			—

			Perla Hildegarda Inclán Arnao’s birth is a long, torturous affair. Her mother labors for a whole day, and when the child is delivered, she screams a triumphant cry that reverberates through the walls of the house as loud as a bell, threatening to shatter the crystal shuttered inside the custom-made cabinets.

			Her sister, María de la Encarnación, is born exactly eleven months later. Hers is an easy birth, swift, almost painless, and years later Perla thinks that Encarnación has an easy life because she had an easy beginning.

			The girls are dressed in matching pinafores and told to hold hands when they pose for photographs. Their brother wears a sailor suit complete with a tiny hat. He is the eldest, born on Christmas Eve 1898, and his full name is Osorio Natalicio, in honor of Christ Our Savior, but they call him Natito.

			The three children grow like orchids in the warm, humid climate of Puerco Ahogado, reared by a governess who speaks French fluently and carefully peruses their penmanship and their sums.

			When it comes to arithmetic, Perla towers over her siblings. She has a head for numbers that is unmatched by either her brother, who would prefer to read books all day long rather than go over his multiplication tables, or her sister, who is most content with a needle and thread between her fingers.

			Their mother, Genoveva, oversees the girls’ education in matters of etiquette and polite society, showing them how to embroider handkerchiefs, curtsy, and greet their elders. She also shows the children how to pin butterflies against squares of black velvet, although Natito is terrible at this task, sniffling and wincing at the sight of the insects inside the killing jars. He’s also terrible at skipping rope, and Encarnación can outrun him when they race up and down the stately staircase. But his spelling is superb, and he memorizes lines of poems with ease and exactitude.

			Their father, Don Osorio, doesn’t think much of poetry, although he says a gentleman must know a little of everything.

			“What must a lady know, Father?” Perla asks.

			“A lady must know how to manage her household, and she must be at all times a jewel that enhances the honor of her family,” he says. “A woman who disgraces her family’s name is like a decomposed piece of meat, sprouting maggots, infecting everything she touches.”

			Perla pictures maggots crawling under her skin and shudders at the thought, and she washes her hands fastidiously, afraid decay conceals itself inside her veins. She says her prayers every night and always maintains her composure. Her movements are soft, placid, and her face is tranquil. She is the perfect child. Encarnación, less so. Sometimes she runs around in open revolt, storming down the stairs and playing at pirates with her brother, her hair in knots. Natito is prone to flights of fancy, staring away into space as their governess tries to drill into his brain verbs in Latin. Neither of them has Perla’s poise, and she fancies that for this reason she is their father’s favorite.

			Those early years are scented with the aroma of coffee. Sugarcane and tobacco have given way to this crop. In Córdoba, Xalapa, Coatepec, Orizaba, Huatusco, and smaller towns like Puerco Ahogado, everyone plants coffee trees and the savvy businessman makes a tidy profit.

			Twenty years before her birth, Perla’s father entered a lucrative relationship with two brothers from New York, who advanced him loans that allowed him to buy new machinery and tap into fresh trade networks. Now her father’s coffee is shipped to New Orleans and Paris; he owns two storage buildings, the house, and the processing plant in Puerco Ahogado, and the family would never think of growing anything else.

			Her father takes Natito to the processing plant, to the beneficio. Perla and Encarnación go there less often, for they are women, and their roles are different from those of men. When he grows up, Natito will run the business. When Perla grows up, she will make a good match. Because Encarnación is the youngest girl, she will remain at home, taking care of her parents, and will not wed. This is the way things are done.

			Thus, Perla glimpses her father’s business in brief, disconnected bursts. She sees the hulling machines and the depulping machines, watches the loaders carry the coffee beans in sacks to a large room lined with windows where women standing at long tables sort them, but her father does not tell her much about this world. Coffee is their livelihood, but she need not worry about its details.

			“When you grow up, you’ll be an emperor,” her father tells Natito, and then he turns to Perla. “You’ll be a queen.”

			Natito laughs, but Perla knows her father speaks the truth. Coffee is creating kings and kingdoms, turning sleepy towns into bustling trade centers, increasing the fortunes of the Incláns with each year.

			She does not realize at that age that kingdoms rise and fall, and kings and queens may face the executioner’s axe one day. She does not know that coffee prices worldwide are slipping, that by the time she is eight years old her father’s luck is failing, though he remains undeterred, borrowing large amounts of money from his American associates to stay afloat. He takes a loan against his machinery, then on the two buildings he owns. She does not know and does not understand until much later.

			The Revolution arrives in 1910. It does not buffet the state as violently as it does other regions, but rebel railway attacks and random incursions take their toll on coffee growers. The Americans swoop down on the port in 1914, taking it over for seven months, unwilling to recognize the government of Huerta, and how her father frets, worried about shipments and disruptions. The outbreak of the First World War causes further commotion and prices fluctuate wildly. And the peso, it tumbles, and her father’s debt grows monstrous.

			It is then that she begins to glimpse the cracks in her father’s magnificent façade and the disintegration of their pleasurable life. The governess is dismissed, as are several other members of their staff. There are no new dresses or shoes or suits, and the foods they eat grow blander and less varied. Her mother suffers from headaches, which she treats by moistening her handkerchief with chloroform and ether. To allay nervous excitement and sleep better, she drinks a tonic of laudanum.

			Her father is angry. He stomps through the house like a bull with a lance stuck in its flank, muttering under his breath. Doors are slammed shut. Voices rise.

			She hears their father arguing with Natito, his tone harsh and unyielding. Natito is a slim reed of a boy who cannot ride a horse well even though he’s been atop one since he was five years old. He coughs every time he walks into the beneficio; the coffee dust that carpets the floor at the end of each workday seems to needle his lungs. When he walks behind his father, by the furnaces where the flames glow white, sweat drips down his forehead. He absolutely despises the coffee business.

			“You foolish woman, you’ve made him soft, all he does is think of books and dream of poetry,” their father complains to their mother while the girls pretend they’re not listening, monogramming yet another handkerchief.

			Later Natito plops down on a couch next to them with a sigh. “He’s an awful bully,” he says. “And all this racket because I said I might want to go to university after the fighting is over.”

			“You might as well have told him you wanted to grow a beak and wings and become a parrot,” Perla says.

			“Why is it so impossible that I should want something other than coffee beans?”

			“What else would you want?”

			“I don’t know. Books and papers and learning. I could study literature, or if Father insists that the arts are not to be touched, I’ll settle for law.”

			Perla thinks of the shiny green leaves of coffee bushes glistening along the mountain slopes, as green as any emerald, and scoffs at her brother. “You want to be a student with ink-smeared fingers? Or a clerk trapped in an office, bent over invoices, going over your addition?”

			“Father’s time is spent sitting at his desk bent over invoices,” Natito replies. “He’s certainly not picking coffee beans in the fields.”

			“He does far more important work than picking beans or sitting at his desk. He’s the most notable coffee grower in these parts.”

			“He is who he is, and I am who I am. I want my own life. There are other places to see than Puerco Ahogado, and more to do than washing coffee berries.”

			Perla doesn’t like Natito’s tone, or the way Encarnación looks admiringly at their brother, as if he’s a hero from an epic poem for speaking so disrespectfully of the family business.

			In 1918, after eight years of war have devastated the country, with her father edging closer to financial ruin, the Spanish flu reaches the port of Veracruz and spreads through Mexico. It attacks the young more virulently.

			Perla is spared the malady, but Natito falls ill and so does Encarnación. The doctor administers quinine to lower the fever, and when that doesn’t work, the siblings ingest a mix of huachichili and tabardillo with lemon juice and a spoonful of rum. They’re fed a bland diet of atole and milk.

			Perla dips gauze into a bowl of water and wipes the sweat off her siblings’ foreheads. She rubs their feet with salt and wraps their bodies in warm blankets. Castor oil, crushed garlic, mustard plasters, and whatever other remedy people mutter about, they try them all.

			Encarnación recovers. Natito dies, aged twenty.

			His death leaves Perla’s sister in a stupor and the house as silent as a mausoleum. They spend the entirety of 1919 in mourning, dressed in stifling black, praying rosaries for her brother’s soul while their father locks himself in his office and their mother weeps.

			Perla feels as if she’s been abandoned on a deserted island. Her father takes his meals in his room; their mother ingests laudanum early in the morning and remains in bed until the evening, with bouts of crying when she hasn’t been rendered numb by the tincture.

			Encarnación is there in body, but her spirit seems to have flown away, somewhere far off, as if her soul is resting next to Natito’s grave. When Perla watches her, so quiet in the evening, with needle and thread in hand, she sometimes gets the desire to pinch her violently until she screams. To cause a reaction, to make her sister say something other than yes or no. To make her weep, like their mother weeps, because Encarnación doesn’t shed tears, she sits in a corner, darning socks and carefully stitching a shirt while Perla feels she might go mad, digging her nails into the palms of her hands.

			In December their father informs the girls that he has arranged for them to spend time in the city with their aunt. The fresh sea air and the atmosphere of the port will lift their spirits.

			“There’s a young man there you will meet. Your aunt will see to it,” he tells them.

			Perla looks up at her father in surprise. “Who?”

			“Norberto Bustillo, Lope Bustillo’s eldest boy. He owns La Ideal. If we joined forces, we’d be unbeatable. The coffee producers that are weathering this economic mess are the ones who are consolidating their businesses. Zardain and Sainz Pardo already merged their operations and restructured their offices, and they’re doing fine.

			“It’s time you were married,” he continues. “Without Natito, I’ll have to depend on a son-in-law to manage the business. It will be a distinguished match.”

			“Then it’s all been arranged?”

			“For the most part. Lope thinks it’s a terrific idea, but Norberto must agree to it. I’m sure he’ll like you.”

			Later, they lie in their beds, in the room they’ve shared since they were babies. Encarnación speaks, and her voice is soft and timid in the dark.

			“Do you want to be married?” she asks.

			“What a silly question. You heard Father, it’s time I married,” Perla says firmly, staring at the ceiling, although her heart has been beating nervously since their father spoke to them that evening.

			“I know. I’m wondering what he’ll be like, I suppose. And what it’ll be like if you’re not around the house.”

			“I’ll visit often,” Perla promises. “Besides, it’ll be good to see our aunt. We’re getting new dresses, did you hear? And shoes. We haven’t had anything new in ages.”

			Everything has been black and gray, prayers for the departed and quiet misery. With their father’s financial troubles and the war, luxuries vanished from their household. No chocolates, or perfumes, or pretty pearls to adorn their earlobes. But the conflict will end soon, everyone says so, and their father’s debts will be paid and the strain on their family eased.

			“I’m going to marry a king, and I’ll be a queen. Like Father told us when we were little.”

			“I remember,” her sister says. “I’m happy for you.”

			Perla smiles and waits, breathless, for the end of 1919 and the beginning of a wonderful new decade.
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			He woke from an uncomfortable sleep, courtesy of a lumpy pillow and a mattress that was likely as much an antique as the furniture in the house. It was a rude awakening. A maid, with a shuffling gait and her hair in a bun, opened the door and set a tray down on a table without any finesse. The loud clattering of silverware and dishes made him think, for a second, that a bomb had fallen over the house and he was going to have to claw himself out of the rubble.

			Then the maid departed, wishing him a curt “Good morning,” and he lay staring at the ceiling, his heart still beating fast as he remembered he was in the countryside and shouldn’t be fearing any attacks. The damn air-raid drills had left his nerves shot. Here he didn’t have to think about skirmishes.

			The breakfast consisted of a meager portion of fruit, bread, and coffee. The coffee was good, but he immediately missed the comforts of the city. He fondly remembered his walks to the Hotel Reforma, where he had liked to breakfast at the Blue Terrace before his finances went to hell. Or else he headed to Sidralí for a brioche sandwich with ham and mustard accompanied by an apple-flavored soft drink. He even felt a slight pang of loss for the Café París, which he found too stuffy, the kind of place where so-called intellectuals went to discuss books and poetry and politics.

			Afterward, he had planned to slip back into bed, but he got to wondering if they might have a newspaper in the house. Not that he wanted to read about battles and planes and Nazis stomping around Europe, but he felt he should at least take a peek and see what was on the front page, then peruse other sections that were more edifying.

			He washed his face, combed his hair, and went downstairs. By the front entrance he found the houseboy, Fito, watering the plants. He asked him if they subscribed to any daily that he might read, and the young man bobbed his head up and down.

			“Sure, we get the paper every morning. But Miss Inés takes it to her room. She’d have it.”

			“Which one is her room?”

			“Same floor as you, sir, first door to the right when you go up the stairs.”

			Up he went and knocked twice. “Come in,” the girl said.

			He stepped inside. She was bent over a sewing machine and did not look up at him, her eyes on the piece of cloth before her. Her inattention gave him ample time to survey the room.

			He did not spy anything of much worth; the furniture was unremarkable. On a tall bookcase there were boxes with piles of wool, cards of black buttons, bobbins of ribbon, spools of thread, and lengths of cloth in a riot of colors. In a corner there stood a tailor’s dummy with a piece of cloth wrapped around its waist and a measuring tape draped over its shoulder. The décor consisted of pictures from newspapers and magazines pasted on the wall.

			The young woman, rather than hiding jewels in a box or any valuable cosmetics, instead seemed to collect all manner of sewing implements, as though the bedroom were a dressmaker’s shop and not a bedroom at all. The wrought-iron bed felt almost like an afterthought.

			As he looked around, he noticed sketches traced with a capable hand showing skirts, dresses, and suits. One of the sketches was the same dove-colored outfit Perla had been wearing.

			The whirring of the machine stopped, and the girl looked up at him.

			“Yes?”

			“I apologize, Miss Inclán—”

			“Inés,” she said, cutting him off. “Miss Inclán is my aunt. I’m Inés.”

			“Inés, then. I apologize. The houseboy said you have the newspaper.”

			“I take it to the dining room after noon. The Zorrilla sisters don’t care to read the paper, and Professor Nepomuceno wakes up late. He’s an insomniac. I’ll have it down in a bit.” She made a motion as if she were going to return to her sewing.

			“I’m used to reading the paper when I have my breakfast.”

			“Are you?” she replied. The question was almost a challenge.

			“Yes, I am.”

			She stood up, shoved aside a piece of cloth from a table, and handed him the daily. He tucked it under his arm.

			“You’ll be wanting it every morning, then?” she asked.

			“I would, if you don’t mind.”

			“I’ll hand it to you after I’ve read it early in the mornings, then.”

			Her tone was polite enough, but her dark eyes stared at him mordantly, and he felt himself being judged. She thought him a fussy, annoying guest, didn’t she? Demanding the paper, interrupting her work. He felt rather irritated with her.

			“By the way, my jacket. Have you had a chance to wash and press it?” he asked.

			“Your jacket will be dry and ready for this evening’s gathering,” she informed him.

			“Thank you.”

			“Is that all, sir?”

			It was, but by the way she tapped her foot and crossed her arms, he could easily read her impatience. He decided to linger longer, to annoy her.

			He pointed at the sketch he’d been looking at.

			“Is that your handiwork?”

			“Yes.”

			“It looks like your aunt’s outfit.”

			“It should. I sewed it for her.”

			“From a pattern, you mean.”

			“Not this one, no,” she said, shaking her head and looking at the sketch. “That’s my own design.”

			“You’re a seamstress?”

			“It’s something I do, once in a while.”

			“I’ll be damned,” he said, and his expression of admiration and surprise was genuine.

			She clasped her hands together, a tad mortified, and glanced down for a moment before looking up at him again. “I’ve made several things for her. There are no department stores in town. Most women have their clothes made to suit their taste or sew their own garments. I suppose in Mexico City people pick everything off the rack.”

			“Sure. They buy dresses at department stores like El Palacio de Hierro and Liverpool.”

			“That’s where you bought your jacket?”

			“You like it?”

			“It’s fine. Slightly too boxy.”

			He felt she was judging him again, those dark, deep eyes of hers staring at him fixedly, but he smiled and she smiled back, though she quickly raised a hand against her lips as if to conceal the mirth.

			“Who’s coming to that special gathering tonight, do you know?”

			“The crème de la crème of Puerco Ahogado,” she said. Her words were proper and polite, but the sarcasm was clear all the same. He laughed. The sardonic quality of her voice was beginning to grow on him.

			“And who would they be?”

			“Sarita Novo, my aunt’s best friend. She spent two months in Paris when she was young, and she’ll be sure to remind you of that. Cándido and Lulú Sotomayor are bound to show up. He’s a lawyer, she supposedly suffers from an assortment of maladies: migraines and cholera and any disease she reads about in the paper. There are two policemen in town, Beto and Bartolo. They would not be able to solve a crime even if Valente Quintana assisted them; their job is usually to drag the town drunks to the station when they’re being too boisterous.”

			“Who else?” he asked, smiling with delight at the descriptions.

			“There’s Dr. Carrel. He was an army surgeon and still misses Victoriano Huerta. Manuela and Eduviges will make an appearance, though they’ll be late because they always bicker about each other’s outfits. And Professor Nepomuceno will be invited too. He’s the only one you can have a conversation with, when he’s not had too much to drink.”

			“And you’ll be there, I assume.”

			“I’ll be there,” she said, but her voice was subdued. She sat in front of the sewing machine and resumed her work, their talk seemingly at an end.

			

			—

			Later, when he went downstairs and the guests began to trail into the living room, Ulises thought Inés could not have provided a more accurate description of the people in attendance if she’d handed him snapshots of them.

			They were for the most part a bunch of grotesque marionettes, clucking and sharing gossip with glee. The youngest man in the room was Bartolo, who had not bothered to change out of his police uniform. Perhaps he thought it made him look manly, but although he had to be in his twenties, he had a boyish appearance, with a wisp of a mustache above his lip, so that he looked like a child who had borrowed his father’s clothes.

			The other police officer, Beto, seemed to be in his fifties, and he had a tired, indifferent air as he sat with his eyes almost closed next to a Victrola. Dr. Carrel and Nepomuceno were much older, both surely in their seventies, although Nepomuceno seemed to have had rougher years, the telltale flush of his face indicating his proclivities.

			Manuela and Eduviges appeared to be their contemporaries, both dressed primly in dresses that reached their ankles, with tortoiseshell combs in their hair, like portraits out of a museum, like something Goya might have painted. Sarita Novo was Perla’s age, fortyish, her face powdered so white she resembled a corpse and her lips painted a sickening shade of red.

			Last, but not least, there was Lulú, whose bones seemed to strain against her skin, whose round eyes resembled those of a fish, and who spoke in a voice that sounded like the shrill chirping of a canary. Her brother, Cándido, had the same slightly bulging eyes, but none of her nervous disposition. He sat in his chair, staring at Ulises with a cold, determined gaze.

			Inés went around the room, carrying a plate with canapés and dispensing drinks with a mechanical air that made him think she’d served as a waitress at these reunions for many evenings. The dog followed her with a wag of the tail, hoping for crumbs.

			As for Perla, once again she wore a dress that flattered her, yet she also used too much rice powder, just like her friend, and continued to style her hair in the most unappealing of fashions, pinned back from her face, showing off her wide forehead.

			How strange, he thought, that the aunt and the niece should resemble each other so slightly. Even the ways they moved seemed starkly different. Perla’s perfect posture and careful gestures, the swish of her dress, hinted at extensive lessons in etiquette that had gone stale between the walls of the old house. Meanwhile, the younger woman lacked such refinement; she navigated the room with efficiency, avoiding obstacles, refilling drinks, lacking grace but demonstrating an energetic, determined rhythm that reminded him of a hummingbird flitting from flower to flower.

			“The canapés are delicious, Perla. I do love it when you throw these tertulias,” Sarita said. “You know how to be a proper hostess. Many young people don’t understand how to receive guests anymore. They play the radio to entertain their guests. Mr. Linares, when we were younger, Perla and I both took piano classes with Natalia Figueroa. A piano: that is proper entertainment. This is a pleasant tertulia, I tell you, Mr. Linares.”

			“You must call me Ulises.”

			Sarita blushed. “What a lovely name you have,” she said.

			“The name of a hero, a king of Ithaca,” Nepomuceno said.

			“You like the classics, Professor?” Ulises asked.

			“I taught them, in another life. And, if we open the apricot brandy and I wet my throat, I can recite a few lines from The Odyssey. Or, if there’s no brandy, a glass of sherry would do. Do we have sherry?”

			“Reciting from that musty book!” the doctor said. “I would prefer music. It’s been ages since you played the piano, Perla. Why don’t you oblige us tonight? Play for us.”

			“The piano is dreadfully out of tune, and I haven’t practiced in forever.”

			“People used to come from far away to listen to Perla play when she was a girl,” Sarita Novo said excitedly.

			“Our great-uncle, Monsignor Luis Manuel, used to visit each summer to listen to me play, yes. I’ll see what I can do in a little while,” Perla said with a false modesty that made Ulises suspect she would subject them to a one-hour concert in that “little while.”

			“Do you like music, Ulises?” Sarita asked, blushing again as she spoke his name. “What do you do for fun in Mexico City?”

			“Most important, what do you do for a living, Mr. Linares?” Cándido asked, and his voice was chilly. At once Ulises recognized an enemy. He could have avoided the question, but he decided it would be best to answer.

			“I’m a photographer. Portraits, that’s what I do,” he said.

			This was a lie, but seasoned with sufficient truth that if he was questioned further, he could provide satisfactory answers, for he knew about cameras, about darkrooms, and had pored over negatives with zeal when the occasion—his father’s methods had included the sporadic bit of blackmail—required it.

			“That can’t provide you with a good living, taking carnival snapshots and the like.”

			“It depends on whom you take pictures of. I’ve worked for one of the best studios in the city and photographed several debutantes and starlets.”

			“Movie people!” Sarita said, practically spilling a cup of coffee over her blouse as she leaned forward. “Why, that’s wonderful! Have you met anybody famous?”

			“A few. I photographed Dolores del Río not too long ago. Sadly, the owner of the studio where I worked passed away recently and I’m on a sabbatical, although I have a mind to open a studio of my own. Still, there are many elements to consider. I wouldn’t want to rush heedlessly into a business venture.”

			“You can’t run a business these days,” the doctor said. “The government picks our pockets at every turn. Taxes and more taxes. When my father was young, he owned a proper estate in Ovejuna, but the rebels burned the house down and the government stole the land. They’re all corrupt clowns.”

			“If Carranza hadn’t shot every good man in the nation, beginning with Zapata, it wouldn’t have turned out the way it did,” the professor said.

			“Zapata! That criminal had that bullet coming.”

			“I suppose you prefer the corrupt perfume of the oligarchs.”

			“Tell me one good thing the Revolution did for anyone in this town. All that violence and destruction, for what?”

			“For equality and justice. Not that I’d expect you to know the meaning of those words,” the professor declared with aplomb.

			The men glared at each other, but before their conversation could devolve into a brawl, Cándido interrupted them and spoke again to Ulises. “Then you’re unemployed at this time,” he said, pressing on undeterred.

			“I’m on vacation. Three weeks in your beautiful town, away from the chaos of the capital.”

			“Is that where you’re from originally? From Mexico City?”

			“You heard the professor. I’m from Ithaca.”

			Cándido frowned and rattled the spoon in his cup of coffee. Ulises thought he was going to be interrogated further, but Lulú turned worriedly toward the doctor and began to speak.

			“Dr. Carrel, my wrist has been hurting for the past two days, and since I have you here, I thought I’d better ask if you can take a quick look at it. I fear I’ve sprained it. I can barely hold my cup, see?”

			The conversation shifted to the subject of ailments and aches. The evening dragged on. Perla played compositions that sounded as worn as the battered keys while the dog curled up by the piano. Ulises was certain that her repertoire had not been updated in a couple of decades, and her movements had a soulless precision that could not invite true praise. Monsignor Luis Manuel must have been half blind if he’d picked that yellow settee for his living room and half deaf if he enjoyed Perla’s playing. Yet the audience clapped effusively, and Perla smiled as proudly as if she’d been performing at Bellas Artes.

			Inés distributed the apricot brandy, much to the delight of Professor Nepomuceno. She carried a tray, cleared plates, handed a glass, emptied an ashtray, moving around the room silently and unobtrusively.

			At one point the younger police officer tried to speak to her, but he was a combination of shy and bumbling that would not permit much conversation, and she looked at him with an amused face that did not preface a romance.

			The poor sap is sweet on her, but can’t manage to string two words together, Ulises thought, and wistfully remembered the one girl he’d loved, a beauty who’d been his neighbor for a year when he was seventeen. At that age, he’d had pimples and had not understood the proper way to romance a woman. He’d bought her a few boxes of chocolates and a bouquet of flowers, but she’d taken up with a loutish young man and thereafter ignored Ulises.

			Not that the relationship would have flourished even if she’d liked him more. Ulises’s father would not have allowed it. There was no money in love. But he had fantasized for a few months about leaving their life of minor scams and petty thefts to live an honest existence, married to his sweetheart. Since that time there had been scant opportunities to practice the art of love as proper society demanded: to follow a girl home and look up at her balcony until she came to the window and signaled her interest, to write letters with elaborate cursive handwriting and copy lines from El Correo del Amor—that manual full of useful phrases suitors utilized when their own wit failed them.

			Inés handed the young policeman a glass of brandy and drifted to a different corner of the room.

			Ulises listened to Manuela and Eduviges as they explained how they had once been some of the most eligible ladies in Orizaba, and how on the Sundays when they went to the bullfights with their parents gentlemen would stare at them from afar and tremble if they smiled. They were serenaded every week, with guitars and mandolins and on occasion even a marimba.

			Ulises suspected this was an exaggeration, since the sisters resembled two skeletal birds of prey and even in their youth must have had the appearance of starving buzzards, but he let them chatter to avoid another conversation with Cándido.

			He strained to keep his smile plastered on his face. He wondered if he could last a full three weeks in this place, and whether it was even worth the effort. He didn’t think Perla was the big score he’d dreamed of. He’d been hoping for someone with real money. But who had real money these days? Prices kept going up and up, inflation was sky-high. It was all the fault of the damn war and the fascist pigs.

			The guests began to depart, until there was only Lulú, left half asleep in a chair, and Cándido.

			The lawyer turned to Perla. “Could we go into the office and talk a little business tonight?” he asked.

			“We still have guests,” Perla said. “I can’t simply walk out of the room.”

			She looked at Ulises, but he sprang to his feet and smiled politely. “Don’t worry about me. I’m eager to slip into bed. I’m still tired from traveling on the train, it drains you.”

			He bid Lulú, Cándido, and Perla good night—though Lulú, with her eyes closed, didn’t show signs of having heard him—and stepped out of the room, pretending he was headed upstairs. After calculating that sufficient time had passed, he retraced his steps and crept toward the door of the office, carefully opening it a crack so that he might listen with more ease to the conversation taking place inside.

			“But really, Perla, a photographer, of all things. That’s the same as tying a sign around your neck that says, ‘I’m useless and broke.’ You’ve always been a sensible girl; I’ve told you this many times. But there is a certain kind of male specimen who is on the lookout for a vulnerable woman.”

			“You think I’m a foolish girl, Cándido? That men can take advantage of me?”

			“No, no, no. You’re not foolish. But you are a woman and naturally tenderhearted, and less aware of the kinds of rascals that populate the world.”

			Perla laughed. “I took care of my father when he was ill. Do you think a dozen rascals and thieves didn’t come around here trying to steal what was ours? After his business failed, they swooped down like vultures, pecking at our bones. But I made sure we never lost the house and managed to protect us as best I could.”

			“And you did well. Ninety thousand pesos in the bank. That’s a tidy nest egg. I myself have—”

			“I know what you have: a sister who will not move out of your house.”

			“Perla, must we speak of her?”

			“If you’re going to doubt my common sense and my choice of friends, we are going to inevitably have to talk about Lulú, yes.”

			“I’m not sure I’d call a ‘friend’ someone whom you’ve known through epistolary exercises.”

			“He’s here so that I may know him better.”

			Quietly Ulises tiptoed away and to his room, where he fell upon the bed with laughter bubbling from his lips. A tidy nest egg indeed! He’d thought maybe he’d have to sneak out of the house with nothing to show but a few pieces of crockery in his suitcase, and here was a real score. As of late, Ulises was lucky if he made more than two hundred and fifty pesos a month, and he wasn’t the only one in a tough spot. Salaries were frozen in many industries, courtesy of the war efforts and manufacturing support offered to their northern neighbor. Why, the minimum salary in Mexico City was two pesos and fifty centavos a day, which was not enough to maintain any reasonable life.

			Of course, when his father was alive, they’d lived well. They rented nicely furnished houses, dressed in good suits, and drank expensive wine. Precarity existed, at times, but his old man always found a new angle, a new mark, and they survived.

			His thoughts flew from his father to his mother. His father had involved him in confidence games since he was a child, but she’d never joined in these scams, preferring to remain a stoic wife who quietly told Ulises that he must try to be a good boy. How disappointed she would have been to see him at twenty-nine, not only still earning his living through tricks and lies but rolling downhill. At this point, he should have been ready to leave the field.

			God, what if he ended up like Moisés? His youth and good looks shriveling away, scrambling to catch the eye of a desperate tourist who might give him the chance to steal a few dollars from her wallet. Or else, eternally writing letters to lonely widows and old maids.

			Dear heart, had you ever loved before we met? He wasn’t even that great at writing letters; his father had been the poet. Ulises relied on his looks, inherited from his mother. Minus his bewitching, feline eyes—which Ulises also possessed—his old man had been plain, even ugly. But he’d had a great voice and a gift for half-truths and romance. Ulises’s sentences were trite, weaker in comparison.

			He wasn’t made for this life, he simply wasn’t. Besides, he felt tired. He was fed up with the dinginess of his surroundings, the damn sleaze and the cheapness of it all. He liked to imagine himself with a new name—not that he hadn’t had any number of names already, but he’d come up with something else, something dreamed up for the purpose—living a life of comfort and peace. He’d be an upstanding citizen, a fervent churchgoer, a kind and benevolent father. Nobody would ever suspect what he’d been before.

			Perla Inclán was his ticket into a beautiful, fresh existence. And to think he’d almost thought about leaving at the first chance; to think he mistook the dated décor and faded draperies for genteel poverty when there was still a fortune to be had between these walls.

			He needed to get his hands on that money. That damn nosy man, Cándido, was going to be a roadblock, he knew it. As for the niece…trouble. That’s what he felt when he looked at her, trouble like a blinking neon sign.

			Never mind them. He’d found a real score, something to wash away the bitterness of his last failed enterprise. He’d bumbled that one, true enough, but he wouldn’t lose this opportunity. No, sir. This time, he was going to get everything he had ever wanted.
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			Theirs might have been a noble house once—her aunt liked to talk about an ancestor of the Incláns who had been hidalgo of somewhere or another, about that uncle of theirs who’d been a monsignor—but nowadays it was a relic going to seed. Missing tiles, cracks in the walls, and velvet draperies that smelled like mothballs. This monument to decay was the house they inhabited.

			She knew the same could be said of the houses of many of the other respected people of Veracruz, from Xalapa to Xico. Puerco Ahogado was no exception. Many sad casonas were falling apart. Not two blocks from them, the Galindo house, which had been a marvel a hundred years before, was now half a wreck, and its only inhabitant, Mr. Godofredo Galindo, was a hermit, hard of hearing, who spooked children when he chanced to walk around the block. Several notable families had been left with a pittance of an inheritance and their precious well-honed manners to get by after the fires of the Revolution died down. But the “gente bien” did not dispense with their pride, even if they’d pawned their grandmothers’ rings.

			The Incláns at least still had a house. The home of the Zorrilla sisters had long since been sold to pay debts; the professor had never had a proper house. Also, despite the stubborn mold that tended to gather at the windowsills on the second floor and a couple of broken shutters, the maid and the houseboy worked hard to keep the place tidy so that flashes of magnificence remained.

			The grandest of all the rooms in the Inclán house was Aunt Perla’s bedroom, which had once belonged to Grandfather Osorio. The bathroom was, naturally, equally grand. It had been decorated not with the usual blue-and-white azulejos that one might find in kitchens or bathrooms, but with dark green tiles. A couple were missing, but the damage present in the other bathrooms had been stalled, perhaps because this one had never been rented out.

			The freestanding claw-foot bathtub was so large two people might fit in it, but then the bathroom was vast, almost cavernous. The steam inside made the space appear larger, since it was hard to see the contours of the room.

			Inés carefully made her way toward the bathtub, where her aunt was half submerged, with her head thrown back. She placed the silver tray by the side of the bathtub, atop a table that had been painted a soft green color that her aunt said was called eau de Nil. It sounded romantic, the name. When her aunt was young, everything Parisian had been the rage.

			“Will you have your sherry now, or should I hand you a towel first?” Inés asked. “And do you want your cigarette after your drink?”

			“Hand me the robe and dry my hair.”

			Inés obeyed and plucked the robe from the hook. Her aunt wrapped herself in it, then she sat in a wicker chair.

			Inés carefully rubbed her hair with a towel, massaging the scalp. Aunt Perla spoke rapturously about hot baths, claiming they preserved a woman’s youthful complexion, but Inés hated the vapor swirling around her, the warmth tickling at her skin.

			Her aunt made a lazy gesture with her right hand and Inés handed her the slender glass that sat atop the tray. Sherry had made Inés grimace the one time she took a sip, but her aunt downed the drink with ease. She motioned again to Inés and Inés poured her a second glass.

			Inés was parting her aunt’s hair when Perla spoke. “I was disappointed with your behavior earlier today. It’s not becoming of a young lady,” she said. Her voice was passionless, yet even more bothersome for that reason.

			“What behavior?”

			“Smiling at Bartolo, encouraging him to speak to you. In my day a woman had to keep her eyes down and her voice low. You laughed loudly. He’ll think you’re flirting with him, and we both know it’s hopeless. You must take care of me until I pass away. There’ll be no wedding for you, not now.”

			Inés ran the wide-tooth comb through her aunt’s damp hair with a frown. She’d heard that litany since she was a girl. How the youngest daughter in the family must take care of the elders, and since Inés was the only girl available, this obligation would fall upon her shoulders.

			“It’s your duty, and it’s the best course, anyway. Otherwise, you might end up like your mother. May she rest in peace. There are wolves out there, Inés, ready to devour you. Don’t encourage that boy. Hand me my cigarette.”

			She ought to have simply handed Perla the cigarette and lit it for her, let her rant for a little while, but Inés was offended by the accusation. “I’m not encouraging him. He barely spoke to me all evening.”

			“Don’t attempt those lies with me. I saw you giggling at him.”

			“Maybe he said something funny.”

			“Bartolo’s mother would not let him marry you. She thinks Gertrudis would make a good daughter-in-law. They’d never let a bastard join the family.”

			She pulled the comb hard and Perla yelped in pain. “It’s tangled,” Inés said blandly.

			Her aunt snatched the comb away from her hand and stood up, turning to face Inés. Both women stared at each other. Finally, Inés dropped her gaze, looking at the floor.

			“I’ll remind you what happened with Salvador. I’ll remind you about your previous impudence, and why I’m quick to censure you. You’re lucky you’re allowed free room and board in this house. This is a noble house, a proper house, and we are proper people. Now, no more encouraging that young man. Do you understand?”

			She did not answer. Her aunt stretched out her hand and tipped Inés’s chin, forcing her to look up.

			“I do,” she muttered.

			“I’ve told you many times: if you are patient and obey our family’s rules, you’ll be rewarded one day.”

			Perla sat back down in her chair and put her hand over her eyes. Inés walked out of the bathroom quietly, taking the tray with her. Down in the kitchen she made herself a cup of tea and opened a window, looking out at the garden.

			Her aunt was correct about Bartolo. Inés did not want him, but if she had, it would have ended in disappointment. Her father had not bothered to give Inés a surname. On her birth certificate her mother had written Inés Inclán, her father’s surname pointedly missing because he was a married man.

			They’d made fun of Inés for this reason when she was a child, all those snide children chittering about her. Even the schoolteacher had smirked when she looked at Inés the first day of class and wondered, in a loud voice, if she’d sprouted from the ground like a cabbage that she did not have two surnames.

			Bartolo’s family wouldn’t want to print wedding banns announcing to the world that he was marrying a bastard, Inés Inclán, the fatherless shame of the Incláns. Even before her aunt went blabbering to Sarita Novo and told her—and therefore the entire town—that Salvador had seduced her, they looked at her with cautious eyes.

			Besides, she had nothing to offer, nothing but herself, and that was not enough. At least, not when other girls in town had parents who owned a butcher shop, like Gertrudis.

			She didn’t care about Bartolo. He was a silly boy. But she detested the idea of withering inside this house, which was what her aunt wanted. If only she might save enough cash to move to the city.

			In her mind, Inés counted the money she possessed. The count came awfully short. She’d never be able to leave. She’d be mummified within these walls.

			She remembered her grandfather and the way he used to slam his cane against the floor to attract attention, and she pictured Perla doing the same thing to her when she was an old woman. And when Perla died, what then? Inés would have the house. That crumbling, dark, desiccated house was the “reward” her aunt dangled before Inés.

			She did not want it. It was a mausoleum, a palace for the dead.

			Her thoughts flew back to Salvador, to those few moments of happiness that she’d enjoyed at his side. The secretive kisses, the late nights of muffled lovemaking. Aunt Perla ruined that for her. Aunt Perla wouldn’t allow Inés even the smallest comfort.

			She clutched the teacup with both hands. She had the mad desire to crush it, to make her hands bleed against sharp ceramic shards. She finished her tea and washed the cup.

			

			—

			In the morning Perla took Ulises out for a walk, to show him the town square. To parade him, like a trophy won at the fair. To have the townspeople gawk in admiration at the stranger. Cándido would be peeved, no doubt.

			Meanwhile, Inés went to Ulises’s room to change the sheets. Fresh linens every two days, her aunt had said. Their lodgers got fresh linens every week, but Ulises was special. She stripped the sheets from the bed and contemplated the room.

			His cologne and his shaving implements sat upon the vanity, sparkling in the morning sun. Again, she wondered about this man who’d waltzed into their guesthouse with pricey trinkets and beautiful clothes. She remembered that Cándido wanted information on him. Not that she needed to humor him. She could simply pocket his money.

			But Professor Nepomuceno was wrong. She wasn’t Aphrodite or Athena. Inés was Pandora, wishing to peek into the box, and she was curious about the newcomer. She opened a drawer, looking at the shirts Ulises had folded and placed there, approving of the tailoring and the fine details on display.

			His matching luggage, tucked in a corner, was of excellent quality. He wasn’t a boy dragging a suitcase with a broken handle, like Salvador had been the day he walked into the guesthouse. Where did he come from? It seemed to her Ulises could only be a fiction, a man who had emerged from a movie reel, this Errol Flynn look-alike, this stranger who could share the screen with Joan Fontaine and Susana Guízar.

			She opened the smallest of the suitcases, admiring the blue silk lining. Her fingers slid across the fabric. Without intending it, with the desire to luxuriate in the feeling of the silk, she discovered an oddity.

			Inés frowned. The stitching on one corner had been sewn with a clumsy hand and was coming undone. She poked at it and peeled it back.

			She thought she’d find money, a paranoid man’s fortune. Instead, she pulled out letters, tied together with a piece of string. She sat on the floor and undid the knot, looking at the postmarks. Some of the letters were from her aunt, but most were from other women. She read a couple of them.

			She also found a copy of Conmovedor, a magazine of the kind that had lonely hearts ads at the back of it—the kind her aunt had bought on several occasions, pretending she was not interested in that section. A couple of corners were turned, marking pages. Several ads had been circled with a red pen. Quickly she grabbed another letter, and another, going through their contents.

			Enclosed are the hundred pesos you requested, my dear. I hope your business venture is going well and that soon we might meet. I long to hold you in my arms, said one of the letters.

			Inés laughed. Then, fearful that she might attract attention, she pressed a hand against her mouth. But it was funny! Aunt Perla was practically purring with delight because she had a new suitor, and he was a phony. Wait until she told her…

			Inés dropped her hand, thinking hard. She heard the shuffling gait of Rita, coming up the stairs with her bucket to mop the hallways.

			Inés stuffed the letters and the magazine back inside the suitcase and tucked it back in the corner. She quickly made the bed and lugged the old bedsheets downstairs.

			

			—

			All afternoon she tried not to stare at the man sitting across the table from her. For once her gaze was respectfully on the napkin on her lap, as her aunt commanded. Rita passed around the empanadas and the cups of coffee. Inés toyed with a crumb, but her nerves made it impossible to eat properly. She feared her aunt might comment on this, but Perla was busy smiling and chatting with the other people around the table.

			Busy performing for him, Inés thought. Meals were never this congenial at the guesthouse. If Inés had failed to finish the laundry or not made the beds to the satisfaction of her aunt, Perla was quick to chide her in front of everyone else.

			It’s too bad Inés was distracted and didn’t launder the sheets, she might say. Tomorrow she will get to it, won’t you?

			Seldom, too, were Inés’s chores up to the standards of her demanding aunt. Rita and Estrella and Fito were also the recipients of cruel barbs, but Perla reserved her most poisonous words for Inés. Scrounger, she said when she was particularly furious, as if Inés were eating all the rice and beans and eggs in the kitchen, as if she didn’t toil with Estrella in the garden behind the house or assist with the upkeep of the rooms.

			I hate this miserable place, Inés thought. I hate these miserable people.

			“The problem, Mr. Linares, is that every year the festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres becomes rowdier,” Eduviges was saying. “It used to be a church celebration, now it resembles a common town fair, practically a carnival.”

			“Although you have a fun carnival in Veracruz,” Ulises said. “The carnival queen and the parades with floats.”

			She glanced at him, quick. His voice was appealing, his demeanor relaxed. He didn’t look like a liar who wrote to heaps of women at the same time. Then again, who was she to recognize a liar? Salvador had lied, and she’d thought he was honest.

			“The festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres is not supposed to be like that, though. Fireworks are fine; confetti, good food, and music are to be expected. But the dancing, Mr. Linares! The way these young people dance these days,” Eduviges said, and, as if to emphasize her point, she began quickly fanning herself with a white lace fan. “They’re immodest.”

			“It’s all those new dances,” Manuela said. “Rumba and danzón. Cuban dances, black dances.”

			Inés stifled a groan. They were going to begin with their nonsense, those two silly, prejudiced bats who thought women should cover their hair with a mantilla even when they were not going to church, who wished skirts reached the shins, who wished all people had skin the color of ivory and lace. But Nepomuceno’s eyes were bright. She’d seen him drinking sherry before they sat to eat, but he was not drunk yet, and in this state, he was combative.

			“What silliness!” Nepomuceno exclaimed. “Cuba is a fine place, filled with the most delightful rhythms. And here, in our lovely Mexico, who could dispute the genius and the joy of dances and celebrations in Yanga? Or the lovely port of Veracruz? What do you think, Mr. Linares? Would you outlaw merriment, as these ladies might want to? Destroy the drums, prohibit the languid danzón, eradicate the African rhythms that suffuse the music of the Caribbean and of our shores?”

			“I don’t mind a good danzón,” Ulises said. “There are many dance clubs in Mexico City where you can dance the night away.”

			She stifled her smile and watched the Zorrillas’ faces go rigid with revulsion at the thought of dance clubs. To them those places must be the equivalent of Sodom in neon lights.

			“It’s fine for a grown man to dance. But young girls should not dance like that,” Manuela said crisply.

			“Nonsense. Inés dances many dances, and she’s a lovely girl,” Nepomuceno said, and turned to her. “Will Bartolo escort you to this year’s festivities?”

			“I will escort her,” her aunt said firmly. “My father always told us ladies from good families are like delicate flowers, which must be carefully pressed inside a book, and I agree with him.”

			Inés’s hand wrapped around a fork, her fingers squeezing it tight. She wished she could stab her aunt with it.

			She watched the people around her, but she heard little. The sound seemed muffled, as if she were underwater. She felt like retching.

			A carefully pressed flower, she thought. A dead thing.

			There were many ladies from good houses—despite her bastardy, Inés was still an Inclán—who slowly withered in those fine homes. Celebrating funeral after funeral, they came to adopt blacks and grays as their colors. They stepped out of their homes for mass, for a relative’s wake. A few, like Cándido’s sister, became the default housekeeper for a male relative. A brother, a cousin, an uncle. Women polishing the floors and wiping the dust from the top of an armoire.

			Quiet women, growing old, in silence.

			This was the plight of the spinster. The town strangled any joy out of a girl who had failed to marry, punishing her for a crime against society.

			“La quedada,” that’s what they said. But it didn’t only mean decay and refuse, it was a special kind of insult. It meant a transgression of the highest sort.

			Ladies of good families became quedadas. The poor women, the maids and the factory workers, the girls in worn huaraches and frayed rebozos, they came and went more freely. They took lovers. Had children out of wedlock. Some never married, but they were never quedadas. Although, even then, families tended to think poorly of an old aunt who had no labor to contribute.

			Inés did not wish to marry; she did not dream of wedding dresses or bridal bouquets. But she did not want to perish inside this house either. Crushed against its walls.

			A carefully pressed flower.

			

			—

			Rita helped her carry the dirty glasses and plates back into the kitchen. Estrella had already left, and the dishes were not her responsibility anyway. She was a cook, that was all, and besides, she did not live with them and said her goodbyes at seven promptly. It fell to Rita, who did have a room in the house, and Inés to wash the mountain of dirty cups and forks.

			“It’s late,” Rita lamented. “I wish Fito was around to lend a hand.”

			“Having him here three times a week is already a strain on my aunt’s budget, or so she says.”

			“Yes, so she says. But she has that friend of hers staying here and she’s charging him nothing, ain’t she?”

			“You wash, I’ll dry,” Inés said.

			There was no point discussing her aunt’s accounting methods. When she wanted, it seemed she had funds aplenty, and then again she professed a genteel poverty.

			After the dishes were washed and dried, Inés bade Rita good night. Rita went to the “service room,” which like all maids’ quarters was a small, spare bedroom that in this case could be entered only by ducking one’s head under the doorway, and Inés climbed the steps and waited. She brushed her hair slowly, paced around her room, contemplated the moon that slid across the night sky. She listened to the sounds of the house, and she thought about a million things.

			She thought of her mother, who had escaped the house only to return to it with a child, becoming infamous in their town. She thought of her aunt Perla and all the insults, all the cruelties she’d committed against Inés. She thought of Salvador, who’d promised her love and a future, and now she had neither. She even thought of the Zorrilla sisters, who were forever mourning their lost status and money, a couple of bitter, malicious hens, and of sad Professor Nepomuceno, who mourned something else that Inés could not grasp.

			The sounds of the house began to grow dimmer. The footsteps and shuffling of feet diminished; doors were closed, some of them creaking on their hinges; the springs in old mattresses squealed in protest and a window rattled shut. Outside, crickets played their music and the wind caressed the flowers of the purple jacarandas.

			When the house was silent, she went to Ulises’s room. He had not locked the door, so there was no need to knock. She slipped inside and stood by the bed, watching him in the moonlight, holding her breath and biting her lip to keep herself from shivering. When he opened his eyes and looked at her, her first instinct was to bolt, but she managed to force herself to remain firmly in place.

			“What time is it?” he asked, drowsy with sleep.

			“Past midnight.”

			He stretched his arms, brushed the hair away from his forehead, and smiled. The knowing gleam she glimpsed in his eyes steeled her resolve. It was a conceited, sly look. Like he’d expected Inés might slip into his room in the darkness. Or he expected her aunt Perla to make a late-night trip to his bedroom. Either way, she felt like shattering his pride.

			“I know you’re a fraud,” she said.

			“What?” he asked, as if she’d tossed a bucket of icy water in his face.

			He reached for the lamp near the bed, but she swatted his hand away. “No lights. And keep your voice down unless you want them to find me here with you. It wouldn’t look too good, would it?”

			He frowned but pulled his hand back. “You’re a mad girl. I’m—”

			“A fraud. Don’t bother denying it. I found the letters.”

			“I don’t know what letters you’re talking about.”

			“In the lining of your suitcase. If you try to play innocent one more time, I’ll scream and have my aunt here in a minute.”

			He sat up, wide awake, and stared at her. She almost lost her nerve and looked down, but the memory of Aunt Perla’s recriminations gave her courage. She was not going to wither inside this house.

			“I may send postcards or letters, but that’s not a crime. What were you doing looking in my suitcase anyway? Who gives you the right to go through my things?”

			His rebuke had no effect on her, since she knew she was correct. “You write to many women,” she insisted.

			“I wrote to many women, before I settled on your aunt. But now that my heart is determined—”

			“You wrote to them under different names. Ulises Linares. Ulises Orozco. Luis Cacho. Armando Zozaya. Nobody does that unless they’re up to no good. Your heart is not set on anybody. You asked for money in the letters. You con women, don’t you? Don’t play innocent, you con them, right?”

			Her words seemed to needle him, and he replied with a voice that was insolent and smug. “Yes, I con them.”

			“Using the lonely hearts ads.”

			On the night table there was a pack of cigarettes, and he struck a match and lit one. Then he leaned back against the headboard of the bed and watched her with careful eyes as he took a drag. “Yes.”

			“Do you make much money out of it?”

			“Some. I make a living.”

			“Your clothing is expensive.”

			He grinned, pleased, maybe even amused at the line of questioning. “It ought to be. It’s meant to impress people. When someone thinks they’re speaking to a man of substance, they never question the minor discrepancies.”

			“You’re not a photographer at all.”

			“I know photography. But I’m not employed at any studio.”

			“You ask them for money in your letters, but you came here in person. Why?”

			“I thought there might be something worth stealing here,” he said smoothly.

			Something more than a hundred pesos, she thought. Something big. She was almost afraid of continuing their conversation. Not because what they were discussing was wicked—though it was, and if she confessed to the priest he would die of shock—but because of the thrill that ran down her spine.

			“You think you could steal my aunt’s money?”

			“The odds are good I could, if she marries me.”

			“I could help you,” she said, feeling breathless when she spoke.

			He smirked. “I work alone.”

			“Two is better than one. I know her; I’d come in handy.”

			“And what would you want for your help?”

			Freedom, she thought.

			“We split the money down the middle,” she said. “You’ll need me. You don’t know her. She’s tough. Cándido’s been trying to marry her for ages and she won’t budge. She’s careful with her property, with her money.”

			“Really, you’re too much,” he replied, and gave the cigarette a final puff before tossing it in an ashtray. “Get out of my room and let me sleep.”

			“I’ll tell her in the morning if you don’t partner up with me.”

			He stood up and looked at her, studying her face. “Not if I call her right now and inform her that her niece is a tart who tried to jump into my bed. I have a feeling she’d believe me. I don’t think your aunt has a high opinion of you.”

			He was bluffing, she was sure of it, but still her cheeks grew warm with mortification. She understood, in that moment, that she had a choice. She could run out of the room, shamed and afraid. She could forget about any freedom, about a life outside the walls of the house. She could cross off the days on her calendar and watch the years crawl by.

			Or she could be bold.

			She chose boldness and slapped him. He stared at her, open-mouthed, unable to utter a word, as if such an injury were inconceivable. Maybe it was. Maybe no one had dared to slap that pretty face before.

			“We split the money down the middle. We split the money, or you get nothing.”

			He rubbed his cheek and snorted. “Blackmail—”

			“It’s not blackmail. It’s common sense. I assure you, you won’t get anywhere without me. Give it a try. You’ll see.”

			He said nothing, still rubbing his cheek, quietly seething. She went back to her room with her heart beating fast in her chest.

			I’ve gone mad, she thought. She was extremely nervous about what she’d done, half terrified he would speak to Aunt Perla and tell a horrible lie about her and she’d be put out on the street. But she was also glad, even giddy.

			She wondered if her mother had felt like this when she ran away from home. And it was that thought that propelled her dreams that night, which were about her dead mother.

			First her mother in the city, in front of her sewing machine, or else making dinner for her and her father, who came to visit every few days. The scents of that old apartment, of the flowerpots on the balcony. Then Mother taking her by the hand, walking her through the hallways of the house in Puerco Ahogado, which seemed immense to her young eyes. Her mother feeding the canaries on the patio and singing love songs to them. Sweet memories.

			But then came her mother, dead at the foot of the stairs, with her eyes boring into Inés while the girl clutched her doll between her hands.

			In the dream, even though her mother had broken her neck, she managed to speak, her tongue wagging inside her mouth. And then her mother’s body was shriveled and decayed, the black tongue poking out through the mouth of a skull. It spoke her name.

			Inés woke up with a start. The morning sun was peeking through the curtains of her room. She opened the window, breathing in a mouthful of fresh air.

			I must get out of here.
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			She was a bold one. He had to give her that. Damn girl. He cut himself shaving, thinking of her, his fingers clumsy as he dreaded heading down for supper. All morning he’d hidden away in his room, alleging he had a headache when the maid brought him the tray with his breakfast.

			How could he have been so careless, so stupid? He should have burned the damn letters, but he’d saved them in case things didn’t work out and he needed to keep running the postal scams. His father would never have committed such a gaffe. His father had been clever. Ulises was an inept shadow of his old man.

			As the hours passed, he calmed down. If the girl had spoken to her aunt, he would already have been shoved out the door. Perhaps she was afraid.

			There was no sense in hiding from the firing squad, so he went downstairs at the appointed time and sat down at the table with the Zorrilla sisters and Nepomuceno. Perla and Inés arrived shortly after, and the maid began serving everyone.

			The conversation was ordinary. Talk of the weather, the food they were eating. The sisters fondly discussed their childhood while Nepomuceno tried to convince everyone that they might want to have a brandy, but no liquor was served.

			After supper, Inés offered to help take away the dishes and bent down next to him.

			“I told you to give it a try,” she whispered.

			He stared at the girl as she straightened up and walked around the table, taking the other plates to the kitchen. Bold indeed! She was challenging him, practically waving a red flag before a bull. Her smile, as she walked out of the dining room, was dazzling.

			If she thought she was going to intimidate him or force him to accept her as a partner in this scheme, she was wrong. He’d show her. One date with Perla and she’d be head over heels, and then no amount of poison this girl might try to pour into her ear would have an effect. Besides, she was probably one of those people who pretend to have guts rather than someone with true audacity. If he dragged her in front of Perla, the girl would crumble.

			Anyway, he might as well give it a try, as she said. Put his plans in motion.

			“Miss Inclán, I’m wondering if we might go for a ride?” he asked. “We could look at the mountainside. Nepomuceno was talking about a waterfall nearby that I have a thought to photograph.”

			He hadn’t had a chance to be alone with her. They’d walked around the town square the day before, and they’d had meals together, but except for that one brief conversation when she’d welcomed him to the house, there had always been others around them.

			“I suppose we could, although it will probably rain later,” Perla said, as she reached for a cigarette. “It would be best if we stayed home.”

			He quickly lit it for her, fingers nimble upon his lighter. “But the sky looks lovely outside.”

			“The rains shall come.”

			“Nevertheless, I’d love to drive up to the mountains. I promise I’ll be careful with your car.”

			Perla seemed to consider his proposition as she gazed at him and blew a plume of smoke. “Fito will take us there. You don’t know the area, Mr. Linares. The mountains can be treacherous.”

			“Are you going to the Devil?” the girl asked loudly. Like a treacherous imp, she seemed to emerge from the blackest of shadows and smiled as she snatched his dirty glass.

			“What?” he replied.

			“The Devil’s Chair. You get a view of the trees and the mountains from there. Although if you want to photograph the waterfall, you must go higher.”

			“Interjecting yourself into conversations when you haven’t been invited to contribute is impolite,” Perla chided her.

			“I’m sorry, Aunt Perla. Will you be having coffee?” the girl asked, lowering her eyes with a demureness that was patently false.

			She brought his coffee and it was so hot it scalded Ulises’s tongue, and he fumed in mute fury. Shortly after that, Perla and Ulises were in the car, with Fito serving as their chauffeur, which meant they were not alone, which further irritated him. The driver whistled a tune as he turned the wheel. Ulises found the noise annoying, but Perla did not seem bothered by it and he clapped his mouth shut, not wanting to be rude.

			As the car moved toward the outskirts of town, he began to see orange trees, then banana trees and coffee trees, which thrived on the rugged mountain range. Mandarin and lime trees were also sprinkled here and there.

			Then the surroundings changed, and they abandoned the farmable lands, heading into the humid pin oak and hickory forests. The trunks of trees were encrusted with orchids and bromeliads, and the soil was blanketed with ferns. The lower slopes had long been turned into farmland, the old-growth forests chopped down, but in the highlands the ancient trees enshrouded the mountains.

			He quickly realized why Perla had asked Fito to drive them. The road that led up the mountain was a collection of sinuous turns and potholes.

			“This is Paso de Valientes,” Perla said.

			The ravine below gave him vertigo. “It’s a wonder people use this road with any regularity.”

			“During the Revolution soldiers used this path. And before that, Santa Anna’s forces marched through here,” Perla explained. “Perhaps one day someone might come to grow coffee, perhaps not.”

			At last, Fito stopped the car and pointed at a waterfall that thundered down a rocky cliff. Ulises stepped out of the car, pulled out his camera—he hadn’t had the heart to sell this one, and anyway, it wasn’t expensive—and took a few pictures. Perla and Ulises looked at the waterfall with its perpetual veil of mist while Fito stayed in the car.

			Against this backdrop of natural beauty, he planned to make his advance. It was a pity that Fito was close by, but Ulises was ready to recite a few lines of poetry for the sake of Perla, with or without the driver in earshot. Yet before he could utter a single word, the rain began to fall.

			“We must go,” Perla said.

			“It’s a drizzle,” he protested.

			Perla rushed back to the car. He followed her. The rain fell lightly over their heads until they reached the area with the fruit trees. At that point, it poured down from the sky with abandon. Water sluiced down the mountain. Cactus fields were turned into mud pits. Fito whistled more songs as he drove. When Ulises looked at the driver in the rearview mirror, he thought there was a mocking tinge to his face. Perla seemed remote, looking at the droplets that slid down the car’s windows.

			At last, they were back in the town and the guesthouse came into view. The distance from the vehicle to the front of the house was but a few paces, and yet by the time he opened the car door for Perla, offered her his arm, crossed the patio, and walked inside, his clothes were drenched.

			“You should change,” Perla said. “You’ll catch a chill.”

			She was right. Despite the temperate climate, the rain felt like ice on his back. He hurried up the stairs and peeled off his clothes, changing into a dry shirt and trousers. Then he combed his hair and went downstairs again. He heard music coming from the sitting room and headed there.

			Perla had also changed and was at the piano. He stood next to her, and she continued her playing. Chopin. At last, her hands stilled, and she looked at him.

			“Brava,” he said.

			“Thank you,” she said primly.

			“You must have had a good music teacher.”

			“I did. My father thought it was important that we learn music, he said ladies of quality played the piano. Not that it matters nowadays. People are more likely to want to listen to the radio.”

			“Yet you remain a lady of quality.”

			She didn’t smile with her mouth, but he could tell she was pleased by his words. “Of course.”

			“Although, to be perfectly frank, I’m not certain I know how to behave myself around a lady of quality,” he said, with an open and friendly look that edged on the guileless. “They’re difficult to find these days.”

			“This is true. But then, young women are not properly educated. When we were growing up, we had a governess who spoke perfect French. Our mother inculcated in us correct manners. The Manual de Carreño was second only to the Bible. We were taught respect for our elders, love for our country, and the decorum necessary to inhabit polite society.”

			“You were taught well, I’m sure.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“I had the impression, from the moment I arrived, that you belonged to one of the best families in town.”

			“There was hardly a better one, when I was a girl. My sister and I, we were treated like princesses, and my brother was a prince.”

			I’m sure you were a spoiled, stuck-up brat, he thought, but he spoke softly. “They died, you said. Long ago?”

			“Yes. Inés has been my charge for many years now. I do what I can for her, but she’s not as rigorously educated as we were. The war did much damage, not only to the finances of the best families of Puerco Ahogado, but to the moral fiber of this nation. Inés thinks more about sewing pretty dresses than her prayers. And yet she is my niece and my ward.”

			“My father told me the same thing—may he rest in peace.” Ulises made the sign of the cross. “He said that the Revolution coarsened the nation.”

			“It’s true, sadly. When I was young the world was made of a different kind of material.”

			“You’re still young.”

			“No. Not for ages now.”

			She sounded as serious as a Mother Superior and twice as dull as she spoke with her thin, bloodless lips, her fine hair pulled back from her face. Nevertheless, he smiled and caught her hand, pressing a kiss against the back of it as gently as Romeo with his Juliet.

			“Dear lady, you must forgive me for my impertinence and permit me this caress,” he said, and he looked into her eyes.

			He thought she’d melt at that. Instead, her face seemed to harden. No maidenly blush colored her cheeks. She stood up, looking aggrieved, and withdrew from the room. He was left in utter shock.

			Inés’s words rang in his head, mockingly. I told you to give it a try.

			

			—

			He hardly slept that night, replaying the events of the previous day; he was going to develop dark circles under his eyes from living in this house. The fiasco of a trip in the car with the whistling driver, the bland conversation in the sitting room, and Perla’s dignified refusal. How could he have bungled it? He’d hardly done anything! Maybe that was the problem. He wasn’t doing enough.

			What could he do, though? Normally he would have taken his time reeling the woman in, learning more about her predilections and her dreams. But money had been darn tight, and after the debacle with the widow he was desperate. He’d exchanged a handful of letters with Perla. What seemed to have clinched his invitation to the guesthouse had been his photograph.

			He was handsome, but the lack of information on his target was causing serious issues. A pretty face was not enough for an important job. Once again, he scoured Perla’s letters, trying to discern more about her. But they were bland and devoid of details. He rubbed his temples, hardly ate a morsel of the eggs that constituted his breakfast. The coffee was bitter, while the toast was burned at the edges.

			Maybe he should read the broadsheet to distract himself. But the newspaper wasn’t in his room, even though Inés had promised it would be brought to him each morning with his breakfast.

			Annoyed, he descended the staircase and went in search of the newspaper, in search of the girl.

			He found her in the dining room, dancing with the houseboy, of all things. Estrella, the cook, and Rita, the maid, looked on with amused smiles at the couple. Fito was a poor dancer, shuffling his feet with effort, but she moved with ease.

			“You’ll never be able to ask Paloma to dance with you at the festival if you keep on like this,” Inés chided him.

			“I’m doing my best,” the boy replied helplessly.

			The women laughed, Inés the loudest of all. Her curly hair fell wild around her shoulders, her eyes were bright as she whirled the boy around, and her laughter was almost mutinous; it had a tempestuousness that made his lips curl up into half a smile.

			Fito and Inés were reflected in the glass of the tall, carved china cabinets with their dusty porcelain cups and bric-a-brac. They were utterly out of place in that large, ostentatious dining room where the wallpaper had begun to peel and the floor was badly scratched. Their vitality clashed with the sedated, tired air of the house.

			He wondered who’d taught her to dance. She might have learned on her own, twirling through the halls of the house, enacting a ballet for an invisible audience.

			The cook and the maid caught sight of Ulises, standing in the doorway, and lowered their heads, greeting him respectfully. Fito and Inés ceased their dancing, and the boy also bowed his head, but she looked at him with her large, inquisitive eyes. Then she too lowered her gaze, slowly, a trace of mockery at her lips.

			“Good day, Mr. Linares,” the girl said. “Did you have a good night’s sleep?”

			It was obvious he had not. The breakfast had not been up to his standards either. He wondered if Inés had arranged for the poor coffee and the burned toast.

			“It was fine. I was hoping to read the paper.”

			“Of course, Mr. Linares. I’ll hand it to you immediately.”

			He followed her out of the dining room and up the stairs. Her fingers glided upon the banister and her feet were light.

			“You’re friendly with the help,” he told her. “That’s unusual in a lady.”

			She shrugged, the gesture somewhat haughty, as if his opinion did not matter to her. “Fito wants to ask a girl to dance and does not know how.”

			“How kind of you to show him the steps. I thought your aunt might not like it.”

			“My aunt doesn’t know about it. If you tell, she’ll punish me. But then I might not be able to fetch your paper, since I’ll be confined to my room, probably under lock and key.”

			“I wouldn’t want that.”

			They reached her room, and she walked in with sure steps. She grabbed the newspaper, which lay upon her bed, and handed it to him. “Will that be all, sir?” she asked with that pitch-perfect insolence disguised as politeness.

			She was annoying, yet clever and potentially useful. He’d told her he worked alone, but that was a lie. He’d worked with his father. Left to his own devices, Ulises floundered.

			But his father had been family, the one person he trusted. He did not know this girl, who seemed to have a wicked streak. He might be able to use her, though. There was a nice amount of money to be had, if he could get his hands on it. Did Inés even realize how much they stood to gain? He could probably shortchange her without too much trouble.

			“You haven’t spoken to your aunt about me.”

			“Why would I?”

			“I thought you might raise the alarm, given that I didn’t see fit to make you a partner in this enterprise.”

			“I’m waiting to see how you do. Not too competently, by the looks of it,” she said. Her audacity was galling.

			“You’d really steal from your aunt for the fun of it?” he asked.

			She looked affronted. “Not for fun. You have no idea what it’s like growing up in a town like this. They brick you up inside the walls of your home.”

			“You could run away.”

			“With what money?” She picked up a long yellow ribbon from a shelf and began tying her hair back with it, trying to rein in her luxurious mane.

			“There must be a piece of jewelry or a trinket you could steal.”

			“After I pawn it, how much will I have? It’ll last me for what, a few days? Soon I’d be selling myself rather than my grandmother’s pearls.”

			He had to admit he was impressed with her calm assessment of the situation. He knew towns like this one. Insignificant, suffocating towns with roads that didn’t lead anywhere. But most girls in those towns prayed for a man to take them away from there; they pinned their hopes on love and marriage. This girl was no fool.

			Once again, he calculated the benefits of enlisting an assistant. She didn’t have a loose tongue, or she’d have already talked to her aunt. How courageous was the annoying mite? Would she go back on her word and betray him later? He’d have to be quick and run away before she grew a conscience.

			“I’ve thought about what you said, and I believe, considering the risk and work that this entails, it would be best if I retained two-thirds of any money we might be able to obtain,” he told her. “I’m sure you’ll find that is a generous offer.”

			“Generous? Don’t make me laugh.”

			“One-third is a good offer for someone who has never participated in a similar venture.”

			“Half. The risk is mine. If we’re found out, you can scam another woman, but I’ll be kicked out of the house,” she replied with a maddening assuredness.

			“Still, it’s I who will do much of the work.”

			“You talk as if you need to sow a tobacco field from dusk until dawn, when all you need to do is make love to a woman. That’s no art.”

			“Perhaps all you’ve enjoyed are the fumbling hands of teenagers and houseboys who can’t dance, but it’s an art when it’s done correctly.”

			She blushed at that, but he thought it was more out of anger than injured modesty. “I don’t sleep with Fito.”

			“Who’s your sweetheart?”

			“No one,” she said, and she did so simply. It was a fact, like the color of her eyes or the loose dark curls tumbling down her back.

			“That’s a pity. You’re pretty enough.”

			The words were spoken honestly, but she shook her head. “You don’t need to compliment me to get what you want, and even if you did, I wouldn’t budge. Half and half, sir,” she said, and stretched out her hand.

			He vacillated, doubting the alliance. He knew nothing about the girl, but then he seemed to know even less about her aunt, and that was a problem. He simply hadn’t had enough time to learn her secrets, and now he was here and must proceed.

			They shook hands.
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			Cándido arrived after the rain had ceased. He came with a bouquet under his arm and a wan smile. Perla was in no mood to talk to anyone. Ulises’s well-mannered kiss on the hand had reminded her of other times, of another man. The memory of Norberto Bustillo wounded her pride.

			Perhaps she should have been more polite to Ulises; she might have received his sign of affection with tenderness. But even if he had not reminded her of that long-lost beau, the fact was that she did not want sweet words and clumsily recited lines of poems. Neither did she seek the awkward, secretive affairs of her past. She was unsure what she wanted. The yearning in her heart was a putrefied wound.

			In a way, she supposed she wished to erase the years she’d spent trapped in the prison that her father had fabricated, to return to the beginning and carve a different path. To pretend he had not existed, that her sister had not existed either. To have been born in another family, with other surnames, even if the thought was sacrilegious and wounded her pride in a wholly different way.

			She was Perla Hildegarda Inclán Arnao; no matter if her family had fallen on challenging times, the people of Puerco Ahogado remembered their former glory.

			She received Cándido’s flowers with tired fingers. She detested roses and was partial to the purity of lilies. Cándido never could remember her favorite flower. Besides, he’d appeared without an invitation, and made himself at home too quickly, sitting upon her favorite easy chair with his legs extended and a relaxed air that further increased her irritation, for it hinted at an intimacy they did not share.

			“You’re awfully quiet this evening,” he said, with his hat on his lap. She had not bothered to put it away for him or called the maid to assist with this task. He was there without an invitation, and she did not wish to show him anything but the most minimal cordiality.

			“I don’t know what you’d wish to talk about,” she replied. “It’s you who are paying me a visit, and I imagine you have something on your mind. Unless you simply wanted to stroll down the street and stretch your legs.”

			“I wanted to have a serious talk with you. You and I have avoided the question of marriage, but it’s about time we settled it. We could announce our engagement in a month and be wed before the year is out.”

			“I haven’t avoided anything,” she said crisply. “We’ve discussed my preferences and my thoughts on marriage, and I’ve been clear on the matter.”

			“That’s not true. You’ve never let me put the question to you. Well, I’m doing it now. I know you don’t wish to live with Lulú, but then again, my house is much grander than this one, and it makes sense that we’d live there. Of course, you may care for it as you see fit, and order Lulú around if you wish. As for money, we both know there will be plenty of it if we combine our bank accounts, and you may purchase for yourself the fripperies you haven’t been able to enjoy. I have most of my teeth and my hair and my health, which is enough once you’re over forty and far from a youngster.”

			The marriage proposal, plain and practical, disgusted Perla not only because of what was being said, but because of Cándido’s self-assured, smug face.

			Cándido and Perla had known each other for many years. He’d worked for her father before he worked for her, handling legal and money matters. Time had ensured a familiarity between them, and a frankness greater than what she shared with most of the people of Puerco Ahogado. Listening to him speak, she realized he thought he understood her thoroughly, which disturbed her.

			She stood resolute in front of him and extended her hand. “I thank you for your candor, and I’ll consider your words,” she said. Then she turned her head away with quick and firm disdain.

			Baffled, Cándido clutched his hat between his hands. More than once, he must have laughed, doing the math in his head and figuring the cash he could obtain by marrying her. More than once, he must have also considered her age, the wrinkles at the sides of her eyes, and figured a woman such as Perla could not afford to be choosy. Not at this point in her life.

			At last, Cándido mumbled a soft goodbye and stepped out of the room. Perla stared at a still life showing oranges and grapes against a dark background.

			How stupid could Cándido be! To think she’d be moved by that speech, to consider that an adequate marriage proposal. What woman would react with any joy to his words?

			And Ulises. Ulises had also erred. He was handsome, but his idea of love seemed to be one of bland phrases and courtly gestures. Perla wanted to burn bright, to feel beyond the limits of anything that she had experienced. To erase in one violent stroke the memory of the one man she’d ever loved and whom her sister had taken from her: Norberto Bustillo.

			She also desired admiration, adulation, not only from her lover but from the entire town. That they be amazed at her choice of a man, awed, even envious.

			She trembled; an awful, bone-crunching loneliness swept over her. She had a terrible urge to weep and run upstairs to sip one of the bottles of tequila she hid in the armoire.

			Perla clutched the flowers and hurried out of the room. “I need a vase!” she yelled, but no one came.

			Perla stomped into the kitchen. By the stove, Estrella tended a large pot. In a corner, Inés was giggling and playing with the dog, offering it a piece of meat, trying to make it do a trick. Fito sat in a chair, legs outstretched, observing the spectacle.

			As soon as she entered the kitchen Fito stood up and bowed his head. Inés took her time rising. She gave the dog the meat and wiped her hands with a rag.

			“You needed something, aunt?” she asked.

			“Yes. I shouldn’t have to holler and run around the house looking for you. Fetch me a vase and water for these flowers,” Perla said.

			“Cándido brought them?”

			“Who else?”

			Inés found a vase and filled it with water. Fito had crept to the other side of the kitchen and began quietly scrubbing a pot. What a lazy lad! He was not worth the money she spent on him, although, truth be told, his wages were a pittance. Then again, back when Perla had been a child, any person in town would have been happy to work for the Incláns, low wages or not. It was a reputable family, any association with them was desirable.

			Inés was insolent too. It was not that she did not complete whatever chores she was assigned, it was the quietly rebellious way she behaved. Sometimes she slammed doors or rattled cutlery in an expression of displeasure, and her sullen face could curdle milk. But when Perla might have rid herself of her niece, when she might have sent her off with Salvador, she had not, although she had humbled the girl, as was her right.

			In the end, Inés belonged to her as much as the old paintings in the house and the moth-eaten rugs.

			“Bring the vase to the sitting room,” Perla said.

			Inés carried the flowers into the sitting room, carefully arranged them, before turning to her. “Is that all you need, aunt?”

			“I think I’ll do my embroidering. Fetch a book and read to me,” she said, feeling calmer, the idea of the bottle of tequila now fading from her mind.

			“I was hoping to take a nap. I haven’t been sleeping well. Bad dreams again.”

			“Dr. Carrel has told you a million times that if you go to bed late you’ll have an uneasy sleep, and you’re always sketching and reading and doing God knows what late into the night,” Perla reproached her.

			“No, it’s not that.”

			“Pull a chair and fetch a book,” Perla said as she sat on the sofa.

			“Aunt Perla, I really am tired.”

			In the old days, when her family had employed a governess, the woman had read to Perla and her siblings. They’d had happy evenings when they were young, with a full, experienced staff instead of shiftless boys like Fito or disrespectful girls like Inés. Back then, when she was a young woman, Perla would have never dared to respond the way Inés responded to her elders. It was a sad epoch they lived in, sad and hard.

			“You will read to me,” Perla said.

			She remembered how the previous summer Inés had asked if they might buy a radio for the sitting room, new curtains, and another rug. What a silly child, wishing to waste Perla’s money on frivolities, but most irritating, wishing to change the house. That house that was Perla’s pride and joy, with its stateliness and its illustrious history.

			Inés would love it if they had a radio. Then she might turn it on and leave Perla alone, listening to the music. No need for company with such a machine. That was what Inés wanted, wasn’t it? To leave her. To abandon their traditions; to abandon Perla. She sensed this. Inés was like that annoying dog that was constantly trying to steal food from the table. Always sniffing and wishing to run around barking.

			“Did you hear me?” Perla asked.

			Inés finally lowered her eyes and nodded. With feigned docility she went about her task, though Perla could glimpse the claws, quietly sheathed away. Her niece had no true understanding of obedience. She had inherited her mother’s willfulness, although ironically she looked nothing like Encarnación, except for her eyes and her black hair.

			She hated her for it. If Inés had at least had the appearance of an Inclán, Perla might have learned to love the child. But she had been stripped of any of the finer qualities of their family; neither the physical attributes that were to be admired nor the spiritual qualities that ought to be embodied were present in her. Only that terrible willfulness, and the darker impulses that lay buried deep inside their flesh.

			Yet she was still her niece. Hers to command and to keep, the same way a wild animal, a jaguar or a wolf, might be kept in a menagerie.

			

			—

			A few hours after the sisters’ arrival in the port of Veracruz, they are circling the Plaza de las Armas in the company of their maiden aunt Crésida. This is the way young people court each other: at a distance, with the eligible young men surveying the ladies as they stroll around the plaza, dainty parasols or fans in hand. People who have not been introduced cannot speak to each other, and people from the lower classes—easily identified by their clothing or their looks, for dark skin is low and pale indicates a more elevated status—would never dare to even glance too long at the ladies of great lineages.

			The Revolution has altered the port. Hoisting cranes that used to be busy all day are rusting, and skeletons of ships float in the harbor. Business is not what it used to be, yet still the old customs linger, and the plaza is there for the crowds to enjoy, from the skinny beggars stretching out their hands to the gentlemen of note.

			Perla feels triumphant in her pale pink gown, with a delightful hat balanced upon her head. Encarnación looks pretty too, wearing a green dress that contrasts with her curly black hair, for—though the Incláns might deny it, as all fine families deny it—there is a trace of a long-lost African ancestor in their blood, some bold or clever individual who must have escaped the shackles a century before. There are, too, the telltale eyes inherited from their Totonac grandmother. The best families speak of bettering the race, of whitening their features, but even Don Porfirio Díaz, who loved all things French, was of Mixtec descent. Veracruz is where all things mix, the black and the brown and the white, like the coffee with milk served late at night in every town square of the state.

			

			—

			It’s the evening, when the streetlights bloom into life and the sticky, humid heat of the day gives way to the welcome respite of the night and all the young men and women are out to play at the game of love. Perla must do it respectably, of course, hence the presence of the maiden aunt. Perla and Encarnación are ladies, not indecent servants who have Sunday off and hurry to the plaza to receive the admiring whistles of bakery employees and bricklayers.

			Perla walks with the proud carriage of a princess. If things had been different, if the Revolution and bad luck had not wounded her father like they did, she might have debuted at a ball held at the Lonja Mercantil.

			Two well-dressed young men who are walking in their direction slow their steps and tip their hats at Crésida, and their aunt in turn acknowledges them with a nod and a murmur.

			“The one in blue is Norberto,” she says.

			Perla stares at the young man her aunt has pointed out. His appearance pleases her. He is broad of shoulder, with chiseled features and a distinguished air. The man next to him, in a shabby coat, is ordinary, and one could forget his face within seconds.

			“Mr. Norberto Bustillo and Mr. Rómulo Mateos, may I present my nieces, Perla and Encarnación Inclán Arnao? They have arrived on the morning train for a short visit.”

			“Not too short, I hope, or we’ll be cruelly deprived of the pleasure of your company,” Norberto says, and he takes Perla’s hand and kisses it, though it is more a breath than a kiss, a sigh. Then he looks straight into her eyes.

			Her aunt tenders a dinner invitation to the young men, but Perla hardly listens to whatever words are spoken. That brief touch, that look, has overwhelmed her senses.

			

			—

			The meal that is to be served is the subject of exquisite planning. If too much is made of this first meeting, if it is too formal and the setting is too stuffy—with deer meat and a side of chestnuts and Burgundy wine—it may not lead to the light banter and witty conversation necessary to keep the would-be suitor amused. But if it is too informal, if one serves simply tlacoyos de acuyo, the guests will think the family is coarse and can’t do any better.

			Thus, her aunt supervises the preparation of a roasted suckling piglet stuffed with aromatic leaves, generously drenched in a red wine sauce. There are side dishes aplenty—galantines and a delicious salad with prawns—as well as a variety of glistening desserts.

			An eternity is dedicated to Perla’s clothing and the combing of her hair. It feels good to be wearing something other than the dark and dull colors of the past year, and she relishes the sight of ethereal white tulle and lace.

			I look like a bride, she thinks, and smiles at the mirror.

			The guests arrive and new challenges emerge. Perla must be demure and charming. She must not speak too long, or about tiresome things. She must not be bold; she must not seem overly eager. Silence and reservation are a maiden’s natural garments. When she is married, she might play the role of the witty hostess, receiving company and managing a household, but for now she maintains the limits assigned to a young lady.

			She succeeds admirably in smiling pleasantly, nodding with interest, asking a few polite questions about their two guests. Her sister, who need not worry about courtship rituals, is far more relaxed and chirps like a happy bird. At one point, Encarnación laughs too loudly at a jest Rómulo makes, and Perla feels herself blushing, embarrassed by such an open display of hilarity. The evening is nevertheless a triumph, and when the gentlemen bid the ladies goodbye, Norberto once again looks at her with his expressive, beautiful eyes and kisses her hand.

			Later, she reproaches Encarnación, once they’re safely in the room they share and readying themselves for the night.

			“Did you have to raise your voice so much?” Perla asks while she plaits her hair. “And joke with that silly man? Norberto will think you are crude.”

			“You think Rómulo is silly?”

			“He is too jolly. Our aunt told me he spends half the year in Veracruz to avoid his wife. I do not approve of men like that, who go gallivanting and leave their spouses behind. What is worse, he has been married for three years. It is much too soon to be running around to other cities. And then there is the fact that he is a nobody.”

			“He is Norberto’s friend.”

			“Yes, but he has no money. He depends on his father-in-law for all his expenses, and he has no proper occupation.”

			“Does Norberto have a proper occupation?”

			“Norberto will inherit his father’s company.”

			“Then don’t all of his expenses depend on someone else too?” Encarnación replies, peevish.

			Perla turns away from the mirror and her fingers still. “Do not be contrarian. You know exactly what I mean. I want Norberto to like me. Please behave,” she says.

			The anxious pitch of her voice has an effect on Encarnación, who quickly rises from the bed where she’s been sitting and wraps her arms around Perla. “I will. Don’t worry, I will.”

			

			—

			Norberto and Rómulo visit them twice for an informal evening of warm chocolate and sweet breads. In the port, everyone drinks coffee in the evenings—the question “Did you drink yet?” always implies coffee—but their family believes chocolate is more dignified. Though there are those stubborn, unsophisticated folk who would rather dole out atole. And, of course, the riffraff exalts pulque as a beverage fit for breakfast and supper. Thus, twice Perla sits with her gaze fixed on her hands, smiling demurely, as her aunt distributes the pastries and the gentlemen praise the skills of the cook. Afterward, they venture for a walk around the plaza.

			

			—

			The next time the gentlemen come to the house it is as part of a larger gathering of friends. The evening is designed to showcase Perla’s talents at the piano. She does wonderfully with her first and second pieces, and the applause is enthusiastic. When she plays the third melody, her sister joins her in song.

			Encarnación sings with a sweet, lively voice and her vivacious face seems to shine brighter than the chandelier above their heads. When the applause comes, it is thunderous. Perla wonders if the audience is applauding for the both of them, or for Encarnación alone.

			The days succeed one another after that, with more visits from Norberto, who usually arrives in the company of Rómulo or another one of his friends. While they sip their chocolate, Perla smiles demurely, each gesture calculated. Encarnación has no airs and no arts; each of her gestures is open and vigorous. Although Encarnación does her best not to laugh too loudly, not to dominate a conversation, more than once Perla must chide her sister after the gentlemen have departed.

			But then, Encarnación will not be married, will not have to take up the mantle of wife and hostess of a grand house. She will tend to their parents, and one day, when they are gone, she will become a maiden aunt, much like Crésida, who will watch over the younger members of the family. Perla supposes that considering this, it is acceptable to let Encarnación chortle and play at youth a little longer. Responsibility will soon rest upon her shoulders, just like duties of a different sort will be assigned to Perla.

			

			—

			At night, in bed, Perla goes over the events of the day. If Norberto has visited them, she recalls his words, reconstructs his smiles in the dark. If she has not seen him that day, she imagines where he will have gone in the evening, tries to trace his route in her mind.

			Perla had not thought much of love before meeting Norberto. Her parents’ marriage is cordial, but it was an arranged match, not a union born of passion. Marriage to Norberto, however, would be a true delight. Not only a merger of fortunes, but the perfect symmetry of two lovely young people who fancy each other.

			There are many inconsequential details that betray his affection: the way she has caught him staring at her across the table, the flattering words he has bestowed upon her when they meet, his soft kiss upon her hand. The previous week he came to their aunt’s house with a volume of poems under his arm and recited the most beautiful sonnets with the excuse, of course, of lending them his book of Amado Nervo.

			He has yet to pass his arm around her waist or steal a kiss from her lips, which is to be expected, since this is a man from a good family and not a brute from the streets who might ply a silly servant with a few compliments and invite her on her day off to go to the fair.

			Yet her heart beats, intensely painful, at the thought of Norberto and of a kiss on the lips. She will blush at such audacity, of course, as a lady must, then, shy as a dove, look into his beautiful eyes.

			A long, tender kiss that grows bolder. A kiss like a flash of lightning streaking across the sky, a kiss that sears the ground. Perhaps he might ask for more: a caress, an embrace, a complete surrender.

			Imagining the scene, Perla shivers in bed, drawing the sheets close around her body, and whispers his name.

			

			—

			Norberto organizes a dance at his house and invites the Inclán sisters to attend. It is not the grand ball that Perla would have liked to be invited to, back when Carnaval was a time for fantastic costumes and merriment, but it is a festive occasion nevertheless.

			The highlight of the evening comes when Norberto asks her to dance, smiling at her with an air of gallantry that makes her heart soar and her pulse quicken. All the ladies in attendance look at her enviously as he twirls her around the floor. They dance two dances, until she is breathless with delight. When the music subsides he kindly says he will now ask Encarnación to dance. It is thoughtful of him not to forget her sister.

			But Encarnación has gone missing. Perla looks for her to no avail, until she reappears and plops herself down on a chair, cheeks flushed, fanning herself. It is a dreadfully warm night, after all.

			“Where have you been? Norberto wishes to dance with you.”

			“I would prefer to look at the dancers,” Encarnación says.

			If Perla could take her sister by the arms and pull her up from the chair, she would. But Norberto is at their side, and he gently offers to keep the girl company while she rests her feet. Perla is irritated by her sister’s refusal and frowns, but then her aunt approaches and pulls her aside, congratulating her in a whisper.

			“I wager he’ll propose by next week,” Crésida says.

			“You think so?” Perla replies, and her heart is bursting with so much joy she fears she will faint.

			“No doubt about it.”

			

			—

			There is no evil omen that warns Perla about what is to come, no black butterfly that flies into the room. One afternoon, like any other afternoon, Norberto shows up at the house and asks to speak to their aunt. He comes alone, stays for half an hour, and departs with a swift ease.

			Crésida summons the sisters to the living room the next day. Perla begins to think of wedding dresses, veils, and gifts.

			Marriage is a complicated matter. First, the bride’s family must be notified of the groom’s intentions. Then a date will be decided upon for the formal marriage proposal. The groom will venture to the bride’s house, ask for her hand in marriage, and the family will grant it. For the lower classes, a pedida de mano might be dispensed with, or it might be a simple affair. But for the Incláns the pedida de mano entails fine food and drink, an authentic feast.

			Then will come the arduous gathering of the trousseau. Shoes, dresses, and gloves. In this time, with the Revolution exhausting the countryside, it will be impossible to have the bulk of the chemises and nightgowns imported from France, and solutions and alternatives must be found to provide the bride with an adequate wardrobe.

			Preparations for the wedding will no doubt be demanding. The menu must be carefully determined—would huachinango a la veracruzana be acceptable or must another fish be prepared?—the church booked, the flowers bought. The wedding dress is of paramount importance and the veil is an almost sacrosanct item. The best seamstresses shall be hired, and quickly, for all this work will take many months to finish.

			Perla will be exhausted when it is all over. But it will be worth it. Marriage exalts a woman. Even the lowliest of factory girls gains in status and is perceived as wiser, more confident, more powerful. Perla will have the freedom to run her household, to dress herself in pleasing garments and tasteful jewelry, and to lead a charity of good standing. Younger women will come to her for counsel, and men will listen to her opinions.

			Her role so far has involved a great deal of silence. Not that she has been utterly mute in the presence of Norberto, but a young, unmarried lady must say little, must not sink into the pits of coquetry, and yet remain beautifully enticing, like a freshly cut flower.

			As their aunt looks at the Inclán sisters, Perla can practically hear the wedding march in her head.

			“Norberto sent a telegram to your father and then came to speak to me. He has decided to ask for Encarnación’s hand in marriage.”

			The wedding march concludes abruptly. Perla stares at her aunt in confusion. “Aunt Crésida, you are mistaken,” she says, and almost laughs at her aunt’s slip of the tongue. “Norberto will marry me.”

			Crésida shakes her head. “There is no mistake. Your father has agreed to the match. You girls must head back to Puerco Ahogado on the Friday train, to begin the preparations for the pedida de mano.”

			“But she can’t! She’s the younger girl! It’s not allowed!”

			In her tumult she’s forgotten her manners and her voice is so loud that it startles her aunt. It is as if a cannon has been fired. For a minute Crésida does not know what to say, and tugs at her shawl.

			“Your father has telegrammed and made his wishes clear.”

			“But Norberto wishes to marry me. He is ever so attentive to me.”

			Crésida looks at her niece with a grievous pity and speaks softly. “My dear girl, who can understand the hearts of men?”

			Perla stands up and rushes out of the room with tears in her eyes. Encarnación comes running after her, muttering words that Perla does not understand. Perla throws herself on her bed and weeps. Gently, her sister places a hand on her shoulder.

			“Perla, please don’t cry. I’m sorry. I know you liked him.”

			“You idiot! I love him and now he’ll marry you!”

			“Of course not. I don’t care for him at all.”

			“You are a liar. You have probably been batting your eyelashes at him behind my back.”

			“Nonsense! I am in love with Rómulo.”

			The words stun Perla so utterly that she ceases her weeping and stares at her sister open-mouthed while Encarnación nervously fidgets with her dress.

			“Do you mean to say he has romanced you all this time?”

			“Not all this time. It’s only that as we’ve known each other better it has become obvious we have much in common, and when it comes to feelings, there are certain affections that are impossible to resist.”

			“The man is married.”

			“I know. But it was no love match. You have heard our aunt say so herself, how Rómulo was forced to marry a girl he did not care for, and he tries to be away from her as much as he can. Now Father expects me to do the same, to marry someone I do not love, but I won’t. Perla, I could never love Norberto; you would hate me if I married him. I simply will not.”

			“You will. If Father says you must, then it will be done.”

			“Never!”

			Perla sees her sister as she has never seen her before. She has always considered Encarnación a playful creature, like a puppy or a kitten. She is half a child, really. Now her sister seems to be radically altered. In front of her stands a stubborn, high-spirited young woman. Her eyes are strange and hard.

			“Father will insist on it.”

			“He may insist, but I will not participate in a farce.”

			“He’ll beat you bloody.”

			“Then he will. But I will not marry Norberto Bustillo.”

			Her sister’s firm, recalcitrant words are as painful as a spike to the head. The agony of losing Norberto mingles with the utter horror of witnessing such disrespect. They are, after all, Incláns, and an Inclán should not behave this way.

			“You will shame us if you disobey our father. Half the city must already know Norberto intends to marry you,” Perla says, and the idea of gossip angers her; her tears are dried by blazing rage. “We will go to Puerco Ahogado on Friday. We will go there and you may repeat these inanities to our parents, for I have no desire to hear a single other word.”

			

			—

			During the next two days silence reigns in the house. Perla does not cry again, there is no point. She prepares for the trip back home, moving like an automaton and remaining quiet. Encarnación’s eyes are red from weeping, but she does not speak either. Each sister remains apart, where once they would have shared all woes.

			Friday arrives and Encarnación is nowhere to be found. She must have slipped out early in the morning. Aunt Crésida and Perla are frantic, trying to determine the whereabouts of the girl. Then a boy knocks at their door with a couple of letters between his hands. One is addressed to their aunt, the other to Perla.

			The letters are brief and contain the same message: Encarnación has run away with Rómulo. Do not look for her. Forgive her.

			After the initial stunning revelation Aunt Crésida telegrams their father, then she heads out of the house and asks Perla to remain there, should Encarnación return. Perla does not think her sister will come back, but she nods all the same. The life has been drained from her body. She sits listless in the living room, watching a fly buzz around and land on the marble bust of Socrates.

			The shame, she thinks. The utter shame of this.

			Her aunt returns a few hours later. Her brow is sweaty, her lips tremble. She has gone around the city, discreetly trying to see if she might locate Encarnación. But the girl has fled Veracruz. Not on the train, she was not at the station, but by other means.

			The next day, Perla’s father comes storming through the door, like a hound baying for blood. He yells at Crésida, then focuses his ire on Perla.

			“How could this have happened! You should have been keeping watch over your sister!”

			“We were together at all times,” Perla protests.

			“Clearly not. Now we are ruined!”

			She has been steeling herself for the mockery of a greeting that she will receive in Puerco Ahogado, trying to calm herself, but she cannot help but reply in anger to her father, she who has never dared to speak in anything but the humblest tone to her parents. “I am ruined. I will be the joke of the entire town!” she yells.

			Her father greets these words with a laugh. There is a bitterness that strains his voice, which threatens to break as if he were a teenage boy.

			“If that were the only consequence, I would consider myself satisfied,” he says. “We’ve lost everything. I’ve borrowed a great deal of money; my one chance of survival was to merge my company with Bustillo’s. No such thing will happen now. You think you will be the joke of the town? Imagine how Norberto feels. He has fled the city and is headed for Xalapa. The Bustillos will never forgive us this humiliation. We are thoroughly ruined.”

			Perla sits down and remains intensely still as her aunt breaks into tears and her father buries his head in his hands.
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			Inés headed to the grocer’s bright and early, before her aunt rolled out of bed or their lodgers were served their breakfast. Her shopping could have waited until later, but she wanted to step out of the house. To think.

			She’d been bold when she approached Ulises, but now she began to doubt herself, wondering if she could go through with their plan. She wanted the chance to breathe fresh air and contemplate her actions.

			She’d seldom dwelled on the concept of hell, but now she paused to think about sin and evil, though curiously she did not feel like she was bad. Was criminality this simple? Did you make up your mind about it and then go on with your life? She wondered if she might ask Ulises about this, then thought better of it. He might think her weak and not at all suited to the task if she questioned him.

			At the grocer’s entrance three old men were complaining about the price of goods. “It’s the damn war,” one of them said. “Everything is scarce. And what do we have to do with that? Nothing. It’s not our fight.”

			“The corn crops have been bad. We can’t blame no one but the wind and rain for that.”

			“It’s the speculators,” said the third man. “It’s shameful what they’re doing.”

			“Not our fight,” repeated the first man.

			When they noticed Inés, they nodded in recognition. One of them was Filomeno Gallegos, who grew lemons and oranges and who had lost an ear during the Revolution. He smiled at Inés and doffed his hat, pressing it against his chest. “Miss Inés, if I could have a quick word with you?” he asked, and pulled her aside while the other men kept lamenting the prices of goods.

			“Is something wrong, Filomeno?”

			“I borrowed money from your aunt a few months ago, and I don’t have the full amount yet even though it’s due. I was wondering if you’d talk to her for me. I’d hate to have Cándido knocking at my door.”

			The guesthouse was poorly frequented these days and Perla had become accustomed to moneylending. In a town like Puerco Ahogado, where there was no bank and many of the poorest denizens would have never dared to set foot in one even if there had been a branch, she did decent business. How much exactly, Inés did not know. Perla did not divulge her finances, and she did not like it when people spoke about her moneylending. Nevertheless, Inés knew that when it came to collecting, her aunt tended to delegate the task to Cándido, probably because it distanced her from the business.

			“I can try, but she’s stubborn about these matters,” Inés said.

			“Please do try. Thank you. Thank you very much.”

			She nodded. Mr. Hurtado was standing by the cash register doing a crossword while the stock boy chased flies away from the longaniza. As she greeted them, she figured she could have picked each of the items she intended to purchase while blindfolded, she knew the store that well.

			As she paid for the goods, she glanced at the painting behind Mr. Hurtado, which showed the Virgin with a child in her arms.

			Can I be this wicked? she wondered.

			She went down the street to the bakery. There was one other client there at this hour, Tiburcio Dorantes, who owned Café Carmesí, which touted itself as the finest eating establishment in Puerco Ahogado. It was a mediocre café, but the only one in town. Tiburcio Dorantes was a mistrustful man who was certain the waiters were stealing from the till and suspected the baker sold day-old bread and passed it off as freshly baked. Therefore, he carefully eyed the volovanes and would have attempted to inspect each layer of puff pastry if he’d been able to.

			She greeted Mr. Dorantes with a nod and grabbed a metal tray and a pair of tongs, quickly collecting the bolillos she needed. Marisol, who was flipping through the pages of a magazine with a bored look on her face, immediately perked up when she saw Inés.

			“My, you’ve been hiding away. I was thinking I was going to have to knock at your door to talk to you. I almost told the boss I needed twenty minutes to run an errand so I could go see you.”

			“Something important happened?”

			“Yes! Monumental. I saw Elena Heredia’s dress for the festival, and it shows cleavage from here down to here,” she said, tracing a line in the air and raising her eyebrows. “Father Anselmo is going to give another sermon on the importance of modesty after he sees that, just you watch.”

			Inés rolled her eyes. “The festival. That’s many weeks away, and it’s boring anyway.”

			“It’s not boring! It’s the biggest celebration of the year. Besides, remember the old saying: the boy you kiss during the festival will become your sweetheart.”

			Inés had kissed Salvador during the festival, but then he’d run off and left her behind. She fidgeted while Marisol tallied up the cost of the bread.

			“I bet your aunt will have a new dress. It makes sense, after all the months of mourning. I wish I could have one, but don’t you know it, my mother thinks it’s frivolous to get new clothes so soon after my birthday.”

			Inés wished she could have new dresses too, but her aunt begrudged her every bit of fabric that she bought for herself. She could sew for others, but even then Aunt Perla established limits. She said it was because too much work behind the sewing machine meant Inés might not fulfill her duties around the house, but Inés knew it was another way of controlling her, of limiting her income.

			She’s kept me a prisoner, and I can’t be faulted if I’m trying to tunnel my way out of that house, she thought.

			“Insolent fucker!” the baker yelled as he stormed toward the front of the store. He was fighting again with his assistant. As soon as he laid eyes on Marisol, she shoved the magazine under the counter and began to press the buttons of the cash register.

			Inés paid for the bread. When she walked past the grocer’s store, she saw that the three men had dispersed and Cándido was walking her way. He intercepted her even though she protested that she must hurry home.

			“This will take a minute. Now, tell me, what have you found out about that man?” he asked.

			Realizing he’d only badger and delay her, she spoke. “About Mr. Linares? Nothing much, sir. He’s polite at dinners, but we don’t have a chance to talk much. He mostly seems to listen to what everyone says at the table.”

			“He must have told you something about himself. When is the man leaving?”

			“That’s up to my aunt, and she hasn’t said anything about him departing.”

			“Surely before the festival, no? She’ll want to rent the room to visitors.”

			“She hasn’t said.”

			Cándido glared at her and took out a bill, dangling it before her. “I know you’re always listening behind closed doors, don’t start acting coy. Now, you find out something useful about that man.”

			“Or else what?”

			“Or else I’ll smack you until you learn proper manners. Don’t you talk to me with that tone. I’m your elder.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, stuffing the bill in her pocket and lowering her eyes. She promised herself she’d spit in his soup the next time he was dining at their house.

			When she walked into the kitchen with the purchases, Rita was about to haul Ulises’s tray up to his room. “I’ll take it,” Inés said. “He wants his newspaper with the food, and I have it.”

			Inés hurried up to his room. She slid inside and set the tray down. He was washing his face and frowned when he saw her.

			“It’s customary to knock,” he told her.

			“You try knocking when you’re carrying all this. Anyway, we need to talk about our plan. Cándido is extremely suspicious of you, and I know he’ll ruin everything with his meddling. He’s the biggest obstacle we face. He’s been my aunt’s suitor for ages now and he’s not going to cede any ground to the first contender who walks into the ring.”

			“It’s early to be talking business, don’t you think?”

			“What kind of thief are you? One with office hours?”

			He smirked, sprinkled his face with more water, and dried it with a towel. Then he stood up, walked to where she stood, and reached for the newspaper that lay rolled up next to the breakfast tray, scanning its front page.

			“No. But I do my best thinking after I’ve had a bite.”

			“I’m not going to wait until you do your best thinking. Take a sip of coffee and pay attention to me.”

			“I am paying attention, you silly girl. Now, what’s gotten in your head that has you so nervous?”

			“It’s not nerves,” she said, although yes, it was partly that, but she wasn’t about to admit it. And there was, too, that feeling that she couldn’t even voice, a desperation that was boiling over. “I simply think we must have a plan. My aunt is a difficult woman, as you have already discovered, and on top of that there’s Cándido lurking around. We need to get rid of him for you to have any chance at romancing her.”

			“Romancing and marrying her,” he replied as he raised his coffee cup to his lips and took a sip. “My father could manage that in less than a month, from courtship to wedding. Afterward, with the bride convinced of her husband’s good nature and noble intentions, with bank accounts shared and access to important documents, it’s easy enough to take off.”

			“And you? How long does it take you to go from romance to marriage?”

			“I wouldn’t know,” he said simply.

			“What do you mean?”

			He set the cup down. “It means I haven’t tried it yet. My father used to handle our business; I merely provided him with support. When he passed away, I concentrated on postal avenues—”

			She scoffed and sat down on his unmade bed. “Then you’re useless. I can’t believe it.”

			“I’m smart. My old man ran postal scams too, it’s a reliable business and much less dangerous than meeting someone in person. Cheaper too.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			“Same reason you’re in my room right now: I’m tired and need a real score. Now, do you have anything valuable to contribute? Because if you don’t, I’d love to read the paper and eat my breakfast in peace.”

			She stared at him, incensed by his no-nonsense tone. It made her feel like a child being talked down to by an adult. But she supposed he was correct, and there was no time to waste. Thoughts of hell were becoming dim concerns that she waved off with a shake of the head.

			“As I was saying, Cándido will be a problem.”

			“Very likely, but I don’t see how we could rid ourselves of him. He works for your aunt, doesn’t he?”

			“He’s her errand man.”

			“And he has much to gain if she marries him, so he’ll be watching me closely and plotting a way to sway her in his direction. He might even be ordering a diamond ring right this instant. So, what’s your plan?”

			“It’s not a full plan but a thought. Last year Lulú fell ill and Cándido went away with her for three weeks to a seaside village.”

			“It would be grand if we could get him out of town for three weeks, but I don’t see how we could magically make Lulú ill.”

			“That’s the thing, you see, she’s never ill. She’s a hypochondriac who worries about the smallest ache. If we talked her into thinking she was sick, she would demand that he take her away to see a specialist. Why…why, I bet we could even make her sick.”

			He frowned. “How?”

			“There are plants that can be used to cure diseases. But take the wrong one, it could make you ill. Raíz de Xalapa is used as a laxative. The trouble is, I don’t know how we’d administer that to her.”

			“Put it in her food next time she comes to visit.”

			“That’s just it. My aunt doesn’t like Lulú. She invites Cándido to the house, and Lulú comes with him because he won’t leave her behind. I think it would be best if she was alone. She’d be easier to influence.”

			“I like it. I like it very much,” he said.

			He gave her an easy smile and she smiled back.

			Down the hallway, a door opened and closed. She jumped off the bed. “I should go. We’ll talk later.”

			When Inés walked into the kitchen, Estrella was wiping her hands with a rag. “Do you feel like doing work in the garden today? It’s time to pull out weeds, or they’ll overrun us.”

			“Yes, of course,” Inés said.

			Their garden was a welcome respite. Aunt Perla sometimes intruded in Inés’s room, looking at her drawings and the cutouts on the walls, issuing an order or asking an inopportune question, but she seldom ventured into the garden. That was Estrella’s domain; Perla had never had an interest in the plants that grew there, in getting dirt under her fingernails.

			When Inés was little the garden had been a game, identifying the plants Estrella tended like playing hide-and-seek. She learned to differentiate seeds like she learned children’s rhymes.

			Aunt Perla said houses with good names didn’t have herb gardens. They ought to grow roses and ornamental flowers. A few times she had threatened to uproot everything that thrived in the beds of rich black earth, thinking onions and mint were for peasants. But she’d never actually done it. Inés suspected she was too afraid of Estrella’s rage. The cook was ancient, her hair all white, and the wrinkles in her face were like gouges, but she still had an imposing voice. Because she had served “in the old days,” as Perla liked to say, she was awarded a place of dignity the younger maid did not have. Although “younger” was a relative term: Rita was middle-aged and had been with the family for many years. Fito was the youngest staff member and had been with them for the shortest span of time.

			As Inés ripped out the weeds growing next to the epazote, she kept thinking about Lulú. Raíz de Xalapa might do the trick, even an infusion of toronjil could work. But how to get Lulú to the house without attracting any undue attention?

			Just then she recalled what her friend had said about a dress for the festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres. The Zorrilla sisters lived for the preparation of the celebration. Well, they lived for that and for attending High Mass. Every year women from around the city gathered in the living room of one of the prominent families and discussed the route the procession would follow—even if it was always the same—the hiring of musicians, and the mandatory fireworks display.

			Inés wiped her hands against her skirt and headed inside. Her aunt was in the sitting room, reading, and when Inés walked in, she kept her eyes on the page.

			“Aunt Perla, I’ve been thinking about what the Zorrilla sisters were saying the other day, about how the festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres is not what it used to be and how they wish young people would take an interest in the festival committee. I think I’d like to volunteer with them.”

			Aunt Perla attended High Mass each week, but she was not deeply religious, unlike the Zorrilla sisters, who swooned at the thought of sermons and Bible verses. Aunt Perla treated religion as an obligation, necessary to maintain her social standing, but not a passion. For her part, Inés had grown more indifferent to religion with each passing year. Every time the priest exalted meekness, she wished to roll her eyes. It was no wonder, then, that her aunt gave her a skeptical look.

			“Why would you do that?”

			“I thought you’d approve. You complain I’m too idle.”

			Perla clapped her volume of poetry shut. “Precisely. Those meetings consume many hours, and you have chores to complete, especially during the week of the festival. Decorating the entrance of the church with paper flowers is not as important as making sure all the bedrooms are clean for our guests. We do good business on those days.”

			“I’d like to contribute in some way. What if I invited the ladies to hold their meetings at our house? I could make snacks for them, and we have much more space here than at Brígida Pacheco’s house.”

			“Is she hosting the committee again?”

			“She did last year. I think she will do it again this year.”

			Inés knew nothing of the sort. But Brígida was one of the women of the town who did not care much for the Incláns. This, in turn, rankled Perla.

			“Well, then, if you don’t mind hosting, you may meet here.”

			“I’ll inform the Zorrilla sisters about your generous offer. The ladies of the committee will be thankful, no doubt.”

			Her aunt smiled, looking pleased with herself. She was probably picturing Brígida’s sour face when she heard the women would be meeting at the Incláns’ home. Seeing her in an agreeable mood, Inés decided to press her luck.

			“There’s something else I wanted to mention. Filomeno was talking to me today when I went to the grocer’s, and he said he’s short on funds. I think he would appreciate having more time to pay back the loan he took.”

			“I’ve told you a million times, I don’t ‘loan’ money,” Perla said. “I provide credit, which is the same thing my father did when the coffee company was in operation. It’s the same thing everyone did, and some of us still do out of a sense of obligation to the townspeople. Where would they go otherwise? To a bank, to beg a teller for tender? The tienda de raya was kinder than the tellers at Banco de México.”

			“I know, aunt. You always say people at the bank are thieves.”

			“Of course they are. They’re buzzards, the lot of them.”

			Inés thought it was hypocritical of her aunt to say such a thing, especially when she had a bank account. Her aunt was not hiding her money under the mattress. How much was in that account? She’d have to find out. Whatever it was, she needed to split it with Ulises. But anything was surely better than the few pesos Inés had.

			“Anyway, you shouldn’t concern yourself with those matters. It’s not something a young lady should think about.”

			“Filomeno hasn’t been doing too well.”

			“Tell me, who is doing well? Do you see boxes of bonbons and sweets lying around? If you pity people, they’ll take advantage of you. Don’t bother me about Filomeno again and go help in the kitchen. What a silly girl you are, just like your mother in every way.”

			“Yes, Aunt Perla,” she said mechanically, and the memory of her mother hardened her resolve.

			Her aunt would never let her go. She needed to run away, with enough money to make a successful escape and never return the way her mother had returned, driven by necessity.

			She was a creature full of wants and she hungered. Against that hunger all thoughts of meekness and obedience melted away.

			Hell was reduced to a speck, a nothing.

			

			—

			“You aren’t intending to waste your afternoon with those old hens, are you?” Nepomuceno asked.

			Inés had a tray with canapés in her arms and Nepomuceno held the door to the sitting room open for her. The dog, which had been waiting for an opportunity to sneak inside, rushed ahead of her, merrily wagging its tail.

			It was right after High Mass, and since it was Sunday, the servants had the day off. This suited Inés because there was less chance of anyone noticing what she was up to.

			“I said I’d help.”

			“If you turn pious and join that Committee for Morality and Good Taste, I’ll be disappointed.”

			“No danger of that. This is one meeting to help plan the festivities.” She quickly deposited the canapés on a table and turned around to go back to the kitchen for more food, but not before she shooed the dog out of the room. If left alone, it would gobble the entire tray.

			Nepomuceno followed her after pocketing one of the snacks. “Mr. Linares must be mad or utterly bored to be joining the reunion.”

			“I think he was being polite to the Zorrilla sisters when he said he’d sit down with them. I’m not sure he’ll stay for the whole meeting.”

			“There won’t be much in terms of drinks, will there?”

			Inés quirked an eyebrow at him as they reached the door to the kitchen. “Professor Nepomuceno—”

			“Don’t chide me, dulcet child. My throat is parched, and I have a bit of a cough. We both know the remedy for that is a drop of sherry.”

			“A cup of gordolobo tea would be better for that,” she said, but then he looked at her with his sad eyes, that old scarecrow of a man, and she nodded. “You’re not supposed to drink, the doctor said so.”

			“What does the doctor know?”

			“If not the doctor, think about my aunt. She’ll have you out of the house if you continue to take sips from her sherry.”

			“She’ll have me out of the house anyway. I owe her two months of rent and I have no chance of catching up. She’ll put me out in the street in a few weeks, with my books piled around me.”

			“She wouldn’t.”

			“She would,” he said, but without resentment.

			“I suppose so,” Inés said. “She’s heartless.”

			“You shouldn’t judge her too harshly. The world kicks you around enough, you develop a callus. I ought to know.”

			He looked so exhausted when he spoke, so old, that she wouldn’t have been able to deny him even if she’d wanted to. “A thimble, you hear me? If too much disappears from the bottle, I’ll be in trouble. And take Diógenes with you. My aunt will complain if he’s running around the sitting room again.”

			“I will.”

			She poured a thimble, as promised, and watched as Nepomuceno patted the dog’s head and fed it a canapé. Then she grabbed the second tray and headed back to the sitting room. When she walked in, Lulú had arrived and was making herself comfortable. Inés smiled, then paused and looked at Lulú with wide eyes.

			“Why, Lulú, you seem tired today. Is your blood pressure low? I can bring you a lemonade if it might help you feel better. Or would you like coffee?”

			“Tired?” Lulú replied in confusion.

			“I’ll be right back. Coffee, yes? One quick cup.”

			Lulú nodded. A couple of minutes later Inés shoved a cup of coffee into her hands. Soon all seven members of the committee had seated themselves and were looking admiringly at Ulises.

			“Why, I think the last man who came to one of our meetings was Father Anselmo,” said Sarita Novo, touching her hair, as if to make sure she was still well coiffed, smiling at Ulises.

			“I hope I’m not intruding, dear ladies. I wished to learn more about the festivities of your town and the important work that you do,” he said in a tone that approximated that of a respectful altar boy.

			Inés handed Sarita her coffee and went around the room asking the other ladies if they’d like lemonade, or tea, or something else. Ulises had seated himself next to Lulú and was speaking to her when Inés walked by.

			“All I can say is that the best doctors are in Mexico City. No offense, but for serious matters I wouldn’t go to Xalapa,” he told Lulú, with as much confidence as if he were a doctor himself.

			It went like that for the next couple of hours. There was discussion about the festival, which consisted mostly of the women talking about the merits or drawbacks of hiring the same band from Córdoba to play in the town square or picking a trio that was cheaper. But for the most part, what Ulises did during the whole meeting, aside from asking a few questions, was keep an attentive eye on Lulú, speaking with her. Lulú’s favorite topic was her health, and Ulises nodded respectfully and made subtle comments about the importance of seeking proper medical care when an illness struck, of the benefits of the facilities in Mexico City.

			When the meeting was about to disperse, Lulú stood up and walked quickly out of the sitting room. When she returned, she seemed terrified. Inés supposed the laxative was beginning to take effect.

			“You look flushed,” Inés said as the ladies marched out of the room. “Is it too warm in here?”

			Lulú clutched her purse with shaky hands and took out a handkerchief, which she dabbed against her brow and her upper lip. “I don’t think I feel right,” Lulú said, in a voice that was almost a squeak.

			Ulises immediately took her by the arm, gently directing her to a chair. “It’s no wonder you’re unwell, any changes in the weather would affect someone with a delicate constitution. It is terribly hot today! Inés, why don’t you bring the lady another cup of coffee before she departs? Everyone knows when it’s warm you must drink hot beverages. Nomads do it all the time in the desert.”

			“Right away,” Inés said.

			She returned quickly with the coffee, which had plenty of laxative mixed in. Lulú took a few sips and looked like she was going to put it down, but Ulises tipped the cup against her lips and shook his head.

			“Now, now. Drink it all, so that you may be refreshed. Where is the lady’s hat?”

			“I have it,” Inés said.

			Ulises gave Lulú his arm and Inés followed them back to the front door, carrying the hat. Lulú thanked Inés for everything, shook Ulises’s hand, and walked away, dabbing her handkerchief against her face. They watched the woman stumble past the iron gates of the house and went back inside.

			

			—

			Three days later Inés was again at the bakery when Marisol gave her the news. She stuffed the bolillos into a paper bag at a leisurely pace, since Inés was the lone customer and the baker and his assistant were arguing in the back of the store.

			“Lulú and Cándido are off to Mexico City,” Marisol informed her.

			“Are they?”

			“She’s feeling sick and wanted to see a specialist of some sort. I can’t believe the amount of money that woman spends on remedies. Anyway, they’ll be gone for three weeks.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Their maid told me.”

			Inés’s heart thumped inside her chest. She realized that they were really doing this, they had taken the first steps in their mad plan. Up until now it all had seemed a dream, unreal. It was happening, yet as Inés hurried back home, she thought that there was much to be done if they wanted to achieve their goals.

			Could they do it? Could she do it? Aunt Perla had been awful to her. Not that her grandfather had been any better, yet they were still family. Could you harm your family like this? Then Inés remembered her aunt’s slights great and small, and she wrapped her arms tighter around the paper bag with the bolillos.

			I’m wicked and I don’t much care, she told herself, and laughter bubbled from her lips as she ran.

			After hastily dropping off the bread in the kitchen, she flew up the stairs. When she walked into Ulises’s room, he was lying on the bed, fully dressed. He threw her a lazy look and shook his head.

			“You really are not much for knocking, are you?”

			“Cándido and Lulú have left town. They’ll be away for three weeks.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I think so.”

			He sprang up from the bed and laughed. “You brilliant creature,” he said, and he spun her around as if they were dancing, so that she also laughed, infected with his delight.

			“We’ll have to be quick. Three weeks is an awfully short time to accomplish anything,” she told him, resting her palms against his shoulders.

			“I can do it.”

			She looked up at him, into his eyes. He had pretty eyes, the kind more poetic girls might tumble into without a second thought. Maybe, for a brief while, when she’d loved Salvador, she had been such a girl, a bit too soft and naïve. But life had taught her lessons, had tempered her like finely honed steel. Like the professor had said, you developed a callus.

			She had a sudden, sharp pang of fear that Ulises would disappoint her like Salvador had disappointed her, that beneath that handsome exterior he was hollow and useless. She slid her hands down and turned away from him.

			He clasped her hand, and she looked again at him. “I can do it,” he assured her.

			Her pulse quickened at the touch. “Yes, I know,” she said, and pulled away from him, rubbing her wrist as if he’d scalded it.
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			“That’s the problem. She doesn’t want you to woo her, not like that. Flowers and chocolates won’t work. Cándido has brought my aunt chocolates and flowers and played at polite words for a long time. She’s used to it,” Inés said.

			“Should I throw her over my shoulder like a caveman? Is that what a girl like you craves?”

			It was late at night. She’d slipped into his room so they could talk without anyone else around. Speaking in the darkness, with moonlight filtering through the window, it felt like a parody of a lovers’ midnight rendezvous, him sitting on the bed and smoking a cigarette while she pulled up a chair and lounged close by.

			“It’s not about what I enjoy. I’m saying Cándido has done that, it’s an old routine. When you go after women, it’s not always chocolates and silly lines, is it?”

			He was startled by her words, his pride needled. Silly lines! She hadn’t been there to hear him speak, and he had not given Perla a box of chocolates. He’d been a gentleman. It wasn’t his fault the woman was odd and seemed to think a kiss on the hand was an insult.

			“I got the impression from her letters that might be the way to behave.”

			She scoffed. “You’re wrong.”

			“Then again, we didn’t correspond long enough. And she is guarded.”

			A second scoff, and he couldn’t see her face clearly in the dark, but he could bet she was smiling a wide, mean smile. “Fine, then, tell me more. What kind of man does she like? Draw me a simple picture, like you would for a child.”

			There was a brief silence as Inés considered his words.

			“She had a longtime lover a few years ago.”

			“Did she? I’m surprised.”

			“Nobody knows about him.”

			“Except you. How did you find out? Did you rummage through his luggage and find naughty love notes?”

			“I do the laundry. I took a look at the bedsheets,” she said simply.

			He muffled a laugh at that straightforward answer, and now he knew for certain she was smiling. He was skeptical about this alliance, but he was discovering a certain giddy joy in their whispered conspiracies. It was almost like a game; there was a heedless lightness he hadn’t felt in years.

			“What was he like?”

			“Plutarco? He was a salesman who stayed with us regularly. I don’t think he’s the kind of man she likes, he was simply the kind of man she could find in a pinch. She likes people with class, and he didn’t have any.”

			“What else?”

			“He was ordinary. I think that’s the trick. You shouldn’t be ordinary. When she started buying those magazines with the lonely hearts ads in the back, she looked so eager as she flipped through them. I think they made her feel that there might be another kind of man out there.”

			He took a final drag of his cigarette and extended his arm, reaching for the ashtray and putting the cigarette out. As he shifted his position, he was able to get a glimpse of her face in profile, looking out the window as she spoke, moonlight bathing her, lips slightly parted.

			“A man like in the movies. That’s what the women who write to you want, don’t they? An impossible man.”

			“It depends. Some of them are practical. They’re widows who need a husband to help them pay for the rent or the groceries. Others want to marry almost anyone because they feel time is running out and they abhor the idea of people calling them spinsters. Then there are many people who never learned how to live alone. It sounds like your aunt doesn’t fall into any of those categories.”

			“I suppose not. I don’t think she’s terrified of being called a spinster; she’s been one long enough. And I don’t think she ever feared living alone, not with me around.”

			“Did she have a sweetheart when she was younger? Someone other than that salesman. Someone she might have married.”

			“There was a wealthy young man, many years ago. He asked for my mother’s hand in marriage instead of hers and then my mother ran away with another man. It made our family notorious.”

			“I see. It must have been fairly humiliating for her.”

			“It was fairly humiliating for my mother too, when she had to return to town.”

			Inés stood up and drifted closer to the window.

			“Let me guess: the cad had impregnated her, and everyone pointed at her.”

			“Yes,” Inés said coolly. “They pointed and called me a bastard.”

			“Same with me. Although my old man did eventually marry my mother, hauling his heavily pregnant bride to a church to the horror of her parents.”

			“At least he was honorable enough to marry her.”

			This time he did laugh. She turned and looked at him in confusion. “My father was many things, but honorable was not one of them. But he cared about family in his own way. He didn’t rid himself of me when I was a child, although it might have been easier than dragging a boy with him and raising me all alone. Then again, he put me to work early enough.”

			“What happened to your mother?”

			“She passed away when I was small. The Spanish flu,” he said, thinking of her smiles and her stories about Arabian princes and genies in bottles. How quickly, how easily, the sickness had carried her away, those lips that had spoken a thousand fairy tales going silent a few days after the disease knocked at their door.

			“Mine passed away when I was small too.”

			They were quiet and he didn’t like it, because there was an intensity to her silences, and a ceaseless curiosity that made him nervous. He liked talking to her. Words tumbled out of his mouth with a startling ease. He was accustomed to speaking lies, not truths.

			“Your father, then, he’s the one who made you into a criminal.”

			“It was the family business, so to speak. Some people inherit companies. Others inherit their parents’ looks. The luckless ones inherit their bad habits.”

			“You’ve never wanted to do anything different? Only thieving and lying?”

			“My old man did what it took to keep us fed, to keep me safe. Besides, I loved the stupid bastard. I did as he said. I didn’t know right from wrong and grew up crooked, I suppose. And then, eventually, it didn’t matter. We were what we were.”

			“Maybe when you were little you didn’t understand. But how old are you now?”

			“Twenty-nine.”

			“That’s old enough to learn better. You’ve never thought about attempting to make a living with an honorable trade?”

			“Which trade?”

			“You look like the men that star in pictures.”

			“Just because I have a pleasant smile doesn’t mean I can act on camera, or that I’d ever be able to weasel my way into a producer’s good graces. Plus, I hate the idea of that sort of work,” he said, and he thought of casting couches and all sorts of entanglements that this naïve girl probably couldn’t understand. For all her bravado, she was still soft at the edges.

			“I don’t think you like work at all.”

			“Are you going to give me a sermon about the dangers of easy living? That’s hypocritical, coming from a girl who is willing to rob her aunt blind.”

			“I have no choice, I told you. I’ll never have the money to get out of here if I don’t—”

			“You could leave without a peso and beg, and that would be more honorable, no? But it would be incredibly foolish and you’re no fool. Neither am I.”

			She stiffened and was silent, while he threw her an exasperated look. How dare she judge him? What did she know about anything? This provincial nothing of a girl.

			“And yes, I want to taste something different. That’s precisely why I’m here. I want a real score, and with the money I make, I want to buy myself a real life,” he said. “Same as you, a fucking real life, which is damn expensive. More than you can imagine. Once I have that, I’ll never do this shit again.”

			He was speaking too much, too openly. He didn’t even understand why. But it had been ages since he’d had someone to talk to. His confidant had been his father, and he was dead. He had no friends, couldn’t depend on crooks like Moisés. Lovers, when he took them, were brief, nameless affairs.

			Trust no one, his father had warned him. The mantra had served him well so far.

			“We should get back to business,” he said, since that was the whole point of their secret meeting. “It sounds like what your aunt wants is passion, something you’d find in pictures, isn’t that right?”

			“I suppose so.”

			“I can fake it. But I want to know more about her. Tell me her phobias, her favorite books, anything that comes to mind.”

			The girl spoke, she rattled off facts. A half hour passed, and he considered it prudent to bid her good night. As she was about to leave the room he was struck with a question.

			“How did your mother die?” he asked.

			“An accident,” Inés said, quickly and stiffly, but she did not walk out, both hesitant and curious as she stood in the moonlight and looked up at him. “What about your father?”

			“An illness.”

			But he hadn’t just been ill. He’d been terribly sick, slowly wasting away, until the strong, clever man that Ulises had admired so much was nothing but a skeleton who could barely slur a few words.

			Ulises had used the cash they had left to pay for a good casket, a great wreath of white flowers, and the extravagance of a perpetual plot in the Panteón Francés. He didn’t have money to waste, but he couldn’t bear the idea of his father’s corpse being hauled out after a few years, his body disturbed, his bones mixed with the bones of a stranger.

			His father wanted to end his days in the Panteón Francés and Ulises used all his money and wheedling and several bribes to obtain a precious lot and pay the priest from the nearby Convento de los Carmelitas Descalzos to say a prayer for his father’s soul.

			After the funeral, he dragged himself to a cantina and drank and wept until he vomited and his eyes were dry.

			I’m an orphan, he thought afterward. Which was a funny thought to have at his age—he’d been twenty-six when his father died—and yet he supposed it was true. He was utterly alone.

			

			—

			He wished he had more than the information that Inés had given him, but he supposed it was a start. He realized now the mistakes he’d made. Like Inés had said, he’d been too much like Cándido, limpid and lukewarm. If Perla wanted a roaring cauldron of passion, he could give her that. She wanted moody and mysterious and intense? Fine. All in a day’s work.

			Two more weeks. A tight deadline, but one that could be achieved.

			He went looking for Perla and found her in the office. She tucked papers aside and stood to greet him.

			“Good morning, Mr. Linares,” she said, with a crisp formality.

			“Good morning to you too. I need a minute of your time,” he said.

			“What is it?”

			“I’m trying to determine the answer to a baffling question. Why am I here? You wrote to me and invited me to spend a few days at your guesthouse, so that we might get to know each other, but we never speak alone, we do not spend time together. Perhaps you find me annoying, or unsuitable, or flawed in a terrible way. Yet I would appreciate the decency to tell me so to my face.”

			She seemed surprised by his tone of voice, which was insolent and sharp. He’d never spoken to her like this; probably few people had. He recognized her kind. She belonged to the old families that had fallen on leaner times, yet they still clung to the power their names once wielded, and the people in small towns tended to remember their might and history and bow their heads out of habit.

			“I’m not used to having rude demands on my attention or my time,” she said.

			“No, I’m sure you are used to having a fellow dance to your tune. For all I know you have a dozen men visit you each year—one for each month of the calendar—and laugh as they make fools of themselves.”

			“That is an obscene thought,” she said, but he could tell it brought her pleasure to picture herself as the kind of woman who was inundated with suitors, the kind of woman who was serenaded each weekend. A modern Penelope, besieged by princes.

			“I’ve spoken to people around town, and they’ve let me know you seem fond of Mr. Sotomayor. Maybe you have an understanding with him.”

			“Why are you gossiping about me?”

			“It’s not gossip if the information is offered freely and without any prodding.”

			“I have no understanding with Mr. Sotomayor. He works for me. It’s rude of you to suggest anything else.”

			“I’m sorry, but it needed to be said. There are women who will toy with a fellow’s heart with the ruthlessness of a cat stalking a canary. I’m not meant to be toyed with, Perla,” he told her. “By God, you’re a hard woman!”

			Before she could reply, he pulled her to him and kissed her. She withdrew, flustered, but she was awfully slow about it. He thought of kissing her a second time for good measure, but decided once was enough, that it was best to leave her wanting.

			He was certain she was about to scold him, so he spoke first. “I had to do that, and I won’t apologize,” he said. “I should have done it sooner and I’m only sorry that I didn’t. You may call me names now, and say I’m rude, and even order me to pack my bags and board the next train that passes through town. Yet it had to be done.”

			“You are rude, Mr. Linares,” she said, yet seemed at a loss to think of more words and also seemed more than a little pleased.

			He didn’t want to give her more time to gather her wits, so he smiled at her and simply left her there. As he was heading up the stairs, he saw Inés coming down with a laundry basket in her arms. They stopped in the middle of the staircase and spoke in whispers.

			“The bait has been set,” he said. “I’ve kissed your dear aunt, and she seemed to like it.”

			“That’s not the same as wedding bells, but it’s a beginning,” she said, resting the laundry basket on her hip.

			“Leave it to me. I have a job for you, incidentally. Do you know where she keeps her financial documents?”

			“In the office, and others in the desk in her room. They’re under lock and key, the things in her room, but I can get into the office. What do you want exactly?”

			“An inventory. I need to know how many bank accounts she has, and with what banks. Property, safety-deposit boxes, that kind of stuff. I heard her talking to Cándido one day and he said she had ninety thousand pesos in the bank. Do you think it’s that much in cash, or was he talking about the value of the house and her accounts combined?”

			“Ninety thousand,” the girl said, astonished. “It must be in the bank. I can’t think the house would be worth that much, not in this town. But ninety thousand, what a number.”

			“You didn’t know?”

			“I’ve suspected she has a large amount stashed somewhere, but not the specifics.”

			He should have kept the information to himself and could have cheated her in the process, but he figured the idea of a substantial payday would keep her incentivized. He could always trick her later, pretend it was less than he had imagined.

			She looked him in the eyes and shook her head. “You may think it’s silly, but I wasn’t curious about her money until now. I never thought I’d have any of it, I figured I’d die old and penniless and that would be the end of it. Or she’d leave me the house, with the leaks in the roof to keep me awake at night.”

			He felt a pang of sympathy for this girl. She had lived at the margins of everything, much like he had, albeit in a different way, though he’d had his share of sleepless nights punctuated with the music of a leaky roof.

			

			—

			For the next couple of days, Perla was subdued and did not talk much to him when they had their meals together. Ulises remained equally quiet. He could tell his silence was like a flame that was slowly boiling her blood. She was expecting a delicate apology or a repeat of his performance. He granted her neither.

			As a result, her eyes seemed to be always fixed in his direction, anticipating words that did not come, caresses that were never offered.

			Meanwhile, Inés had looked at most of the documentation he needed. Perla had two accounts and a safety-deposit box in Veracruz. The sum of it all was eighty-seven thousand pesos. There were other papers that Inés couldn’t get her hands on.

			“She keeps documents in her desk, up in her room. It used to be my grandfather’s desk and it has a lock. I have no idea where she stores the key,” she explained. “The deed to the house must be in there, along with my grandfather’s old papers from when they still owned the coffee company. She also keeps cash there.”

			“Can you pry it open?”

			“I don’t think so, and if I break the lock, she’ll know I’ve been snooping around.”

			“I’ve never been much of a lock picker,” he admitted. “It probably won’t make a difference; the house is useless anyway. We need liquid assets. And the cash she has stuffed in the desk can’t amount to much.”

			Later, during dinner, the Zorrilla sisters and Inés discussed the upcoming festival celebrations while he maintained his silence. Inés turned toward him.

			“The fireworks should be the best part; I always think they are. Do you like fireworks, Mr. Linares?” she asked.

			“I do. It’s a pity I won’t be able to enjoy them. I’ll be gone by then.”

			“Gone?”

			“Your aunt’s hospitality cannot be eternal,” he said, looking at Perla as he spoke. “A man knows when he is wearing his welcome thin.”

			Perla bristled at his choice of words, frowning, but did not speak.

			

			—

			Later that night Perla knocked at his door. She was wearing a prim white nightgown and a robe atop that, and her hair was pulled back tight, like in the daytime, as if she did not dare to wear it loose, as if every pin must remain tucked in place.

			“I resent the implication you made today at the table.”

			“Did I imply anything?” he replied.

			“You make it sound like I’m inhospitable.”

			“Of course not. You have been a good hostess.”

			“Then? Why would you think of leaving if you’re comfortable?”

			“Do you wish me to stay?”

			“I did not say that.”

			“Yet here you are at my doorway.”

			She was clearly exasperated by the tenor of the conversation. “You may do as you please,” she told him.

			He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her, not with the sweet, gentle kiss of a fine gentleman, but the hard kiss of a man claiming a lover.

			“You said I could do as I pleased,” he said when he stepped back, and smiled.

			He thought she might slap him. But no, she merely stood still, as if turned to stone. Inés would have slapped him. Maybe scratched him. It would have been the other way around with her: she would have kissed him, if she ever wanted to.

			What a twisted mind I have, he thought, kissing the aunt and thinking of the niece.

			But then, he had a twisted profession and a criminal heart.

			“Good night,” he told Perla, and closed the door in her face.

			

			—

			“You have her in an awful mood,” Inés told him as she deposited his breakfast tray by the bed.

			He unfolded the newspaper and smiled. “The mood of a cat in heat,” he said. “I kiss her thrice a day and leave her breathless.”

			“Better be careful. A lion will bite your hand off.” She glanced at the calendar on the wall. “One more week.”

			“Plenty of time.”

			“Maybe you should fuck her tonight. To ensure things.”

			“You’re blunt.”

			“You’ve heard worse, I’m sure,” she said with an ease that made him wonder how exactly this girl had managed to survive under the tutelage of her aunt. Perla must not have cared much about her niece, letting her grow wild. Then again, Inés seemed to have a talent for subterfuge, for concealing her true self.

			He had to admit he hadn’t met a girl like her. Sure, he’d known women of the criminal type, thieves and pickpockets and even those who were handy with a knife, but for all her cynicism Inés still had a freshness that was out of place.

			“Will you fuck her tonight?”

			“Not if I can help it.”

			“What? You don’t want to? Men are dogs, always trying to stick it in the first hole they find.”

			He sighed and slumped against the pillows. “I assure you, I don’t want to ‘stick it in the first hole’ I find. Maybe the boys you know do, but I have a modicum of taste.”

			“Forgive me, I confused you with a man who makes a living seducing and defrauding women, not a virgin. You said you knew what you were doing.”

			He reached out his hand and pulled her down. She stumbled and fell upon the bed, practically on his lap. “I do know what I’m doing. For some people the chase is the most interesting part. That slow crescendo before an explosion.”

			“Or maybe you can’t get it hard,” she replied, and although her words were cool and composed, he recognized the vulgarity as an attempt to camouflage her nerves. She didn’t think he noticed the way she turned her head a little, to glance at him, then quickly looked ahead again.

			He wished to make her blush and stammer. He shifted his weight, and she was now definitely sitting on his lap, her back pressed to his chest. “No judge is going to dissolve the marriage because I’m impotent, trust me on that point,” he said, with a suggestive tone that should at least get him a pair of blushing cheeks.

			“Don’t romance scams mean romance? And, you know, sex?” she asked, not too bothered by his words, merely curious.

			Her genuine inquisitiveness made him smile. “Not necessarily. Not if you understand what people really want and the intricate labyrinths of a person’s mind. Many times, I can get money from women simply because they’ve grown to trust me.”

			“How does a typical scam work? After they’ve grown to trust you.”

			“You start with something insignificant, a little favor or a tiny amount of cash. If you start by asking for huge amounts of money it won’t work. Then you ask for more, but you couch it in sensible language. It’s for new equipment for your business, or you’re short on rent because you had to help your poor sister out.”

			“Then you meet them in person?”

			“I told you; I prefer postal scams. You can run several at once. When you meet someone in person, you must work harder to remember details and keep your story straight. There’s also the danger that a friend or family member might suspect something unsavory. And yes, women expect you to sleep with them and they’re not necessarily the type you’d want to take to bed, so you must be sure they’re worth the effort. That they’re a good target.”

			“What’s the best target?”

			“Depends. For my father? Married women.”

			“Really?”

			“You can use their letters to blackmail them, threaten to show them to the husband. Even if they don’t pay, you can tell the husband and then threaten to share the letters with their friends, so if the dame doesn’t fork over the dough, the husband will pay.”

			“And the husbands don’t break all your bones?”

			“It’s a possibility. Whenever there’s a married woman fooling around, you’re in danger of being pummeled. But there was a scheme we used to run that was profitable. My father would start seeing a married woman and we’d set it up so I’d show up with a camera when they were together. I would snap a few pictures and pretend I was a detective her husband had hired. My father would quickly suggest that I could be bribed, and the woman would hand me whatever jewels or money she had on her. I’d hand her the film and depart.

			“Then one time I burst in with my camera and start snapping pictures. The lady is there half naked, but my father is not on the bed. I’m confused. After all, it’s two o’clock and he’s supposed to be there. I wonder if I got the time wrong. Then a furious man bursts out of the bathroom and starts asking who I am. The husband doesn’t come home until six o’clock, so I don’t know who the hell this is, but he is built like a gorilla. Suddenly the door of the wardrobe swings open and my father rushes out of it.

			“Turns out the woman had two lovers, my old man and another fellow. When the other fellow arrived for an unexpected visit, my dad had to jump into the closet. We ran down four flights of stairs and hailed a taxi with my father wearing socks and a shirt but get this: no underwear. His dick was flopping in the air for three whole blocks.”

			She laughed, pressing her hands against her mouth to muffle the sound. He chuckled too and rested his chin against her shoulder.

			“Once we boarded the taxi, we had to ask the driver to stop at a newsstand so I could cover his private parts with a newspaper. He was so mortified.”

			“That did not happen.”

			“That’s not even the worst thing that happened to us. One time he was fooling around with a circus performer’s mistress, and he showed up with a chimpanzee—”

			“No!”

			“It was a chimpanzee in a tiny tuxedo. It even wore a hat.”

			“And to think you told my aunt that your father was a proper gentleman from La Rioja.”

			Perla had been impressed by that lie, and he couldn’t even feel bad for telling it, because it had pleased her so much to think her future husband descended from a line of noble “peninsulares.”

			“He was a gutter rat, obviously. But most people want to think they come from royalty, and your aunt wants a man who is a prince.”

			“Then your beautiful eyes were not handed down by a great hidalgo of Nájera.”

			“My father’s father was a pimp, and the closest we’ve ever been to La Rioja is drinking a bottle of wine from there, I would think.”

			“How shocking,” she said with mock surprise.

			“Now you’ll tell me you really believed I sailed from Ithaca.”

			He immediately had to stop talking, catching his breath, suddenly aware of how intensely comfortable he felt with her close to him. He’d pulled her to his side hoping to startle or embarrass her, but it was he who felt like blushing.

			“My legs are falling asleep,” he muttered, and shoved her out of the bed.

			She gave him a murderous glare but thankfully didn’t seem to notice his flustered state and stepped out of his room with a muffled curse.

			He lay back upon the pillows and looked at the front page of the newspaper, but the words swam before his eyes and he cursed back at her even though she was gone. Annoying, distracting chit.

			He spent most of the morning feeling vaguely peeved, more at himself than her, for speaking so earnestly with her, for jesting like he had. They were business partners, not cronies. He needed to remember that.

			To top it all off, it was damn hot that day, and he wiped a handkerchief across his brow. His blood sizzled with frustration and resentment as he opened a window to try to let a breeze in, but there was no wind.

			Only a few hours later Inés pulled him aside. At first, he didn’t understand what she was saying, she was all nerves and adrenaline. “Cándido is back in three days. You need to be quick.”

			“You said he’d be gone for three weeks.”

			“I know what I said, but he telegrammed my aunt today and asked to see her on the evening he arrives. He has big news and a gift for her. I bet he’s bought an engagement ring!”

			“Keep your voice low,” he said. They were standing near the front entrance. He maneuvered her toward the back of the stairs, where they might remain unseen in the shadows. “The civil registry is an hour away by car. We can head there tomorrow morning and be married before lunch.”

			“All the way in Las Tunas, and on Fridays the judge is always drunk and the office is closed.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes, I’m sure.”

			“We can pull him and two witnesses out of a cantina if necessary, it won’t matter. If that fails, we can convince the priest in town to marry us.”

			“That’s not binding! The valid certificate is the one issued by the judge.”

			He pulled her farther into the shadows and lowered his voice even more, but spoke in a brisk, hard tone. “I know that. But if we’re married by the church, I’m sure your aunt will also want a civil wedding, it’s logical. One or the other, whichever comes first. Now, go about your work and don’t fret.”

			He rushed back to his room and opened the box where he stored his studs, his watch, and two wedding rings. They had belonged to his mother and father, two simple golden circles that he had yet to pawn out of misguided sentimentality. He counted the money in his wallet and uttered a curse. If this didn’t work, he was going to be in a dire position.

			He looked in the mirror, inspecting his face, and dabbed a dash of cologne against his wrists.

			He knocked at Perla’s door and asked if they might go for a drive, the two of them alone. She didn’t like the idea of it—he’d learned by now that to her not having a driver was synonymous with being low-class; ladies always had a chauffeur—but he said there was something vital he needed to discuss, and he’d drive her anyway, there was no need for her to take the wheel.

			They drove past the fields with trees laden with fruit, crossed a bridge, and stopped by a clearing. The exuberant vegetation of the mountain loomed nearby, nourished by rivers and constant rains, growing wild. It was not the manicured beauty of the orange groves or the coffee fields, but a chaos of oyamel and pines, as if every seed that fell upon the soil had sprouted and tried to scratch the sky.

			The air was warm, and the smell of wet earth perfumed the afternoon. It rained quite a bit in this place. Yet the rain was often light, like mist, and arrived with a suddenness that shocked him. They’d told him that when the rains came down heavier, later in the year, the rivers would turn torrential, swelling and dragging everything in their path. They said he hadn’t seen anything yet. He didn’t want to be here to witness it.

			He opened the door for Perla and helped her out of the car. “Are we sightseeing?” she asked. She’d said nothing in the car, and he’d also been quiet.

			“I wanted to get out of the house, to speak to you far from the guesthouse with all those prying eyes.”

			“Well, then? What is on your mind?”

			“I think you know the answer to that. I want to ask you to put on a nice dress tomorrow morning and your best shoes and hat and go with me for another ride. This time to Las Tunas, so that we might be married.” He took his mother’s wedding ring from his pocket and held it out. “This belongs on your hand. Put it on if you’ll take me as your husband. If not, fling it away, down the mountain. Fling my heart away too, and instead of taking a ride to Las Tunas tomorrow morning, I’ll catch the train back to Mexico City.”

			“A wedding needs to be planned. There must be a guest list—” she said, and he was thrilled by the realization that she did not object to the idea of the wedding, merely its details. He spoke quickly, vehemently.

			“Why? A wedding is a pledge, and I can pledge myself to you tomorrow. If you want a party, then throw it afterward. Invite the whole town, order a cake seven tiers tall. But I’m tired of being patient and slowly courting you. Perla, can’t you see? I won’t wait any longer.”

			With that, he slid the ring upon her finger and kissed her. He thought about Inés’s mockery of his manhood as he embraced Perla and fumbled with her clothes, guiding her to the back seat of the car, which was, admittedly, not a terribly gallant spot for a lovers’ meeting, but he had wanted to avoid the danger of interruptions at the guesthouse. He also suspected that Perla, so used to knowing her place in town and the places of others, so used to being the proud, pristine Miss Inclán, wouldn’t mind an enthusiastic fuck in a vehicle. It would be proof of her irresistible charm and of his Byronic, rebellious allure.

			Not that Ulises had a Byronic bone in his body. He was no tortured loner loitering upon barren hills and speaking of his lost beloved. But he’d adopted that part, between kisses, and she liked the angst-filled mixture he offered her.

			It was too damn hot, and he would have preferred to be sitting in a bathtub, with a cool drink in hand, rather than unbuttoning Perla’s blouse, but he went through the motions with the ease of an actor playing a familiar role, never stuttering a line.

			Afterward, lying in the back of the car, with Perla’s hand skimming over his chest in postcoital gratification and his brow damp with sweat, he remembered how Inés had laughed, and swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth.
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			It was clear that Perla’s hurried nuptials were destined to become the talk of the season, and perhaps even town lore, which gave her a sense of colossal satisfaction.

			Father Anselmo had been aghast when Perla and Ulises showed up at the church. The banns needed to be announced three times, the priest insisted, and wouldn’t Perla want a proper wedding with a white dress and a veil?

			Ulises told Father Anselmo that the judge in Las Tunas had already married them in a civil ceremony and they could dispense with the religious one if the priest wouldn’t marry them. This shocked Father Anselmo so much that the altar boy lingering nearby almost had to splash holy water in his face to keep him from fainting.

			This unorthodox arrangement pleased Perla because she had dreaded the thought of a wedding in white and a procession to the church. Spinsters like her were never spared mockery when they wed at her age, with the rabble making jokes about spoiled fruit. Besides, Perla knew to expect an extra amount of animosity from the lowest denizens of Puerco Ahogado, who disliked her because she’d extended them credit and then demanded repayment. As if she were supposed to function as a charity. There were also people like Brígida Pacheco, who looked down their noses at Perla because Osorio Inclán had lost his coffee business and she had to make ends meet any way she could.

			The last time people had talked so ceaselessly about Perla had been more than twenty years before, when Encarnación ran away. Now the talk was different, full of surprised exclamations and a little envy. After all, the groom was handsome, and the ladies in town considered him charming.

			A week after her wedding, Perla threw a reception, inviting the suitable families of Puerco Ahogado to her house. This served the purpose of a delayed wedding feast and allowed the household staff enough time to produce the culinary delights necessary for such an event. Inés had labored, sleeplessly, over the sewing machine and produced a chic, pale lavender dress that suited Perla much more than the mandatory bridal white of an ordinary wedding.

			Although Perla had not asked for wedding gifts, the attendants brought presents—bottles of wine and brandy, boxes of bonbons—and Perla kissed everyone on the cheek, smiling as she told them they shouldn’t have bothered, although she would have been furious if they’d arrived empty-handed. A gift was de rigueur, in her opinion, when it came to matrimonial matters.

			“Congratulations,” Cándido said coolly as he handed her a bottle of brandy. “I hope you’ll be very happy.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I suppose there will be changes around the house. Will you still be requiring my services?”

			“Why would you think any different?”

			“With a husband to assist you, I thought he might handle certain tasks.”

			He was referring to the money collection. She could send Ulises to complete this errand, but he was a new face in town and unlikely to command much respect for this reason. People were always trying to come up with excuses about the state of their monetary affairs. But they feared Cándido. If he didn’t confound and terrify them with legal terms, the memory of the pistol he kept under his pillow served to facilitate their cooperation.

			“I don’t see the need for that,” Perla said.

			Therefore, the modifications to Perla’s life were minimal, though pleasant. Perla’s parents had not shared the same room, and she maintained that custom with her husband, so he remained in the bed he’d occupied since his arrival. It was a pleasant room, and Perla did not feel the need to transplant him from that location or alter his environment dramatically.

			They did take the train to the port one morning, and came back with new shoes and perfume for her and a new bathrobe for him. Plus, she gave him some of her father’s old toiletries: the ivory comb, the silver-plated hairbrush. She’d kept those. The more expensive sellable items they’d owned she’d pawned in the city a long time ago, back when their world was coming apart. Not that there had been much to pawn. It was amazing how little money a pristine set of porcelain cups could command, especially in the horrid towns near Puerco Ahogado. The piano was not worth anything, of course, and her father had already secretly disposed of much of his wife’s jewelry by the time tragedy struck.

			Her nights were the element that changed. Ulises slid into her bed and made quick work of her nightdress. He whispered against her skin, touching her until she moaned.

			Although she found pleasure in bed, the pleasure of feeling the eyes of all the townspeople on her was even headier. The envy of the women, the respectful greetings of the men who now referred to her as “Mrs. Inclán Arnao de Linares”—she would not accept anything but the most formal address—filled her with pride. For a long time, she had been the spinster Inclán. They didn’t say it to her face, they didn’t dare. If she was within earshot, she was Miss Inclán, but she knew what they whispered.

			Same as they had whispered about her ruined father, and about her sister and her bastard. And sometimes, one or two audacious people, they whispered that the salesman who used to stay at her guesthouse was more than a guest.

			But she was now Perla Inclán Arnao de Linares, and she could erase the salesman and the other nameless nobodies, those dirty assignations when she was visiting the port.

			Perla Inclán had been a respectful, dutiful daughter who wore her mourning clothes for two years, as custom dictated. And now she could be Perla Inclán Arnao de Linares, dressed in pink or blue or green, with her hand resting upon the arm of her good-looking husband as they circled the town square.

			

			—

			“Perla, I wanted to talk about the bank account.”

			“What about it?” she said.

			They were taking a leisurely stroll. These walks were her favorite part of the day, her chance to promenade with her husband and reap the greetings and attention of the townsfolk.

			It was before noon and Puerco Ahogado was bustling with activity. The one café had arranged its tables and chairs under the arches of the square, with a perfect view of the wrought-iron gazebo topped by a cupola in the center of the plaza. That was where the musicians played on festival days.

			The humbler fonda that served cheap meals and a fixed-price menu was located around the corner, and sadly did not command this iconic view. Next to the café there was a narrow door and a window with the word Barbershop painted on it. The barber sat by the door, on a stool, next to the boy who shined shoes. The barber was in conversation with Dr. Carrel. The doctor was locked in a competition with the pharmacist, who liked to dispense drugs without a prescription, and regularly shared his woes with his audience.

			When Perla and Ulises walked by, the men acknowledged them with a “Good day” and went back to talking.

			At this time of the day, Perla believed that the sunlight streaming down upon the cobblestoned streets gave the modest town square an almost Italian air. Not that she’d visited Italy, but her father had been to Rome and told her about it when she was young.

			Yes, the neoclassical brick buildings flanking the gazebo, built before the horrid Revolution set fire to the countryside, and the church, which was much older, with its florid stucco decorations on its façade, had a delightful Italian air.

			Perla thought about a trip to Italy. They hadn’t had a proper honeymoon, their whirlwind wedding did not allow for such an event. It had been an exciting time, and she had thought it an excellent idea to marry quickly and be done with it, but now she wondered about a leisurely European escape. They could not visit Europe now, not with the war, but maybe later. Surely the conflict must come to an end.

			If her father had not lost all his money, Perla would have had a tour of Europe. Once again, she remembered the wretched Revolution and the misery that followed it. She didn’t want to dwell on those dark times. She’d think of another destination. Buenos Aires sounded like a sophisticated enough place, didn’t it?

			“It’s just that every time I need to get anything, you must fetch it for me. It would be much easier if you’d add me to your bank account,” her husband said, interrupting her thoughts, which had been far from the mundane concerns of checks and bank accounts.

			Perla’s easy, joyful steps slowed down. “What would you need? We have everything at the house.”

			“I’m saying, if I should want something…for example, yesterday I was thinking I might take the train to the city and buy myself more film for my camera, maybe even a new lens, but I can’t do it unless you go with me.”

			“You told me you have all that photo equipment stored away in Mexico City.”

			“Yes, of course, most of my things are stored there, but we both agreed it would be a hassle to fetch it, and needless expense when I might be able to find a friend to buy most of it. But you don’t want me to take the car to Mexico City either, and—”

			“You don’t need to. You could ride the train.”

			“Some of the equipment I didn’t sell would have to come back with me. There’s the matter of hotels and meals; I don’t think I could possibly dispose of it all in one day. And how could I pay for the meals if I can’t draw money from the account? I’m not working now; until I open a studio or figure out something else, I depend on you entirely.”

			“A studio,” Perla said, arching an eyebrow.

			“I know I could succeed with it, even in a town like this. People need their portrait taken, don’t they? Or if you’d prefer, I could see about setting it up in a bigger city. I’d have to travel back and forth, or maybe partner up with someone, but it would work. I could keep some of my old equipment, use it there, and I’d need a little capital—”

			“You’d be taxed,” she said. “And then there would be bribes to pay to get the permits for a business, and the expense of setting up a studio in a town that’s too small to need one. Taxed to death, that’s what would happen.”

			“All businesses are taxed,” her husband said, with an effortlessness that exasperated her.

			“I make money without the government nosing around.”

			“I know the guesthouse makes money, and sometimes you are kind enough to extend people credit, but a respectable business like a photographer’s studio has lucrative possibilities. What about the port? What about a house there, with a studio attached to it?” he asked, smiling sunnily at her.

			“We could not afford a move there. Besides, the port brings me bad memories,” she said, remembering Norberto and their evenings at her aunt’s home. She would always associate the city with him, and with her heartbreak.

			“Perla, a wife can’t make all the decisions in a marriage. A husband must have his place in a house. He must have respect.”

			She was already infuriated by the memory of Norberto, but these words made her want to dig her nails into his skin. This time he reminded her of her father. Respect! Yes, how much respect he’d demanded, and in turn, how much life he’d leached out of her.

			“A husband who can’t pay for his own coffee is cause for laughter in a town, you know that.”

			“If you don’t want them to laugh at you, then you ought to get a job,” she replied. “But don’t start thinking you’ll open a fancy studio with my money.”

			His amicable smile faded. “I see. How quickly ‘love of my life’ turns into ‘get a job.’ What job should I apply for, do you think? The butcher is looking for an assistant, I’m told.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Those are the kind of jobs in this town. Butcher boy, or maybe waiting tables at the café.”

			The thought of her husband in a black vest and white shirt, with a tiny notepad in his hands, taking orders at Tiburcio Dorantes’s coffee shop was as humiliating as if he’d suggested she prance through the streets in her underwear. He knew this too. It was no casual comment. One time, long ago, her niece had suggested something similar, that she might be able to find employment outside the house, and Perla had firmly disabused her of this notion.

			It was one thing to take in sewing, or to run a guesthouse. Even to lend money, quietly and discreetly. It was another for an Inclán to work like any other nobody in a sweaty, grimy shop. Ulises was part of her family now, and his behavior affected her status. She had not married him to devalue herself.

			Her temper was at a boiling point, but she controlled herself because the plaza was filled with sharp tongues and curious eyes. “I’m tired,” she said. “I need to rest.”

			He’d utterly ruined her day, and when they arrived back at the house and he followed her into her room, apparently intent on reviving the conversation about the studio, she locked herself in the bathroom.

			When she stepped out, he was on the bed, sulking, with a book between his hands. He set the book aside.

			“Perla,” he said.

			She threw him an offended, haughty glance. “What are you doing here?”

			“Perla,” he said again, and he stood up, cautiously approaching her and placing his arms around her.

			She let him kiss her cheek, then her mouth. She let him touch her between her legs and pull her toward the bed. Her pretty, charming husband fucked her until both lay covered in a thin film of sweat.

			But when he tried to talk to her about money again, she told him to shut up. They quarreled, then apologized, and there was another bout of lovemaking afterward, to ensure the peace.

			

			—

			Her father has a stroke a month after Encarnación runs away. His heart is rent in two from grief and worry and shame. Afterward, he shuffles around the house, leaning on a cane, his left arm useless, the left side of his mouth frozen so that when he speaks it’s difficult to understand him.

			Perla’s mother spends her days sniffling and praying the rosary. Her son’s death and her daughter’s desertion plunge her into misery. She stumbles down the hallways of the house, her eyes clouded from the laudanum.

			The only servant that remains with them is Estrella, because she has no other place to go. Servants are always cheap, especially in the countryside, but in these times of strife and misery they come practically free. Nevertheless, if Perla could do without the cook, she would, for it means another mouth to feed.

			The care of both her parents falls on Perla’s shoulders. This was the role her sister should have played, watching over them until they passed away, but now it’s Perla’s burden. What a heavy burden it is. There are mornings when Perla is hardly able to rise from bed.

			The thumping of her father’s cane as he demands his supper mixes with her mother’s weeping, but outside it’s no better. People in Puerco Ahogado, eternally fond of gossip, seem to find their tribulations amusing.

			After the war ends, her father suggests that they transform their home into a guesthouse. Now that the fighting is finally over—at least partially, Calles seems intent on plunging the country into another civil conflict—the coffee fields and the groves with fruit trees must be farmed again. Workers are trickling back into Puerco Ahogado and the surrounding towns, and they need to be housed somewhere.

			“We have enough rooms here, and Estrella can cook the meals,” her father says.

			“But a guesthouse would expose us to ridicule!” Perla protests. “What will our neighbors say?”

			“Open your eyes, stupid girl. Many families are running guesthouses or businesses from their homes.”

			Perla is appalled. Then she remembers Laura Trujillo, who is now working in a miserable rural school because her brothers all died in the Revolution and her mother has been left destitute. A shame for a proper lady to be laid that low.

			But it could be worse, yes, it could, she thinks, and she remembers those women that fill their baskets with tacos to sell by the train. Coarse women, with their swarthy skin and their rough hands, with rebozos around their shoulders; women who worked her father’s fields before the war drained the Incláns’ coffers and who snicker when Perla Inclán walks by with her head held high. Perla trembles, horrified, and she admits to herself that a guesthouse is the best option for them.

			Perla hangs a sign from the gates of the house. It reads: Rooms for rent, by the week or the month. Inquire inside.

			She comforts herself with the knowledge that some of their neighbors have similar signs. At Sarita Novo’s house there is a sign that reads: Baby clothes, made to order. Down the street Mrs. Cuesta offers piano lessons.

			At least the sign by the gates means the moneymaking activity remains safely inside the home. She would die of shame if she, a young woman of marriageable age, had to go out into the world like a common factory girl or a field hand.

			Marriageable age! The months from the calendar have been plucked away with a horrifying quickness. She is twenty-four. There’s no one she’d marry in Puerco Ahogado, and she knows even if there were her father would never agree to give away her hand in marriage.

			When Cándido Sotomayor begins to handle the family’s legal affairs—there are numerous unpaid debts, many assets that have been seized and rancorous parties wanting to take every cent left—a few months shy of her twenty-fifth birthday, he throws Perla a curious look.

			“Whatever money I have, and the house, will not go to my daughter until I am dead. If she marries before I pass away, she will be disinherited,” her father says. He says it loudly and bluntly while Perla is serving the men their coffee, so that both Cándido and Perla are clear on this point.

			Cándido blushes, embarrassed, but Perla remains impassive. She’s known this is her fate for a long time and she does not fancy the young lawyer with the shabby coat. The Sotomayors haven’t fared much better than the Incláns, and though the possibility of greater fortune may lie ahead for him, it’s still many days away. Besides, like Perla, Cándido is imprisoned by the needs of his family. He has a mother and a sister to support.

			There are few other eligible men in Puerco Ahogado, and even fewer who are not betrothed already to girls with better prospects or greater beauty. The ones in search of lucre dismiss Perla with a shrug. Why take on the maintenance of a rambling old house and the debts of the Incláns when there is no clear profit in the near future? Her father is not going to share the revenue that trickles in from renting rooms with a son-in-law.

			The men who care more for looks or charm than a bank account also find little to recommend Perla. She’s not ugly, but her frayed old dresses hide her best features, and she conducts herself with such rigidity that any thoughts of romance are quickly dismissed.

			She has been trained to be a great lady and, like an organism that has evolved with a singular purpose, cannot fathom an existence that deviates from her original progression. Her proud tilt of the head and her lofty bearing intimidate the less audacious suitors, while the lowlifes of the town simply mock Perla behind her back.

			Besides, she’s grown old. Not unbearably, impossibly old, but old enough in a town in which girls of good families are married at twenty-one. Old enough that people click their tongues and think that if no one has come courting Perla Inclán, there must be a good reason for it.

			Sometimes Perla envies the girls from the lower classes, girls who have no surname to protect, whose honor has been violated in half a dozen ways, who laugh loudly during the town’s festivities and flirt shamelessly with strangers while she stands at her window, scowling and waiting for her father to yell a command. Perla, see about your mother! Perla, what’s for dinner! Perla, Perla, Perla!

			Though, she supposes, they suffer too, and their shamelessness is eventually punished. After all, the new maid, Rita—hired now that the guesthouse brings a bit more income and they must sweep and clean and air many rooms—is working with them because her brothers beat her bloody and tossed her out of the house when they found out she was seeing a coconut vendor who came to their town on market days. Poor Rita, the beating left her with a broken nose and missing teeth; every time Perla’s father yells, she begins to tremble from head to toe. It probably reminds her of one of her brothers.

			Yet Perla dreams sometimes that a handsome man is going to come to town and take her away from the dull task of feeding her father and combing his hair. She’ll never have to help her mother get dressed or listen to her delirious mutterings about her baby boy. She won’t have to stomach the simple dishes the cook makes for the household or share her table with the lowly workers who come to Puerco Ahogado for a season or two.

			Sometimes she wishes to scream so loud they’ll have to drag her to a madhouse, and sometimes she simply wishes she had someone to talk to. The priest at church is no good—during confession he recommends that she pray the rosary—and her friends, even Sarita Novo, would not understand if she spoke with complete honesty. No, Sarita would be aghast; she would never look at Perla the same way again.

			Therefore, Perla swallows all her bile, all her anger, and all her frustrations and goes about her daily chores. She buttons her mother’s dress, brushes her father’s suit because they don’t have a houseboy, argues with the guests when they’re late with their rent, and marks off another day on the calendar.

			

			—

			Twenty-six years old, then twenty-seven. Time passes. It’s a boiling hot day in Puerco Ahogado and to withstand the temperature Perla drags one of the wicker chairs by the fountain and fans herself under the shade of the lemon trees in the hopes of catching a bit of the faint breeze that doesn’t seem to reach the windows of the house.

			Perla fans herself and in the stupor of the afternoon closes her eyes. She slips into a half dream about a faceless man who holds her in his arms, but the more she tries to concentrate, to make him vivid, to give him features—a mouth, eyes—the more he dissolves like a watercolor left in the rain.

			She hears the clanking of the front gate and mutters under her breath.

			“Perla,” a voice says, soft like the petal of a flower.

			She snaps her eyes open and stares at her sister, who stands in front of her holding a suitcase in one hand. Hiding behind Encarnación’s skirts there is a girl with black curls.
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			The house had changed, but merely a tad. It had not been as monumental a change as they had imagined. Perla asked everyone to call her “Perla Inclán Arnao de Linares” and Fito was assigned to fulfill the role of Ulises’s manservant.

			Grandfather Osorio had a manservant back in the day, Perla said. But Fito was ill-prepared for the role. He could water plants, drive a car, and fix leaky faucets, but he was not the sophisticated valet Perla dreamed of. She desired a servant who could make cocktails, mull claret, take off Ulises’s shoes and put them away as soon as he walked into the sitting room. Most of the time Ulises simply smiled at Perla’s ridiculous requests and waved Fito away, to the relief of the young man.

			Ulises now sat by Perla’s side at the dinner table, he accompanied her to whatever lunches or dinners or social functions she was invited to, and on occasion he received pocket money from his wife.

			That everything should remain practically the same did not initially bother Ulises or Inés. They made bawdy jokes about Perla when they were alone, wasted time playing with the dog, shared useless tidbits of information—his favorite ice cream flavor was pistachio, hers strawberry. Yet the days gathered, one after the other, like a bouquet of flowers that wilts under the sudden onslaught of summer.

			They began to fret, to drum their fingers nervously at the table and realize they were no closer to achieving their goal than before.

			“Nothing works,” he said one day. “Nothing at all.”

			“You need to try harder,” Inés insisted.

			He paced back and forth inside his room while Inés busied herself changing his bedsheets.

			“As if I haven’t been trying. She’s as hard as iron. I now have less money than I had when I arrived. She won’t budge.”

			She brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “What if you falsified a power of attorney?”

			“I don’t know how to falsify documents.”

			“What can you do?” she asked, exasperated, balling the dirty sheets in a fury.

			He took out a cigarette and lit it, then he tapped his foot. “You said she has money in that desk in her room.”

			“I think so. But you told me it couldn’t be much, and you said you can’t pick locks. You’re simply useless.”

			“No, I said I’m not much of a lock picker, which means I’d rather avoid it. But if worse comes to worst, I could try. There might be money, there might be traveler’s checks, other useful documents. I’d need time, though. That’s the problem with my lock-picking skills: I’m not that fast, she spends an abominable amount of time in the house, and when she’s out she wants me with her. It’s hard to do anything when she’s right there in her room.”

			“What about when she takes her bath? She spends a good hour in the bath.”

			He shook his head. “The bath’s connected to the room. Any noise and she might jump out and find me going through her things. Even right now I’m afraid she’s going to come barging through that door.”

			They both turned their heads and stared at the closed door. They could hear the noises of the household, the cook singing and the birds in the trees and someone coughing loudly below. They drifted toward each other, both apprehensive.

			“She’s always nearby,” he whispered.

			“What about during mass?”

			“We all go together to mass and walk back together too.”

			“Not this Sunday,” Inés whispered back. He looked at her, confused. “The first Sunday of the month, that’s the day when all the women in town pray the rosary. She’ll be out with all the other ladies in Puerco Ahogado.”

			For that was the practice and tradition in Puerco Ahogado. Some families prayed even more, prayed a rosary every night, and the Zorrilla sisters prayed to each and every saint whose picture they had in their room, reciting half a dozen rosaries before bedtime. But, at minimum, the women of decent families in town were expected to gather respectfully in one of the rooms of the church, which was normally reserved for the teaching of the catechism, and bow their heads as they prayed that monthly rosary together. Afterward, there was a chance for socializing and gossiping before they dispersed.

			Men were not invited to join in this activity and happily hurried in search of food or drinks.

			“But you’ll also be praying the rosary.”

			“I could be sick,” Inés said. He grinned at her, and she grabbed the bedsheets and rushed down the stairs.

			She dumped the dirty bedsheets in the laundry room, grabbed a clean set, then knocked on Nepomuceno’s door. He took his time, but she heard the shuffling of his feet, his low grumblings. Finally, he opened the door and let her in.

			“Good morning, Professor,” she said. “Time for fresh laundry.”

			“It’s already Tuesday? Are you sure?” he asked.

			“As sure as my name.”

			Nepomuceno nodded. He shooed away the dog, which had been curled up on the bed, and sat on a grand old burgundy armchair. His white hair was a tangled mess, his eyes were red, and he reeked of booze, but that was normal with Professor Nepomuceno.

			The dog barked and barked, eliciting a groan from Nepomuceno, and she let it out of the room.

			“It wants you to take it for a walk,” she said.

			“How an animal can insist on going around and around the block each day of its life, I do not know,” he said. “And at this hour.”

			“It’s late enough.”

			“Bah. It’s not as if I need to rise at the crack of dawn to teach lessons. It doesn’t matter much whether it’s noon or dawn for me, does it?” he asked.

			She spied his breakfast tray, untouched, upon the desk that was set by the window, and sighed.

			“You’re not eating again,” she chided him. “You haven’t touched your food.”

			“Estrella cooks too many fatty things for me.”

			“It’s eggs and beans, Professor.”

			“She’s an awful cook.”

			“Let me bring you your tray. You can eat while I make your bed.”

			He was cadaverous in his thinness and seemed to live off liquids. She handed him the tray. He sighed but placed it on his lap and began to eat. The room was in disarray. The bed was littered with books. The professor had the bad habit of falling asleep in the armchair rather than bothering to slip under the bedsheets. He’d also left a couple of bottles on the floor, and a half-empty bowl of rice. Rita hated it when he did that, she said it attracted roaches and mice.

			Inés scooped up the empty bottles of booze and stacked them outside the door, along with the bowl. Then she turned to the books. She held one up. Poetry.

			“ ‘It was many and many a year ago, in a kingdom by the sea, that a maiden there lived whom you may know by the name of Annabel Lee,’ ” he recited smoothly. “Now, who’s that?”

			“Poe.”

			She went to the bookcases and slid the volume back in its place. Then she stripped off the bedsheets and replaced them with freshly laundered ones.

			“ ‘Your hair is black as the wing of mystery; dark as a gloomy never, like a farewell, or as the words “who knows!” Yet there is something darker still: your eyes!’ ” the professor said. “And that?”

			“Nervo. Professor, you make it too easy some days.”

			“You know me too well.”

			She did. She’d had no proper father, as her aunt liked to remind her. Her mother had been abandoned, cast off, and her father had erased any bonds he’d had with them. No letters ever came, no birthday cards or gifts. Nepomuceno had become her father. He was the one who sat her down to hear tales of long-gone heroes and the dusty rhymes of dead poets. The lessons he’d once taught his pupils had been shared with the eager child.

			Nepomuceno smiled and handed her the tray, which she set upon the desk once more.

			“ ‘Midway upon the journey of our life I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost,’ ” he said.

			This time she did not recognize the line and remained mute. “Dante,” the professor said, and he stood up, heading to the bookshelf. “You haven’t been reading lately, my tenacious Atalanta. Now, let me see, for a young soul such as you, I would recommend—”

			He winced and paused, bending a little and pressing a hand against his stomach. Inés dropped the pillow she’d been holding and went around the bed to his side. “Professor, what’s wrong?”

			“It’s that old twinge. My war wounds.”

			“War wounds, my ass, Professor. You were not a soldier.”

			“There are all types of wars,” he said as he leaned on her and she sat him down on the freshly made bed. He rubbed his belly with his right hand and looked up at her, sighing. “You must not use crude language. It’s not becoming of a lady.”

			“What kind of lady might I be in this house? Lady of lye and soap?” she asked, showing him her hands, which were rough from household chores.

			“A lady is a lady, no matter if she scrubs pots and pans,” he said solemnly.

			He lay down. Inés picked up the pillow and placed it behind his head. He laced his hands together and rested them on his stomach.

			“You should make an appointment with Dr. Carrel.”

			“That butcher! No, thank you. I detest the man. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to pay his fee. I’m already behind on the rent and your aunt has threatened to haul me out of the house if I don’t pay her by next week.”

			Inés opened the top drawer of a bureau and took out a blanket. She wrapped it around Nepomuceno. “She always says that and then you pay her a month and she’s happy to have you around.”

			“I don’t think so. I’ve exhausted all my charitable friends. Affection has its limits.”

			“I’ll make you a cup of tea,” she said, patting his hand.

			Nepomuceno smiled. “Thank you. And the dog? Might you take it for a walk?”

			“Of course. Around and around the block, as usual.”

			She went to the kitchen, where Estrella was chopping onions with an expert hand. They had a little radio—a birthday gift from Estrella’s oldest son, who fixed radios and vacuum cleaners in the port—and were listening to boleros. A woman sang “No Vuelvo Contigo” while Fito sat at the table reading the funnies.

			“Fito, can you take the dog for a walk?” Inés asked.

			“Can’t right now. I need to buy ice. But there ain’t no point in going until it’s noon. The fishmonger was out drinking last night.”

			Inés had heard there were houses in the bigger cities where they had home freezers, but those were for wealthy folks, and so in Puerco Ahogado people bought their ice from the fishmonger and someone had to walk there and fill a pot.

			“How do you know that?” she asked.

			“He was drinking with the professor. They play dominoes on Mondays at La Dominica.”

			Inés frowned. “That horrid man! He promised he wasn’t going to play and drink anymore.”

			“The professor isn’t ever going to stop drinking,” Estrella said as she stopped her rhythmic chopping and looked up at Inés. “He’s the way he is. His soul is crooked. It’s because of the day of the month he was born. It’s all fated, Niña Inés.”

			“I hate it when you talk of fate,” Inés said, thinking irritably about the circumstances of her birth, her family, which apparently decreed that she be chained to this house and never venture far from Puerco Ahogado.

			Estrella shrugged. Inés turned to Fito. “Why do you need ice anyway?”

			“Company’s coming and your aunt wants to make drinks. It’s only Sarita Novo, but you know how fussy she can be, especially after she’s been reading those magazines with cocktail recipes. Martini lunches, she calls ’em.”

			“Then you better make sure you get a piece of ice somehow, or she’ll yell at you again. Where’s the kettle?”

			“Right over there. You’d think with how she complains about money she wouldn’t be wasting it on ice and drinks. She damn near beat me when I asked her for a raise,” Fito said sadly.

			“I told him not to,” Estrella said, shaking her head. “But when do young people listen to me?”

			“I need to hand the professor his tea and the dog needs to go for a walk, so you might as well do that before you get the ice. If my aunt sees you reading the paper, she’ll garnish your wages this week.”

			“Sure,” Fito said with a sigh.

			Inés boiled the water and prepared the tea. She bumped into her aunt as she was heading out of the kitchen with the pot and cup.

			“There you are,” Perla said. “I had no idea where you’d gone.”

			“I was making tea for the professor.”

			“If there’s a sip of alcohol in that ‘tea’ I’ll give you a beating. That dried-up mummy is always sipping my liquor.”

			“There’s no liquor.”

			Perla lifted the lid of the pot and took a sniff. She replaced it, but she was still frowning. “Fine. But you shouldn’t be nursing him. It’s a waste of time; the bastard is behind on his rent again.”

			“He’ll catch up,” Inés assured her.

			“I suppose you don’t care if there’s money coming into this house or not, since you don’t pay any of the bills.”

			Aunt Perla was in an awful mood. Inés wondered if Ulises was the culprit. After all, he’d tried talking to her again the previous night about money matters and been defeated. But even if Perla had won that battle, she was sure to still be annoyed. Perhaps she was mad at Fito for asking for a raise.

			Inés lowered her gaze. Her silence somehow managed to irritate her aunt more than an insolent reply, and she knew it. Quietly, she felt Perla boiling with repressed anger.

			“Go ahead, take the tea. Then finish with the linens.”

			“Yes, Aunt Perla.”

			

			—

			Sunday morning Inés pretended she was ill. All the other women in the house departed while Nepomuceno snored inside his room. As soon as she heard the front door slamming shut, Inés leaped out of bed and headed to her aunt’s bedroom. Ulises was already there, fiddling with two pieces of thin metal, trying to pry open the massive secretaire.

			“Will we be able to lock it afterward?” she asked.

			“No. Let’s hope she doesn’t notice that it was left open, or that she thinks she forgot to lock it,” he said.

			His first couple attempts were futile, and he cursed loudly. Finally, the lock yielded to his ministrations, and he pulled the lid up.

			“Come on, help me look,” he said, and smiled.

			She smiled back. Their shared secrets were sometimes close to child’s play, lightening her days despite the seriousness of the matters at hand. She supposed it was the pleasure of having a co-conspirator.

			They began to riffle through the many tiny drawers and compartments. He held up a piece of paper. “Her will?”

			“She doesn’t have a will. She’s superstitious about it, says she’ll dictate it on her deathbed and leave me something if she feels like it. If I’m naughty, she’ll leave it to a charity for wayward girls.”

			“It’s someone’s will. Ah, yes. Your grandfather’s will…but that’s your name there.”

			“Where?”

			“Right here,” he said, tapping his finger against the page. “He leaves the house to his daughter Perla, and upon her passing to his granddaughter, Inés. That’s you.”

			“Let me see,” she said. “The house is mine? But Grandfather disinherited my mother. He made no provisions for me.”

			“Upon her death. No mention of wayward girls. Let’s see if we can find money. She must have cash,” he said as he folded the will and tucked it back in place.

			Inés opened a drawer. It was a stack of letters. For a moment she thought to look elsewhere, but a name caught her attention: Inés Inclán, the envelope said. She opened it and began to read.

			“Finally! Let’s see, one hundred, two hundred…”

			He was counting bills, but Inés had stopped listening. She sat down on the bed and opened another letter. Then another. She was about to faint, all the blood seemed to congeal in her veins and she felt a pressure in her chest. Ulises turned around.

			“That’s two thousand pesos in cash and not even a measly traveler’s check. I can’t believe—” He paused and looked at her. “Is something wrong?”

			“My father died.”

			“What?”

			She extended one of the letters with shaky hands and he grabbed it and read it while she sat there, feeling as though she’d been stabbed. Clean in the heart, that’s how deep the wound ached.

			“Buried on March third, 1942,” Ulises said. “That’s a year ago.”

			“I didn’t know. My aunt always told me he cut off all contact with us. But look at these letters,” she said, holding them up. “That’s several letters asking if I would write back to him. She never told me.”

			She let the letters fall from her fingers. He clasped her hands.

			“Inés…I’m sorry,” he said.

			He sounded sincere but it didn’t matter. She felt as if the blood really were spilling from a wound in her body as she sat there, weak from exhaustion.

			She remembered her father’s voice, back in the apartment in Puebla. Aunt Perla always said she looked like him, with not a stitch of the Incláns in her blood. When she’d compared her features to those of her mother, Inés had to agree. Her mother had bequeathed her eyes and her locks of black hair, but Inés’s mouth, chin, and nose seemed to come from another source.

			She’d wondered about him through the years. How could she not when the word “bastard” was used so casually? It indicated a taint. Eventually she stopped wondering, knowing she’d never speak to him, that he did not care for her.

			He’d cared a little, it seemed. Her aunt had snatched that trickle of feeling from her.

			Inés ran to the bathroom, where she had to splash water on her face to keep herself from fainting. She pressed her back against the door and stood there, breathing slowly.

			Ulises knocked. “Inés, we need to put these things away. You hear me?”

			“I hear you.”

			When she walked out, he had already put everything back in place and was sliding down the lid of the desk.

			“Come on,” he said. “We don’t want your aunt to catch us in here.”

			He took her by the hand, and she stumbled behind him. “I could kill her!” she yelled, for the sake of yelling something, because if she didn’t scream, she was going to begin crying.

			“You’d get a house, but then you would end up in jail,” he said lightly. “Get back in bed. You’re supposed to be indisposed.”

			He opened the door to her room, but she stopped at the threshold and looked up at him. “What do you mean I’d get a house?”

			“The will. When she dies, you get the house. It’s not much use if you’re in jail, though,” he said, urging her inside the room. But she clutched his arm.

			“No, you’re wrong. It’s extremely useful. She doesn’t have a will. I get the house if she’s dead, and if she dies intestate, then a judge would have to render a verdict about her money and the rest of her things.”

			“Intestate is a bloodbath. Relatives end up quarreling for years and it drags and drags out in court.”

			“If both parties come to an agreement, then it would be settled,” she said. She was speaking so quickly she could hardly catch her breath. “If her husband and her niece divide it in two equal parts, then…then…”

			“Then it’s done. Half and half.”

			They stared at each other. The image of Perla’s death was sharp and vivid, leaping into her mind as clearly as a crime scene photograph, and, she was sure, into his at the same moment. At last, he shook his head.

			Downstairs a door opened.

			“Hurry,” he said, and gave her a shove. She stumbled inside.

			

			—

			She didn’t come out for the rest of the day. She imagined her aunt would say she was a lazy girl and chide her at length the next morning. She’d say she was bad.

			Not that Perla was wrong, after all. Inés was bad because as she sat in her room, with her arms wrapped around her legs and her chin resting on her knees, thinking furiously and ceaselessly, few of those thoughts turned to the matter of damnation. She did arrive at that, recalling how the professor had quoted Dante a few days before, but she could not feel any real terror for the condition of her soul.

			She thought about murder, plain and simple. She thought it over and didn’t feel wretched about it.

			When Inés fell asleep, she had that old nightmare of her mother at the foot of the stairs, staring at her. She extended a hand toward the girl, but the hand was bereft of flesh.

			She woke up crying in the dark.

			“Hey, hey, there,” a voice said, and she thought maybe she was still dreaming, but Ulises was there. He gently rested a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s a dream.”

			The words lulled her into silence, dried her tears. She thought of nothing for the span of a minute, then was reminded of his incongruous presence.

			“Why are you here?” she asked.

			He sat at the foot of the bed, making the springs groan with his weight. “I came to see how you were doing. They said you didn’t touch your food.”

			“As if you care, you prick,” she said, though her tone had no animosity; the ribald talk simply served to shield her.

			He smirked. “Clearly I don’t, I’m here because I like to be insulted late at night.”

			“You better go. Aunt Perla’s probably looking for you.”

			“She took her bath and drank a whole bottle of sherry while I combed her hair. She really behaves like she’s a queen, doesn’t she?”

			“Marie Antoinette, except there’s no guillotine in sight,” she said.

			He shook his head, but she still noticed the sudden glimmer in his eye. “What you’re thinking about…you better stop. You don’t want to see the inside of a jail cell.”

			“Only if we get caught.”

			“Stop it.”

			She leaned forward, raised her hands, and tightened them on the lapels of his robe. “I’d kill her for nothing right now. I might as well do it for profit.”

			For many years she’d dwelled in misery inside Aunt Perla’s house. She was reminded constantly not only of her lowly status as a bastard child, but of the expense and effort it took to raise her. Her aunt always found more faults than virtues in her behavior, her appearance. Then, to make her life more unbearable, she was informed on many occasions that she would never be allowed to have an existence beyond the walls of this house, that she was to be the caretaker and nurse for Aunt Perla when she grew old, just as Perla had cared for her parents.

			This was bad enough, but now she had discovered that her aunt had kept her from her father. True, he might not have been the most upstanding of men, married as he was and with another family, but to not even give her the chance to write to him if she wanted to, that was too cruel.

			Ulises spoke of prison, but Inés had spent her entire youth incarcerated already.

			“Inés, don’t.”

			“What? You sure have scruples for a criminal.”

			“I don’t have scruples. It’s too dangerous, that’s the issue. Anyway, I don’t even know how you’d manage something like that. You’d have to make it look like an accident.”

			“Poison,” Inés said simply.

			“Sure. Shall we order it from the pharmacy?”

			“You don’t need a pharmacy if you know enough plants.”

			“You really are something, you lunatic,” he said, and scoffed. But she detected a note of dry admiration in his voice.

			Her hands were still tight around his lapels. Underneath that, he was wearing a pair of loose pajamas. The first button was undone, and she had a good view of the expanse of his throat, with the moon providing ample illumination to examine him. He seemed to notice the steadiness of her gaze and swallowed.

			“You know it’s a terrible idea,” he said.

			“You’re telling me no?”

			“I’m not telling you anything.”

			“Fucking wimp.”

			He chuckled. “God, you’re rude.”

			He cupped her cheek, and her heart leaped in her chest. It scared her more than the thought of cops and prisons and hell; it scared her half to death.

			“Listen, you’re not thinking straight—”

			“I am. But you must go. It’s late, it’s much too late,” she said, shoving him away. “Go.”

			He looked confused, yet he obeyed her and slipped out, closing the door softly behind himself. Then she fell back against the pillows, breathing in and out until she could feel her wild heart quieting down.
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			He missed Mexico City. He’d been extremely nervous there, terrified that the sons of the widow Aguirre were going to swoop by his guesthouse—he shouldn’t have stayed there, but the rent had been affordable—and beat him bloody.

			But he’d gained nothing in this forsaken town, and lost his liberty. How stupid he had been! There was money to be made in Mexico City. So many Americans and Europeans had flocked there at the beginning of the war, bringing their bank accounts with them. The former king of Romania was living in Mexico City; that wealthy Bulgarian, Avramov, had a house with more than fifty rooms; the countess of Prévoisin flashed jewels at all the nightclubs of note.

			It was useless; he was never going to navigate that crowd. Nevertheless, there would have been more opportunities in the city than in dusty Puerco Ahogado.

			What he wouldn’t give to have drinks and listen to music at El Patio, or get cozy at the more intimate Casanova. He pictured big bands and Havana floor shows, the clinking of ice cubes, and swaying hips at the Sans Souci. Instead, he was trapped inside this house.

			Inés was handing the guests canapés. It was another one of Perla’s dry, boring reunions with the same witless people. He watched Inés balancing the tray with expert ease, dressed in a horrid skirt and a blouse that seemed designed to make her look like a frump, except it didn’t. Perversely, the sensible shoes and ugly blouse made you wonder at other possibilities. What that girl might look like in a ball gown, maybe. Or, judging by the young policeman’s nervous twitch of his lips, what she looked like in her underwear and a pair of silk stockings.

			She had great legs. That was the first thing he’d noticed, and that abundance of black hair. She’d be ravishing under the mellow lights of a nightclub even if she was half mad.

			Murder. She had guts to talk about it so breezily.

			He watched her as she moved around the room. Poison, she’d said, quite naturally to boot. Not that he hadn’t brought it up, because of course he had, but he’d meant it as a morbid joke.

			Maybe. Maybe it had been half in jest and half serious, because he was going to go insane in this place.

			“It’s completely unpatriotic for the workers to threaten to strike in Orizaba,” Dr. Carrel was saying.

			“They can’t work if there’s no corn, no food,” Professor Nepomuceno replied.

			“The government sets aside enough basic staples for the workers.”

			Nepomuceno laughed. “You believe those fairy tales? We know what happens to the corn and the beans and the lard. They end up on the black market. And the politicians have their hands in this. Ask the governor of Durango where the corn goes.”

			“The price of sugar is really outrageous,” Sarita Novo said. “And they sell you minute quantities, and if you can find more it’s a robbery. One kilo for thirty centavos!”

			“Factory workers don’t need sugar,” the doctor proclaimed.

			Just then the older police officer, who had been half asleep in a corner, opened his eyes and suggested that they play dominoes. Dr. Carrel was enthused by the idea, and Cándido agreed to join the game.

			“We need a fourth,” Dr. Carrel said. “It’s ten pesos per game.”

			“Come on, Bartolo, pull a chair,” the older policeman urged his younger colleague.

			“Not tonight, sir,” Bartolo replied.

			The young cop likely wanted to spend the rest of the evening staring at Inés with round, eager eyes and an open mouth. The dunce.

			Ulises realized he’d been doing the same, staring at the girl. The discovery made him so uncomfortable he stood up quick.

			“I’ll play,” he said, for the sake of getting her out of his line of sight.

			“With what money?” Perla asked, so loudly that everyone laughed.

			Ulises stood in the middle of the room, his cheeks burning with mortification. Perla didn’t seem the least contrite about the round of mockery she’d initiated and looked at Ulises with a cool indifference that made his face burn even more.

			“It’s a game with friends.”

			“It seems your wife’s wallet isn’t feeling friendly today,” Cándido replied, and there was another round of laughter.

			“If you’ll excuse me, I forgot my cigarette case,” Ulises said with as much dignity as he could muster, and exited the room.

			He walked quickly to the front of the house, lit a cigarette, and stood by the iron gate, smoking and stewing in his anger as he contemplated the grotesque parody that his life had become. He was a sap. Yeah, that was right. A sap and a loser and dear God he was fucked. Roundly and completely fucked. No Havana floor shows for him, no nothing.

			He thought about stepping out into the street with nothing in his pockets but his cigarettes and a box of matches and to hell with it. But as soon as the idea formed in his mind, he immediately discarded it. There were men who could live like tramps, hitching rides in trucks and stumbling out into unknown ports, begging for their supper. But he’d never been that type.

			He wasn’t the violent criminal type either, the kind to hold up a bank or a jeweler, or even to press a knife against the ribs of an unsuspecting man in an alley. The truth of the matter was that Ulises had been raised in a specific kind of environment and grown up with a certain sensibility that wouldn’t allow him to partake in several profitable and unsavory operations. He had neither the constitution nor the bulk to serve as muscle for a mobster and lacked the temperament to pimp women out. Gangs were out of the question; he wouldn’t survive a day in one.

			As for marketable skills, aside from an interest in photography, he had none.

			He looked at the street and smoked. Soon enough she was standing at his elbow. In her sensible shoes she didn’t make much noise, unlike Perla, whose high heels were audible against the tired parquet floors. But that stealthiness announced her anyway.

			“It’s too risky,” he muttered, without turning his head, without looking at her and her cloud of black hair and her dark, gleaming eyes.

			“I didn’t say anything,” Inés replied.

			“You’re thinking it. Hell, I’m thinking it.”

			“And?”

			He was quiet.

			“Goddamn wuss,” she said.

			“Really, what a mouth. How’d you learn to talk like that?”

			“The other kids teased me at school. It’s hard being born out of wedlock in a town like this. They were rotten to me until I started cussing them back. I kicked a couple of boys in the groin for good measure.”

			“That’s a bit severe,” he said, though he smiled at the thought of her dispensing a few blows.

			“Boys think they can do whatever they want with certain girls. Girls that aren’t worth much. If you don’t put them in their place quickly, they get ideas. I didn’t need that kind of trouble,” she said, and she wrapped her hands around the iron gate.

			“That cop. He’s got ideas about you. Why don’t you go off with him? It would save you the trouble of living here.”

			Who knew? Maybe she’d even fall for the wretch. He wasn’t much to look at, but he seemed harmless.

			She laughed without merriment, a low, rasping laugh. “I know how that would go. Maybe he’d take me for his mistress for a couple of years and pay my bills until he grew tired of me. That’s just a different cage.” She paused and looked at him. “I think you know about cages.”

			“Maybe,” he whispered.

			He held the cigarette still in midair, remembering moments he’d tried hard to scrub from his memories. A hundred tiny humiliations, like paper cuts lacerating the soul. It was a damn grim world, and he wasn’t going anywhere in it but down. Right now he was young, but give it a few years and a touch of middle age would begin to mar his features, and then what? More of the same? Tiny scores made smaller as his value diminished?

			“Hypothetically, what kind of poison would you use?” he asked. Simply for the sake of asking it, because the question was stinging his throat. It was like having a damn fish bone lodged in there. He was going to choke if he didn’t ask.

			“Hypothetically? The seeds of the haba de San Ignacio are toxic. If you crushed them…or a mixture of several herbs…yes, mix several things up, say in a bottle of sherry, then the person who drank it would die quick, with no fuss.”

			As soon as she said it, he felt his resistance melting. Ahead of him, in the hot, humid street, there was nothing. Maybe he would be able to thumb a ride back to Mexico City, back to a grimy guesthouse filled with lowlifes like him, to spend his days simmering in resentment. Or he could take a chance.

			He looked at her. He knew, in that moment, that separately they would have never dared to commit a murder and would have probably spent their miserable lives filled with grudges and spite. But together, homicide became not only plausible but preordained.

			“When should we do it?”

			“Tonight. I have the necessary ingredients.”

			“You knew I’d say yes.”

			“I hoped you would.”

			He dropped his cigarette and squashed it with a hard stomp of his shoe.

			

			—

			Later that evening he drew his wife’s bath. This had been Inés’s task until recently. Now he was the one who’d become a handmaiden. No matter, it gave them the opportunity they needed.

			Perla went into the tub, and he hurried downstairs to the kitchen. Inés had the tray with the sherry ready. He grabbed it with careful fingers.

			“Make sure she drinks a glass.”

			“She always drinks two glasses, if not three. She gets roaring drunk in that bathtub,” Ulises said.

			Indeed, he was certain his wife had already started drinking. He knew she kept a couple of bottles of tequila in the armoire.

			Inés’s hand rested on his wrist for a moment, and they stared at each other. He was so nervous he feared he’d trip on the stairs, but he maneuvered into the bathroom without issues and set the tray down by the tub. Then he poured Perla a glass and handed it to her.

			She held it up between her hands, her eyes fixed on him above the rim of the glass. There was a glint to them that heralded trouble, and a telltale flush that clearly indicated he was right and she’d started sipping booze already. He smiled blandly at his wife.

			“Do you need anything else?” he asked with the utmost politeness.

			“Why do you stare at my niece?”

			“I what?” he asked, and though immediately he felt a flicker of fear, he spoke in a casual, easy way.

			“Why do you stare at Inés? Today, when we had our reunion, you kept looking in her direction.”

			“I’m not sure I did.”

			“And later you stepped out of the room, and you were away for a while, chatting with her. I saw you from the window. You were by the front gate.”

			Perla’s face was drawn and hard, and he realized he was standing in quicksand and must navigate this carefully. He’d been careless, that was for sure, gazing at the damn girl with the same expression as the idiot cop. Also, and this he hadn’t acknowledged until now, his wife was more observant than he’d thought.

			He decided outrage was the correct response and spoke in an indignant tone. “I was smoking a cigarette, that’s what I was doing. I stepped out because I was bored, and my wife wouldn’t let me play dominoes. Am I supposed to sit next to your chair all night?”

			“A husband is supposed to keep his wife company.”

			“I’m here right now, am I not? After I smoked that one cigarette, I came back inside even though I didn’t play a single game of dominoes and had to listen to Lulú complain about her backache for a full forty minutes. You were too busy talking to Sarita Novo to notice.”

			“I’m sure you didn’t hear a thing Lulú said, busy as you were eyeing my niece.”

			“That again!” he exclaimed.

			“Are you going to tell me she’s ugly?”

			“No, she’s not. She’s pretty in the way small-town girls can be,” he said, and he knew this comment would irritate Perla greatly, for she herself was a small-town girl. If they quarreled, if she was angry at him, then she’d be more likely to drown her sorrows with a bit of drink. At least, he prayed she would.

			“I suppose you spent a lot of time with society ladies and starlets in the capital?”

			“Yes, Perla. Sometimes I did. I went to nightclubs, I danced, and my dates didn’t stop me from playing dominoes or blackjack or whatever the hell I wanted.”

			“I bet you wish you were back there sometimes.”

			“Yeah, sometimes I do,” he said, and walked toward the door.

			“Don’t you dare leave! I’m talking to you.”

			“Good night, Perla.”

			He closed the door behind him. There was the loud crash of a glass against a wall. He cursed and hurried away. He slipped into his room, heart beating fast, trying to figure out what he’d do in the morning.

			If she didn’t drink the liquor, he’d have to spirit the bottle away. Then again, just because she’d smashed one glass, it didn’t mean she couldn’t grab another and down the sherry. He’d seen her rather inebriated on previous occasions, always in the privacy and comfort of her room, but as stinking drunk as though it were Carnaval.

			The plan had been for Inés to find the body, but that had been when they’d both assumed everything would go smoothly. Now he figured he’d better poke his head in the room first, then summon Inés.

			With this decided, he ought to have gone to sleep, but once again it was a maddeningly warm night. He had commandeered a rickety fan to provide a measure of coolness, but the damn thing whined as it spun its blades. The trickle of air that hit his face was not enough to allow him any comfort.

			Near midnight, restless, soaked in sweat, he grabbed a pack of cigarettes and went downstairs to smoke on the front patio under the lemon trees. He was surprised to find Professor Nepomuceno sitting outside in a chair.

			“Good evening,” he said.

			“Good evening. Can’t sleep?”

			“The heat is getting to me. And you?”

			“Gazing at the stars,” the professor said, and he looked up. “On cloudless nights you can stare at them and feel you might drown in their light. They are rare, fogless nights in Puerco Ahogado, and more precious than diamonds for that reason.”

			“How poetic, Professor. You smoke?” he asked, and offered him a cigarette.

			“I did, when I was younger, but I can’t afford it these days and I’ve lost my taste for it. I don’t suppose you have a hip flask with you?”

			Ulises shook his head and lit his cigarette. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“You know much about stars?”

			“Yes. I know the names of constellations and stars. I used to teach them to my pupils. I taught them to Inés.”

			“Somehow I can’t picture Inés sitting quietly at her desk listening to her lessons,” he said, smiling.

			Nepomuceno folded his hands neatly upon his lap and returned the smile. “That was when I was no longer a teacher at a proper school, after I retired and came to the guesthouse. I’d let her borrow my books and talk to her about Ovid and Amado Nervo.”

			“Do you miss the teaching?”

			“I desperately miss it. I miss my youth. We never appreciate the life we have until it’s gone, and we turn to look back at the ruins of our world and the tatters of our soul.” The professor chuckled, then he extended a trembling hand in Ulises’s direction. “I might have a cigarette after all.”

			“Sure.”

			He handed Nepomuceno a cigarette and they smoked and looked at the stars. Afterward, he bade Nepomuceno a good night and slipped back into bed. In the morning, he tiptoed into Perla’s room; she was peacefully snoring. She hadn’t had a drink after all.

			He stepped into the bathroom. The bottle wasn’t there, only the shards of broken glass. He looked around the bedroom, but fearing Perla would wake up, he slipped out again.

			He found Inés in the hallway, looking curiously at him.

			“She didn’t drink it,” he said. “I don’t know what she did with the bottle.”

			“Maybe she put it back in the kitchen.”

			They went to look downstairs but couldn’t locate it. Before they could conjecture about the missing bottle, a woman screamed. They ran in the direction of the noise.

			Rita was standing with a broom in her hands, staring at Nepomuceno’s room with her mouth open. Ulises stepped inside and saw the old man was sitting in his armchair, dead. There were a couple of empty bottles by his bed. One had been overturned, liquid spilled all over the floor and soaked into a rug. He didn’t have to look at the label to know it was the missing bottle of sherry.

			He stared at the scene, the shock of it numbing him. He didn’t even realize when Inés elbowed past him and began to cry. The noise was attracting the other members of the household, he heard the Zorrilla sisters loudly wondering what was happening, and the dog began barking.

			He pulled the girl out. She felt boneless and he feared she might collapse, but he managed to drag her out into the hallway. He placed his hands on her shoulders and bent down his head to whisper in her ear.

			“He drank it. The old coot drank it,” he said furiously.

			“What’ll we do?”

			“We’ll keep our mouths shut.”

			He feared she would blabber, that the thought of the law would loosen her tongue, but at once she went quiet. Her face acquired a resolution that a soldier in battle would have envied. She nodded.

			Because he couldn’t help himself, and because he thought she needed it, and he needed it too, he embraced her. An embrace so fast, so light, it was like holding on to a ghost. Then they parted, both terrified and silent.
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			The first thing Perla did, after poking her head into the room and seeing that Nepomuceno was indeed not simply drunk and asleep in his chair as usual but dead, was order Fito to head to the church with a message for the priest.

			“What a mess,” she muttered, gripping the collar of her robe closed with one hand. “We’ll have to telegraph his brother.”

			“His brother is dead,” Inés said.

			“Since when?”

			“He passed away last year.”

			“He must have cousins or nephews.”

			The dog was barking again. Perla rubbed a hand against her temple.

			“I don’t think he had anybody.”

			“That’s perfect. Who will pay for the funeral?” Perla grumbled. “Go knock on Dr. Carrel’s door and tell him his presence is required. He’ll have to sign a death certificate. And Beto must come over here too.”

			“Why do we need the police?” Ulises asked.

			“Because Dr. Carrel is coming, Beto needs to come too,” Perla said. She didn’t have time to explain the delicate rivalries and associations of the town. If Beto wasn’t summoned, he’d think he’d been snubbed. After all, he fancied himself the authority on all things forensic.

			After Fito and Inés departed, she went to her room and considered the financial implications of this death while she donned a proper dress and combed her hair, for she had been abruptly forced out of her bed by the commotion downstairs. The previous evening, instead of sherry, which was much too mild when she was in the mood for a proper night of drinking, she had availed herself of one of her secret bottles of tequila. As a result, she had a hangover.

			Not that she would ever admit that she understood the meaning of the word “hangover,” because ladies were not supposed to imbibe too much alcohol, but she did, and she wished it were an ordinary day when she would have been able to sleep in. Now she’d have a headache for the entire day.

			She had to think. Money. Yes. Aside from the coffin and the burial, they would have to at least purchase a few flowers.

			She remembered her mother’s and father’s funerals, with the pomp of the nine days of prayers and food and drink. Those had been fine affairs; no silly onions were sliced and placed under the coffins to absorb evil scents. Her sister’s funeral, which had taken place many years before, in leaner times, had been more modest but nevertheless appropriate to the family’s status.

			A household was judged on how they handled such events. Skimp on the food offered at the novenario and the townspeople would forever call you ungenerous.

			Tongues would wag if Perla didn’t have a wake for the professor, but the idea of spending money on the man who had perished owing her three months of rent was repulsive.

			The dog continued to bark. Dear God, that beast never ceased!

			She was adding the last few pins to her hairdo when her husband walked into her room.

			“Inés is back, and the policemen are here,” Ulises said. “I really don’t think they’re needed.”

			“Get them a couple of cups of coffee and something to eat. Beto is sure to be bleary-eyed. He wakes up late on Saturdays. Fetch me a cup too while you’re in the kitchen.”

			“We ought to send them away.”

			“Hush! Will someone quiet that dog!”

			Ulises stared at her, but at last he went to the kitchen. Perla checked her hair in the mirror one final time before heading back to Nepomuceno’s room. Beto was standing with his arms crossed by the door, looking half asleep as usual, while Bartolo walked around the room, bending down to inspect a bottle, the rug, the blanket Rita must have thrown over the deceased to cover him. The dog had quieted down and she breathed a sigh of relief.

			“Gentlemen, I’ve asked that coffee be prepared while we wait for the doctor,” Perla said. “Will you follow me?”

			“Should I look in the bathroom?” Bartolo asked, turning to the older policeman.

			“For what?”

			“I don’t know. It would seem—”

			“The coffee will get cold,” Ulises pointed out.

			“I hate cold coffee,” Beto muttered.

			“We should still look around,” Bartolo suggested.

			“It’s a pity to throw away a good coffee,” Ulises said. “And besides, I can never think on an empty stomach.”

			Perla couldn’t think when she had a hangover, and she dearly needed that coffee. “I’ll ask that Dr. Carrel join us after he’s concluded his examination,” Perla said firmly. “You gentlemen may look around at that point.”

			“Coffee would be lovely. If there’s a concha we might nibble on, even better,” Beto said.

			They went into the dining room. Ulises appeared with a tray and distributed the cups of coffee, then he sat down and lit a cigarette, handed another one to Perla. Inés walked in with the bread.

			Perla watched Ulises as she smoked. The previous evening she’d thought he’d been focused on Inés. This morning, his eyes didn’t linger on her niece, they were distant, as though he was plagued by many worries and the girl was the last thing on his mind.

			He appeared genuinely distracted and she began to doubt the accusations she had levied at him. True, she had seen him talking to Inés by the gates of the house, but that didn’t mean anything.

			Perla supposed their quarrel hadn’t even been about Inés, really, but about the nagging concerns surrounding their marriage. It was, so far, a satisfying union, and yet Perla found issues that irritated her. Some were a matter of personalities clashing. Others, like the money discussions, were proving more substantial obstacles.

			Perla had been aware that she was not marrying a rich husband, but she was discovering that Ulises’s means were slimmer than she’d calculated and his demands more irritating than she had imagined. Yet he was handsome, skilled at lovemaking, decidedly charming when he put his mind to it.

			With Ulises distracted and Inés wrapped in a stony silence, she was forced to entertain Beto and Bartolo as best she could, although, frazzled, she was hardly up to the task. Eventually, Dr. Carrel walked through the doors of the dining room and slammed his medical bag on the table.

			“It’s a murder, and you must make an immediate arrest,” the doctor declared, with such a dramatic intonation that Ulises spilled coffee on his lap and Beto began to cough. Bartolo patted him on the back.

			The word “murder” chilled Perla’s blood. She felt as if a cold wind had blown into the house and banged a door shut, causing echoes to reverberate through the halls. She thought of her sister. Her headache threatened to split her skull.

			“What are you talking about?” Perla asked, and her hand went to her throat, resting against her silver crucifix.

			“I found this in the bathroom. Sleeping pills. I also found half a bottle of wine and a dirty glass in there. I can assure you I didn’t prescribe the sleeping pills, but then again, for many years Facundo Alamilla has dispensed medicines without the proper prescription, as if they were candy. This is the result of that negligence: Nepomuceno has been murdered by the pharmacist!”

			The doctor handed Beto a glass bottle that had a couple of pills left. The policeman turned the bottle between his hands. “You’re saying Nepomuceno swallowed almost a whole bottle of this stuff?”

			“I’m certain he did. By the sink I found the receipt for the pills. He bought them yesterday, poured a glass of vintage wine, and killed himself. Those pills should have never been sold without a prescription from a physician.”

			“Vintage wine,” Perla fumed, more outraged at the thought that he had kept an expensive bottle hidden in his room than at the suicide.

			“Why would he do that?” Beto asked.

			“Perhaps he left a note?” Bartolo said meekly. “It might be good to check for a note.”

			“Did he?”

			“How would I know? The point is, I want Facundo Alamilla arrested for murder!” the doctor yelled. “Murderer!”

			“You said he killed himself. That’s suicide,” Beto protested.

			“Murder! It’s murder!”

			Inés was covering her eyes and Ulises was feverishly dabbing at the stain on his trousers with a napkin. Perla was about to yell back at Dr. Carrel and order him to cease his theatrics before she tossed a cup of hot coffee in his face.

			Just then Fito rushed into the room to let them know that Father Anselmo had arrived, and would he also be having coffee, or should Estrella prepare chocolate for him? Perla rubbed her temples with her fingertips once more and took a deep breath.

			

			—

			There was a note after all. It had been folded and placed in the inside pocket of Nepomuceno’s frayed jacket. Nepomuceno had written that he’d been unwell for months, that he wished to die, and scrawled a line of poetry after bequeathing his silver-plated pocket watch and his books to Inés. And the dog, although it wasn’t worth one peso, that mutt that had followed him home one day and which they’d kept.

			At once Father Anselmo declared that the note would cause problems with the burial, because a suicide was different from a death by natural causes. Nepomuceno couldn’t possibly be buried in the cemetery in town, which had never harbored a suicide, and he’d have to be taken to Las Tunas. There had been suicides in town, and this was a ploy to obtain more money from Perla. It led to an animated discussion between her and the priest, which turned from the theological to matters of accounting, since Perla had made several donations to the church through the years and did not think it fair that she be charged any extra money, considering her pious life and devotion to Christ.

			“You can’t be charging me for the man as though he were a chunk of meat at the butcher shop,” Perla said. “Here’s an extra kilo of fat, and pay three more pesos.”

			“By the Blessed Virgin, that is an outrageous comparison,” Father Anselmo said, his face reddening as he gripped the Bible between his hands.

			“Forgive me, Father, but this is no small fee we’re discussing; times are lean.”

			Despite Father Anselmo’s irate exclamations, Perla managed to talk him down in his monetary demands, and a plot was secured for Nepomuceno in the local cemetery.

			By the time the gravedigger arrived to haul the body away, more than a dozen gossips had congregated by the gates of the house with the hope of glimpsing the corpse or receiving an invitation to the wake. With no mortician in town, in the moist, warm atmosphere of Puerco Ahogado people were best buried quick. There was nothing more uncomfortable than the scent of a fetid corpse mixing with the stench of cigarettes and burning candles during a protracted wake.

			When it became clear that there would be no wake that evening for the dead professor, the small crowd dispersed.

			Dr. Carrel left, feeling affronted because Beto refused to arrest the pharmacist. Fito, who had been forced to help the gravedigger carry the corpse out and stuff it in the back of an old cart, wept because he’d never touched a dead person and thought it was unlucky. Perla considered slapping the boy if he did not shut up, but then Rita took him to the kitchen for a cup of tea.

			That boy was useless. Perla would never have hired him if Rita hadn’t begged her to: he was her nephew. He ate too much and even though he worked only three days at the house, she thought he was an awful burden. She’d have to see if Ulises couldn’t take over the boy’s responsibilities.

			The policemen put on their hats and shook Perla’s hand. Inés, who had been quietly standing next to Perla for most of the day, also extended her hand, and Bartolo took it between his, almost trembling with emotion at the touch of the girl.

			Men can be utter fools, Perla thought, and she remembered that her father had always had an aversion to hiring young maids in their household. He said they enticed unsavory men, like bitches in heat. You’d have bricklayers and peasants and factory workers circling a house, trying to woo the girls. Then the maid would end up pregnant or married, and you’d have to hire another girl.

			Inés was not a servant, but she was not a lady either, and she’d managed to attract the attention of Salvador and Bartolo. Both entirely unsuitable men, for neither could ask for the girl’s hand in marriage. A woman leaves the family’s house dressed in white, that was Perla’s mother’s saying. White for a bride or white for a novice pledging herself to Christ.

			Yet even if either of the men had been able to marry Inés, Perla would not have allowed it. She was meant to become Perla’s caretaker in her old age; that was the way of things.

			Once the men departed, Perla went to Nepomuceno’s room and began rummaging among his things.

			“What are you doing?” Inés asked, looking at her from the doorway, and surprised Perla, who flinched and slammed a drawer shut.

			She smoothed her skirt. “Seeing if he left anything aside from books and a watch. This is going to cost us a pretty penny.”

			“You’re not even having a wake.”

			“You can’t have a wake when a man killed himself. Father Anselmo would be livid.”

			“But—”

			“We’ll get him flowers. That and the burial should be more than enough,” she said, frankly relieved that they wouldn’t have to open their house to gossips and meddling neighbors, that they wouldn’t have to serve atole and tamales and pray the rosary.

			Too many times death had waltzed into Perla’s house; she’d spent years dressed in black. For her brother, for her sister, for her mother, and finally her father. There were people who adored funerals, who looked forward to the food and the conversations. She did not understand this affinity for such macabre events.

			Perla had no desire to remember the dead, to dwell on days gone by.

			Inés’s mouth trembled. For a moment Perla wished to embrace her niece, to offer the comfort of her arms, but the young woman’s grief suddenly reminded her of that day by the stairs, long, long ago, and she was assailed by revulsion.

			“He was an old drunk and now he’s dead, it’s no surprise. You can’t be falling to pieces. These things happen, God knows they happen, and we soldier on,” she said firmly, and walked past the girl.

			When she reached her bedroom, Perla looked up at her father’s magnificent oil portrait. She looked at him, but she thought about Encarnación.

			

			—

			Encarnación’s return to Puerco Ahogado feels like the detonation of a bomb. At first, Perla does not believe she will be able to withstand the stares of the people on the street, the talk of her impudent sister and her child, but as the days and weeks go by, the loud chatter becomes a murmur. The novelty fades, giving way to a tacit acceptance, though never an approval, of the younger of the Inclán sisters. It’s the same way the farmers accept the blight of their crops during the bad seasons; some things simply happen, and life must continue.

			Their mother is pleased by the arrival of her younger daughter. Osorio Inclán, on the other hand, remains lukewarm toward his daughter and his grandchild.

			Perla, for her part, finds Encarnación much changed. Not only does she paint her lips in the shape of a Cupid’s bow and pluck her eyebrows, which is still a novelty in Puerco Ahogado, but the way she carries herself evidences a maturity Perla had never glimpsed in her sister before. Encarnación is still quick to laugh, quick to tease, but that restlessness of a hummingbird she’d possessed, as if she were flitting from flower to flower, has markedly decreased.

			Her clothes are different too. She wears a small, smart hat that almost covers her eyes, of a style alien to Perla. It’s much too bold.

			“I don’t intend to stay forever,” Encarnación tells her the night of their arrival, once her child has been put to bed. “I have a friend who makes costumes for actresses in Mexico City. She’s promised to find me a position at a studio there.”

			“Where would you have met someone who works in the movies?” Perla asks, surprised by her sister’s words.

			“We both made clothes in Puebla, and then she went to Mexico City to work there.”

			“That’s what you did in Puebla? Make clothes? Didn’t he support you?”

			She’d thought that Rómulo would have set her sister up in her casa chica. That was what all those disgusting men did with their mistresses, they paid for their apartment and their food and clothes.

			Her sister blushes. “In the beginning he did, but we quarreled often because he wouldn’t leave his wife and marry me. I wanted a proper father for Inés. We had an awful row one time, and I tossed him out and changed the lock. He’d still come around after that, but something was different between us. He came less and less after he had children with his wife.

			“Then his father-in-law’s business took a turn for the worse and he wasn’t much help financially. I had to earn a living. I started sewing at home so I could keep an eye on Inés and make money. But lately I haven’t had much luck. They increased the rent, and all the work has dried up, and Rómulo is not contributing a single cent anymore. I thought maybe I’d be better off here for a bit. I hope that position in Mexico City becomes available and I don’t bother you for too long. Mother and Father are so changed, but you look well.”

			“You never wrote,” Perla says accusingly.

			“I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me. I was afraid you’d hate me.”

			Of course she hates her! She hates her for leaving her behind to mind the crumbling house and their parents. To weather financial battles, but most of all, she hates her for the loneliness that has taken root inside her heart. She’s had no confidante late at night, no shoulder on which to rest her head.

			“I wish you’d written. There has been no one for me to talk to,” Perla says, and her voice sounds brittle.

			Wordlessly, Encarnación extends her hand and rests it upon Perla’s own.

			The sisters embrace.

			

			—

			The child is odd and poorly educated. She places her elbows on the table when they eat, hollers at the top of her lungs, wants to run up and down the stairs all day long. She has no patience for the piano, though she does sit, uncomplaining, with Encarnación when she’s mending a dress.

			“You’ll never be able to make a lady out of her,” Perla warns her sister.

			But Encarnación laughs and hugs her daughter. “There are too many ladies in the world already. I’ll make something else of her.”

			Perla watches as her sister returns to the sewing machine and wonders what else she thinks there is for a woman. Perhaps she fancies that earning a living by stitching blouses together is enough to make a woman happy, though God knows Encarnación receives precious little money from her work.

			In Puebla, Encarnación tells her, she was friends with other seamstresses and a few shopgirls. Perhaps her sister considers the life of a common shopgirl to be sufficient for her daughter, or for herself. Perla finds the thought distasteful. Shopgirls are crude, coarse creatures. Sewing costumes for actresses doesn’t seem to her much better.

			“How did you learn to make all these things?” Perla asks, running her hand over the dresses her sister has placed in the armoire.

			“I was always good at sewing.”

			“Not these sorts of clothes.”

			“They’re striking, aren’t they? My friend, the one who works at a studio now, she taught me how to make patterns and how to copy the expensive dresses they have in the fancy shops in Mexico City. We sold them to ladies in Puebla who wanted to look nice but couldn’t shop in the capital. We’d go every couple of weeks into Mexico City, look at the shop windows, and sketch the dresses that we saw. Perla, you have no idea how busy the city is! And the clothes! They’re wonderful.”

			Perla grabs her sister’s smart hat from above a dresser, spins it between her hands, and pictures Encarnación wearing it as she walks arm in arm with her friend, stopping at a café, then laughing as they head down a wide avenue.

			It must have been a happy life. But she’s here now. She’s here in Puerco Ahogado with Perla. She places the hat back where it was.

			

			—

			Encarnación’s presence improves their mother’s disposition, and though Osorio grumbles about his youngest child, Perla appreciates her sister’s support. It’s busy now, their house. Some rooms have two beds, and they have plenty of lodgers. Coffee attracts workers, and when it’s not coffee it’s the orange groves. The town, which has slumbered for years and years, has begun to twitch back to life.

			“If things continue like this, we might be able to hire a houseboy. Remember when we had a proper staff? Now we have Estrella and Rita, and Rita is lazy. But she comes cheap, at least. She says the piece rate at the beneficios is much lower than the men’s rate, and she’d have to stand for eight hours straight. She can’t, not with her bad leg. I might even buy a car. Things can only improve in 1929.”

			Perla pauses to inspect the finely embroidered clothes for the Christ Child that her sister is working on. The clothes are crucial for the Christmas celebrations. They must be white the first year the Christ Child is exhibited, pink the second, the third and fourth years purple, and there are other variations that ensure a steady need for new outfits for the porcelain doll.

			“Who are these for?” she asks.

			“Emilia Durante.”

			“But she has no money.”

			“She borrowed it from someone. You know how people are in Puerco Ahogado, they wouldn’t dream of cutting back during the Posadas, and they must dress the Christ Child and later, during Candelaria, take him to be blessed; they know people will notice if they have the wrong outfit. So they ask their friends for money and hope to pay it back. It’s a silly tradition, but it’s money coming in. I want to get Inés a big doll with curls, the kind that opens her eyes and says ‘Mama.’ Remember how we used to have many toys?”

			They used to have so much of everything and be free of all worries. Now Perla carefully measures the amount of rice and beans her lodgers eat in a week. What an awful thing it is to have lost their status and stained their pride.

			“Venidos a menos.” Even the phrase itself is ugly. It conjures decay in each syllable.

			Encarnación puts the cloth she’s embroidering down and smiles. “Perla, what do you say we go for a walk and buy candy for Inés?”

			“She’ll get cavities the way you feed her candy.”

			“Then we’ll buy it for ourselves. Come on, let’s go out for half an hour. Estrella and Rita can manage without us for a little while.”

			“Father hates it when we go out alone. Ladies are not supposed to wander around town without the men of their family,” she says, repeating the phrases she’s grown up with, even if by now they hold little meaning for her.

			“He’s not going to walk with us. Come on, you can blame me if he gets huffy. We’re too old to be needing chaperones.”

			They head out, laughing like a couple of schoolgirls.

			

			—

			Around this time, their father begins to chafe at Encarnación’s presence in the house. He complains about the clothes she wears, the way she does her hair, the jaunty melodies she wants to play on the piano.

			“She’s not grateful enough,” he says when Encarnación does not submit to his criticisms, when she continues to wear the skirts she favors and places the partiturs she’s brought from the city by the piano. “She comes back with a bastard child and expects us to fulfill her every whim.”

			“She’s been away for a long time,” their mother says. “She’s forgotten what Puerco Ahogado is like.”

			“She better damn remember, and fast.”

			Their father can be mighty difficult, and Perla grits her teeth and does not flinch when she hears him tapping his cane against the floor and bellowing for one of them, but Encarnación complains.

			“Why must he yell?” she asks as she threads a needle.

			“Father has always had a temper,” Perla reminds her.

			“That doesn’t make it any better. He was too hard on Natito. He made him cry. Do you remember? He wanted him to join the business and Natito wanted to go to university.”

			“We don’t have a business anymore.”

			“No, we don’t. I wish he’d stop giving himself airs, acting like he’s still the most important man in town and can order people around with a snap of his fingers.”

			“It would be much easier if you weren’t contrarian.”

			“Because I wouldn’t wear a mantilla to mass? Covering my hair with lace doesn’t make me more pious. Besides, I had my hat.”

			“A hat is not proper. Women wear mantillas to church,” Perla insists. “It’s the proper thing to do.”

			Encarnación stares at her as if she’s speaking in tongues; her sister does not understand how norms and rules allow Perla to navigate a rapidly changing, maddening world. If she did not have propriety and etiquette and tradition to chart her path, Perla fears she would be utterly lost. Like their mother seems half lost, with the laudanum offering her the only comfort she has ever known.

			“The way you dress sometimes, and the shoes and hats you wear…the townspeople say it makes you look like a hussy,” Perla tells her sister. She does it out of love, out of concern for her, hoping Encarnación takes her seriously.

			But her sister shrugs. “They’re going to say that anyway.”

			“Maybe not. Maybe if you didn’t flaunt…”

			Encarnación frowns. “What?”

			“Flaunt your child.”

			“Should I lock her in her room?”

			“You know what I mean. You go to church in dresses that are too tight, and with that frilly hat. Inés is a reminder of our shame, but you make it worse. And it doesn’t have to be that way, it really doesn’t. You could wear the mantilla, and more sensible shoes,” she says, almost pleadingly.

			“I’m not ashamed of Inés,” Encarnación replies.

			Perla is not shocked by this answer, but she is dismayed nevertheless. Her sister is stubborn and impractical and seems to exist in a world of her own, with rules tailored to herself. But Perla lives in the real world, she lives in Puerco Ahogado, and she recognizes the limits of the town and its people.

			Perla shakes her head and Encarnación simply smiles her teasing smile. Always the joker, the playful one, and Perla cannot help but smile back a smidgen.

			

			—

			It happens on a day when the fog descends from the mountains. The streets smell like roses and wildflowers and limes. The light that streams through the window is hazy, almost milky; the clouds dampen the sun’s rays and invite the inhabitants of Puerco Ahogado to linger in bed.

			Perla wishes she could luxuriate in the joy of this lazy morning, but she has chores, and even though the house is still quiet, she rises and washes her face. When she wanders out of her room and reaches the stairs, Encarnación is rushing toward her with a look of pure joy on her face. She’s carrying a piece of paper in her hands.

			“Perla!” she exclaims, laughing.

			“What is it?”

			“The most wonderful thing in the world!”

			Encarnación reaches the top of the stairs and hugs Perla. Perla hugs her back, laughter bubbling from her lips also. Encarnación’s joy is contagious.

			“My friend has telegrammed. I have the job!”

			“What?”

			Encarnación hands her the paper and giggles like a girl.

			“See there? She showed them photos of the work I did, and they want me to join the costume department.”

			Perla looks at the telegram, but she cannot recognize the words. The letters are like hieroglyphs she cannot decipher. “I don’t understand.”

			“Mexico City. Perla, I’m going to work in the movies! It’s a one-year contract, but I know it’ll be fine. And the money is good, it’ll be enough to support me and Inés.”

			“But you just came back,” Perla says. “After leaving me all alone, you just came back. I thought you would stay.”

			Encarnación’s joy dims. She rests a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I can’t stay. This town is not…I want something else for myself, for my daughter.”

			Perla clutches the banister tight to keep herself from falling to her knees.

			“All the way in Mexico City? You don’t have an apartment. You don’t have any money,” she protests.

			“I have the money I’ve been saving from the sewing I do in town, and I’ll find a place.”

			Her answers are maddening, they anger Perla. “You have a child. Who will watch her while you work?”

			“I’ll figure something out. Things are easy when you make up your mind about them.”

			Her sister’s blithe smile is like a can of kerosene dumped upon a flame. Perla is about to explode.

			“Things are easy?” Perla replies, and the fury makes her voice so low it’s almost a whisper. She cannot scream, although she wishes she could. Her throat is hoarse with rage.

			Things are always easy for Encarnación. How swiftly she left their home with her lover, how swiftly she returned, without a word of warning, and how swiftly she now intends to make her escape.

			Perla pictures her future. All the days spent looking after their parents, combing their mother’s hair and cleaning their father’s shoes and tending to the guesthouse. Enduring the summers in the numbing heat of Puerco Ahogado and the winters in its damp, bone-chilling cold, inside this decaying home where everything diminishes.

			She sees Encarnación, carefree and wealthy in the city, making dresses for movie stars. She sees Encarnación in her smart hat and her high heels, going to restaurants and making friends. She sees Encarnación laughing that open laugh of hers.

			“You’re going to leave me behind with all the responsibilities? You’re going to leave me alone?” she asks, holding her hands to keep them from trembling.

			“Perla, I’m sorry. But I can’t stay,” Encarnación says gently, and squeezes her shoulder.

			“Why? The town’s not good enough? We’re not good enough for you?”

			Encarnación looks at her with a soft smile. She doesn’t say anything. But Perla realizes that this is exactly how her sister feels. Puerco Ahogado is a speck on a map and their house is a hovel and Perla is a joke.

			“Perla,” Encarnación says.

			Perla feels a loathing that threatens to burn a hole through her heart. She can’t allow her sister to touch her.

			“You can’t leave me alone!”

			She unclasps her trembling hands and shoves Encarnación away. It’s a brutal shove and Encarnación tumbles down the stairs. She does not even utter a cry. The violence and the suddenness of the attack must have rendered her speechless, because she falls silently and lands at the bottom of the stairs with a dry thud.

			Perla inhales sharply and climbs down the steps, her hand gliding along the banister until she reaches the ground floor.

			Her sister’s body is bent at a strange angle and a trickle of blood spills from her lips. She looks like a mannequin, not a real human being, lying on that floor, and Perla watches her as she shudders and her eyes close.

			“Mommy?” Inés says.

			Perla notices her niece for the first time, standing there, by the stairs, staring at her mother. Then the girl looks at Perla and her eyes are wide and filled with horror. She clutches a doll in one hand.

			She saw me push her, Perla thinks.

			“Be quiet,” she tells the child, afraid she’ll cry and wail and say that Perla has killed her mother.

			She grips the girl tightly by the arms and for a wild, awful moment she thinks she might strangle her. She might grab her and push her against the floor and squeeze the life out of the child.

			A double murder, and why not, two for one, she thinks, and the thought is mad, but then again, she must be a madwoman to do what she has done. She ought to be carted out in a straitjacket, shouldn’t she?

			The girl lets go of her doll and stares at Perla with tear-filled eyes and Perla stares back at her. She embraces the child, and she cries.
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			She was carefully laying down the white sheets, folding them in half lengthwise, hemmed edges close to the line, letting the fabric sag and create a breeze-catching opening. Inés snapped closed a couple of wooden clothespins to hold the sheet in place and kept walking down the line. He followed behind her with the laundry basket in his arms.

			The bedsheets and laundry provided a convenient cover. Little could be seen of their faces or bodies, should someone poke their head out the window, and if Perla spied them in conversation Ulises could say he’d been helping the girl with a tiresome household chore.

			“I got rid of it, of course. Poured the sherry down the drain after the police and the doctor left,” Inés told him. “Not that there was much left. He spilled most of it on the floor. I think he collapsed and kicked the bottle away. Or he fell asleep and…anyway, it’s gone now.”

			“Thank God. We got lucky. It was a stupid idea using poison anyway.”

			She grabbed another sheet from the basket and frowned. “It wasn’t stupid. It would have worked. You know, if he hadn’t…it was bad timing, that’s all.” She let out a sigh. Her lips trembled. “I miss him terribly.” Then she paused. “Of course, it figures the old coot would kill himself,” she added, and snorted. “He probably thought he was emulating Socrates.”

			He wanted to put his arms around her, but caution reined him in, and he set a hand upon her shoulder. At his touch, she stiffened for a moment but then turned her head to look at him with something that seemed close to gratitude.

			“Perla said he left you something in his letter.”

			“His books and his pocket watch. But my aunt took the watch and she’s going to sell it off to recoup the rent he didn’t pay. She’d sell the books if she could, but they’re worthless, so I can keep those, at least until another lodger moves in and they want the bookcases for their own things. You know what she said about his dog? That I should get rid of it, that now that he’s dead it’s not our responsibility. She’s a horror, she really is.”

			She hurried down the line, and her eyes were bright, but she shed no tears and he knew if he touched her again, if he attempted to rest his hand against her shoulder, this time she’d shove it away.

			Inés paused, holding a clothespin in midair, and looked straight at the house. “We’ll have to find another way to kill her. How about a car accident?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“This region is full of ravines. You’ve seen it. We’re in the middle of the Sierra Madre Oriental. You take one wrong turn, a car can end up smashed to bits. You could go with her for a drive, hit her in the back of the head with something heavy, then toss the car down a cliff. Ball bearings! You can put ball bearings in a sock and whack her with it.”

			“Ball bearings? Where the hell do you get these ideas?”

			She shrugged; the motion was almost innocent.

			“It won’t work. She has Fito drive her everywhere.”

			“She’s always complaining about him, and I suspect she wants to fire him and have you as her new chauffeur.”

			“Even if that were to happen, I wouldn’t be able to do it. How am I going to explain that I left with my wife and she fell down a ravine while I escaped unscathed? Even an idiot like Beto would pin it on me. It’s hopeless.”

			“Are you going to give up at the first tiny obstacle?”

			“It’s not the first tiny obstacle, this is a colossal problem,” he said, and set the basket down.

			“I’m sure the car accident could work.”

			“Why don’t you slide into the car with her, then, and beat her on the back of the head and deal with the police officers when they knock at the door? Hmm?”

			“Fine, then you think of something.”

			Inés fished for the clothespins tucked inside a banged-up coffee can. One of her curls fell across her brow, and she brushed it aside with an irritated grunt.

			“What if it’s a fall? She slips in the bathtub and bangs her head on the floor?” he proposed.

			Inés dropped the clothespins, which scattered on the ground. He knelt to help her gather them and noticed she was trembling.

			“Hey,” he said. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

			“That’s how my mother died. She fell,” she whispered.

			“In the tub?”

			“Down the stairs. I found her. I couldn’t talk for a year after that. Not a peep.”

			She finished stuffing the clothespins back in the coffee can and again brushed the recalcitrant strand of hair away from her face. They looked at each other.

			“It was a long time ago, but I still have nightmares about it,” she said, wiping a hand against the apron she was wearing, then stood up.

			He sensed then a frailness, a delicacy, in Inés, which remained mostly hidden. In turn, he felt compelled to show her a kindness that he normally concealed under his swagger.

			“What was she like?” he asked gently.

			“She used to sing when she worked on the sewing machine. She’d sing and the machine would whir, and she’d let me stitch scraps of cloth together and sew buttons.”

			“Is that why you know how to sew? Did she teach you?”

			“A little. I was young when she died. But I suppose I got used to the idea of sewing and stitching and all that from her.”

			She resumed pinning up the bedsheets and he grabbed the basket and walked behind her as she moved down the clothesline.

			“What was your mother like?” she asked.

			“She was sweet. She’d cook my favorite foods and sing me to sleep. She read The Arabian Nights to me and called me her prince. And when I told her we didn’t live like royalty, she said it was like in ‘Aladdin’ and one day I’d find a magic lamp and a genie would grant me three wishes.”

			“You’d have to be a prince all along, because you’re pretty.”

			“Pretty, eh? Pretty is for girls. I’m handsome.”

			“No, you’re pretty. You’re pretty, perfumed, and pampered.”

			A light breeze stirred the edges of the bedsheets, and he held his basket and looked down into her wide dark eyes. “What are you, then?”

			“A bandit queen, of course.”

			“No, you’re Scheherazade with her quick wit.”

			She smiled at that, and there was an achingly lovely quality about her minuscule smile, as if maybe a part of her believed stories like that, tales of magic carpets and beggars who married princesses.

			“Ah, yes, she tells her stories so exquisitely that the king spares her life and makes her his queen. But I’d still rather be a bandit queen than a woman who faces the threat of the executioner each morning.”

			“I’m sure he sends away the executioner after she’s crowned.”

			“Does he? I think there would always be an axe hidden in that palace. You can’t trust a king who murdered all his previous wives.”

			“Sure. Can’t trust a criminal, never ever. You can’t trust anyone, really. That’s why it’s best to face the world alone.”

			“But you weren’t alone, were you? You still had your father after your mother died,” she pointed out.

			“That’s not the same. We were bound by our blood; it makes all the difference.”

			“Blood isn’t enough sometimes.”

			They were straying into discussions that were distractions, and he had the annoying sensation that he could easily become distracted with her around.

			She swung another sheet upon the line.

			

			—

			Perla collected her tithe. Politeness at all times, admiration heaped upon her each day, and sexual pleasure when she demanded it. He complied with a mechanical efficiency.

			In this place of soft rains and fog the color of lace, the days blended together. Sometimes he wondered whether it was Monday or Wednesday, whether he’d made love to his wife already or was about to be summoned to her bed.

			Without Nepomuceno the house grew more quiet at suppertime, and Inés’s melancholy drenched the rooms.

			Outside, the fog clung to his clothes when he went for walks, dampening them thoroughly, though no water droplets slid upon his skin. It was warm in the streets, warm in his room, like drifting into steam, his skin tingling while he explored the cobblestoned streets. Yet there were evenings when the temperature dropped, and the warmth gave way to a sickening chill that made him shiver like an old man.

			He felt odd lately, like his reflection had ceased to match his face, like he was becoming someone else. This town made him ill at ease. The fog turned the buildings spectral at night; the humid atmosphere stimulated the mold that grew in corners of the rooms, multiplying it. The girl didn’t help matters much. He found her attractive and that was like an itch he couldn’t scratch. A splinter of lust that perturbed him.

			He might have blamed it on the natural thrumming of the flesh, pent-up energy that required an outlet. For months he had been as well-behaved as a monk; his circumstances had not allowed for female company. Now that he was married, he did not lack erotic release. Perla was an exacting woman—her desires were paramount, his were second thoughts—but she had her charms. He’d certainly been forced to kiss less attractive ladies. Flesh was there for the taking, should he want it.

			But what did he want? Inés, who was like a strong drink and clouded reason. No. That was incorrect. Money, he wanted money. Freedom, fast cars, and the allure of the metropolis. Not this sad town, nor anything from it.

			The days were terribly quiet. He fanned himself with an old magazine and wondered exactly where he was headed.

			

			—

			“Do you know a man with a mustache who wears a green tie?” Inés asked him as she rudely shoved him awake.

			He’d been having a nap, dreaming he was watching rumberas dancing at a tony nightclub, then suddenly found himself blinking and staring at the girl.

			It was, for a second, a painfully erotic moment, his mind muddled with thoughts of sequined dancers, his ears ringing with loud laughter. And she was suddenly there, as if all his nebulous desires had coalesced into flesh, while at the same time she remained unapproachable and he yearned for the pleasant, yielding embrace of phantom women rather than her hard eyes.

			“What man?” he grumbled. The day felt agonizingly hot, and the heat seemed to slip through the walls and the curtains and coil itself around one’s body, rendering a man senseless. If it rained that evening, it would feel even worse. It would feel like he was sitting in a sauna.

			That was the trouble with this mountain town, it was moist and sticky and warm, and then all of a sudden the heavens opened and it rained buckets. It was fine if you grew orchids, he supposed, but he wasn’t a flower.

			Inés huffed and wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. “I told you, a fellow who wears a green tie. I was at the bakery and my friend said a stranger had been there, wanting to know if any men had moved to Puerco Ahogado in the past few months and asking if she knew a Mr. Linares or a Mr. Lagos. He sounded like a cop.”

			Those words woke him up entirely. He shoved the bedsheets away and sat up.

			“What did your friend tell him?”

			“She said yes, Mr. Linares had moved to town recently and married Perla Inclán.”

			“What else did she say?”

			“That’s it. As soon as I heard that, I ran back here, figuring he was on his way to see you. Are you in trouble with the police?”

			“Where’s your aunt?”

			“At Sarita’s house, looking at magazines. Hey, are you in trouble—”

			“No,” he said, and hurried to the washbasin, splashing water on his face.

			“You’re lying.”

			“I’m not…they wouldn’t have gotten the cops involved.”

			“Involved with what?”

			He saw her approaching him in the mirror, arms crossed. He grabbed a towel and wiped his face. He felt like he was Scheherazade, not her, having to spin a story each night to keep his head.

			“I tried to con a woman. The widow Aguirre. It didn’t work out. All I got out of it was a paltry amount of money. Her sons were furious, and they said I’d pay for it, but they would have been too ashamed to go to the cops.”

			“What’s a paltry amount of money? How much did you take?”

			“Not enough, or I wouldn’t be here,” he said, and chuckled. “It was about their mother’s dear honor for them, not the money. She didn’t take it well when she learned the truth about me. Had a nervous breakdown. But I can’t be blamed for that!”

			He wrung the towel between his hands, imagining the man in the green tie knocking at the door and asking Perla about her husband, then Ulises being forced to march into a room to answer pointed questions that would quickly establish he was a fraud.

			“Did you use the name Ulises Linares with that widow?”

			“No. Something else. There was a photograph of mine, a gift I gave her when I was courting her, but I destroyed that before I left town.”

			How had they found him? He hadn’t been able to recover a couple of letters that tied him to Iztapalapa, and with that address he could have been tracked to the place where he’d lodged, but that would have required a dedicated detective. Perhaps they’d found one. From there he supposed the detective could have bribed the owner of the guesthouse for information. Not that he’d told Pánfilo where he was headed, but Pánfilo was always snooping on everyone; the old man had likely noted the postmarks on his letters. He might not remember the exact address on the envelopes, but he must have remembered the name of the town.

			That old bastard. And after Ulises had actually paid him the rent he owed him! Well, almost all of it. A decent amount, in any case. He should have run out of the guesthouse without handing him one sorry peso.

			“If he comes here there will be trouble,” Inés said. “He could arrest you. Maybe you could stay away for a couple of days.”

			“That would seem suspicious. No, I’ll meet him. When he comes, make sure he talks to me, no one else. Don’t let him talk to any of the servants. Try to be near the door. If we’re lucky you can invite him inside and fetch me fast, before anyone knows we have a visitor.”

			“And if he should come later, when my aunt is here?”

			“Same thing. But I hope he comes soon.”

			She nodded. He turned back to the mirror and looked at himself. He parted his hair down the middle rather than his usual side parting and shaved his mustache. Perla might remark on the mustache, but he could tell her he’d grown bored of it. He had a pair of glasses that had belonged to his father, a memento that he kept by the mirror, along with a tin can with black shoe polish and a rag.

			He quickly went through his shirts and trousers and discarded them all, finally picking a sleeveless white undershirt that clung tightly to his body and a pair of rumpled trousers.

			Ulises applied shoe polish to the sides of his head, blackening his gray hairs. Without the mustache, with his hair blackened, he looked younger, and the clothes gave him a disheveled air. He added the glasses as the final touch.

			She returned a few minutes later. “He did come. He’s in the sitting room.”

			Inés looked at him with interest, likely noticing his glasses and the hair. They hurried down the stairs, but then he paused before entering and strolled into the sitting room as if nothing was amiss. The man waiting for him resembled a bulldog. He was wide of shoulder, short, with a great big jowl and a bald head.

			“Good day,” Ulises said. “I’m told you need to speak to me? If it’s about selling us an encyclopedia, I’m afraid we’re not in the market for it.”

			“It’s not about an encyclopedia,” the man said. “My name is Jaime Contreras, and I’m a private investigator.”

			“Like in the movies?” he asked, adding a touch of naïveté and foolishness to his voice. If this was a fairy tale, he would play the role of the court jester.

			“Not quite.”

			“I’m not sure what a private investigator would want in my house.”

			“I’ve been hired to find a man, and I have reason to think he might be hiding in this town.”

			“What does that have to do with me?”

			“Maybe nothing, maybe something. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

			“I suppose that would be fine,” Ulises said, and turned to Inés, who was hovering by the door. “Won’t you get me a coffee? Detective Contreras, would you like a cup of coffee?”

			“I would not. Thank you,” the man said, his face serious, even sour.

			Inés stepped out. They sat down and the detective opened a notebook without taking his eyes off Ulises. Ulises imagined he was remembering the description he’d been given of the swindler he was after and comparing it to the man in front of him.

			“You said you had a few questions for me?”

			“I’m told you moved here recently from Mexico City, Mr. Linares.”

			He pretended he hadn’t heard the detective and asked him to repeat the question. “I did,” he said. “Fine place it is! I always wanted to live in a mountain town. All this fresh air, and none of the traffic of the big city.”

			“Have you ever been to Jalisco?”

			“Once when I was a child.”

			“Not recently?”

			“When I was a child.” Ulises scratched his chin and spoke to the detective with that same slightly foolish tone.

			Inés walked into the room and placed his cup on the coffee table. Then she put her hands behind her back.

			“Do you need anything else?” she asked in a demure, soft voice.

			“One moment, please,” Ulises told her, and turned to the detective, sounding more curious than irritated, a tremulous, bland smile spreading across his face. “Sir, can I ask what this is about?”

			“It’s about a nasty fellow who tried to scam a widow. He ran out of town with her money and made a fool out of her. In his hotel room, he left a few things, including these,” the detective said, and he reached into his jacket pocket and produced the two postcards. “Do you recognize the address?”

			Ulises held a postcard with both hands, the bland smile remaining in place. “Yes, it’s mine. Where did you find it? Someone stole these and a wristwatch from the guesthouse where I used to live.”

			“When was this?”

			“Gee, I don’t know. A while back. I lived in a rooming house in Iztapalapa, back in Mexico City, that must have been…oh, four years. Did you find the watch? It was a nice watch, with a brown leather strap.”

			The detective frowned. No doubt he was still making a mental tally in his mind, trying to figure out if the well-dressed man from Jalisco with a mustache could be this young fellow in rumpled trousers.

			He has no photo, Ulises thought. He has no photo and a different name, and I have a plausible explanation.

			“We don’t have the watch. Tell me, have you ever met someone called Leonardo Lagos?”

			“It doesn’t ring a bell. Is that the man you’re looking for? The guesthouse where I lived was awfully large, and it was full of bachelors moving in and out. You know how the city is, it’s busy, busy. I like it much better here. For one, you don’t have to worry about pickpockets and folks going into your room to steal your belongings. My lord, I can’t believe someone stole these,” he said, shaking his head. He looked up at the investigator. “You’ll allow me to keep them, won’t you?”

			“Maybe. I’ve been asking around town about you, Mr. Linares. You haven’t lived long in Puerco Ahogado, they say. You’re a bit of a stranger around these parts, aren’t you?”

			“I suppose so,” he said, and although he felt an awful, cold dread in the pit of his stomach, he kept his face bland and his tone neutral. He looked, he hoped, like an insignificant boy who couldn’t carry a conversation to save his life, and who would be scammed rather than ever be able to scam anyone.

			“And no one can really vouch for you in this town because of that. No one could say, for example, if you hadn’t been in Jalisco before coming here.”

			“I told you, I don’t know anything about Jalisco.”

			“Mr. Lagos was courting himself a rich widow in Jalisco in December of last year. It was a whirlwind courtship, you know? Would people say your recent marriage was a whirlwind courtship?”

			“It’s not a crime to fall in love, is it? Look, if you want to see some form of identification, I have it,” he said. He added a note of irritation to his voice and stared at the man, but he kept his mouth weak and trembling, as though he might burst into tears if he was accused of any misdeed.

			All the while he pictured the sons of the widow Aguirre greeting him with pistols as he stepped out in handcuffs at a rail station, yet even if this private detective had figured him for a criminal, he was no real cop, and so Ulises forced himself to maintain the façade of a slightly miffed but not terribly concerned citizen.

			The detective let out an annoyed sigh that hinted at wasted time and dead ends. “You can keep the postcards,” he said. He stood up. “Have a good day.”

			“Very well. Inés, can you see Mr. Contreras out? And maybe you can bring me the paper afterward?” he asked.

			“Of course. Follow me, Mr. Contreras,” she said.

			They stepped out of the room. He practically jumped out of his chair when they reached the hallway. The muscles in his body had been as tight as springs and he needed the release the movement brought him. He took a deep breath.

			He gave it a few seconds and then quietly headed down the way they went, careful not to be seen. He could hear them talking in the foyer. He peeked around the corner. Inés had fetched the detective’s hat and was handing it to him.

			“Sir, I wanted to tell you something, only I need you to promise you won’t repeat it,” Inés said.

			“What is it?” the detective replied.

			“Mr. Linares lied to you back there.”

			He felt as if he’d been punched in the gut and leaned against the wall, but remained quiet while his heart pounded in his chest.

			She spoke again, her voice hesitant. “When he married my aunt…it wasn’t a whirlwind courtship. They’ve known each other for three years now. She’d visit him in Mexico City, but she didn’t tell anyone in town about it. They were secretly engaged for a while. She was supposed to be in mourning after her father died, and this is a small town. You must understand, my aunt is a proper woman, she’s not a floozy. But it wouldn’t look proper.”

			Inés paused dramatically, then her voice became more plaintive when she spoke again.

			“He can’t be the man you’re looking for, sir. December of last year, sir, they spent it together, but she told everyone she was staying at our cousin’s house. In reality…”

			Inés whispered something. The detective coughed uncomfortably. Ulises was not looking at them, careful to remain hidden, but he could picture the man’s flushed face. He was being made privy to a lady’s intimate romantic life. Men often liked to pretend women had no desires, no need for sexual gratification.

			“My aunt is a good woman, sir.”

			“Yes, well…” The man cleared his throat. “I thank you for that information. It certainly is relevant. I won’t trouble you again.”

			“Have a good day, sir.”

			He listened as the door swung open and closed, followed by the soft click of the latch. He emerged from his hiding place feeling as though he might fly right up through the ceiling, his body felt so light. She turned around and hurried to his side.

			“How did I do?” she asked.

			“You’re the most magnificent liar.”

			She smiled, a giddy joy spreading across her face. He smiled too, the anxiety he’d felt moments before turning into relief and this in turn transforming into glee.

			“Really?”

			“A natural.”

			“Thanks. Hey, I don’t know your real name. Are you Leonardo or Ulises or someone else?” she asked, curious and eager as she looked up at him.

			“As if I’d tell you.”

			“Fine. Keep your secrets,” she said, but without spite, just teasing him.

			The rush of adrenaline still coursing through his veins, or the way she pouted, prompted him to lean forward and kiss Inés on the mouth. A dip of the head, a quick peck, almost innocent in its haste, but when he pulled away he felt breathless, and her eyes were wide and stared at him with a fixedness that prompted him to touch her cheek.

			That reflexive movement, that gentle caress, seemed to burn her skin, for she slapped away his hand and jumped back.

			“You idiot, someone could see,” she said, her voice close to a hiss.

			She was correct, and he blushed. He headed to his room, where he washed his hair and removed any traces of shoe polish. Then he tucked away the spectacles he’d been wearing and changed into a different set of clothes.

			When he was done, he looked at himself in the mirror and rubbed a hand against his smooth cheeks. Irritated, he flung aside the towel he’d used to dry his hair and fell on the bed with a furious movement, making the bedsprings squeal.

		

	
		
			15

			The sight of her husband without his mustache and with his cheeks freshly shaved confounded Perla. It made him look less sophisticated, and what she keenly admired in Ulises was his air of sophistication. In a way, she thought of him as a precious stone she’d found by chance at a bazaar. Luxury goods, that was what he represented. The sort of man no one else in town could dream of, for none of the masculine specimens on display were as good-looking, as charming, as urbane.

			“It’s that bad, then?” he said when she stared at him.

			She took off her hat and shook her head. “It’s a surprise, that is all.”

			“I can grow it back.”

			“You should.”

			She felt he ought to have consulted her if he was determined to undergo a radical change.

			She must address the matter of his appearance later. For now, she busied herself with her hair and reapplied her lipstick. It was almost time for supper, and she never ventured into the dining room without her hair looking impeccable and her makeup freshened.

			As she was adjusting one last hairpin, Rita stepped into the room.

			“Mr. Sotomayor is here to see you,” the maid said.

			She disliked it when people came to her house unannounced, disturbing her well-laid plans. She especially loathed when a guest popped in around suppertime, meaning she must consider laying an extra plate for them. Fortunately, this time around it was Cándido without his annoying sister in tow. One plate was enough to make her frown, two was impossible.

			She headed downstairs and greeted her guest with a kiss on the cheek. “Won’t you join us in the dining room?” she asked Cándido, concealing her displeasure under the veneer of politeness. “We were about to eat.”

			“I wouldn’t want to be a bother,” Cándido said, which of course he would be, but courtesy demanded that she smile and assure him it was no problem, that this was his home, that she was delighted to see him.

			They sat down. Perla carefully draped her napkin across her lap. The main course was arroz a la tumbada, and the scent of shrimp and clams wafted through the dining room as Rita served everyone.

			Perla looked at her husband across the table and critically analyzed his features, concluding that the lack of mustache altered his face in ways she definitely did not approve of. Not only did he seem less sophisticated, but the lack of facial hair made him look younger.

			It was not as if Ulises seemed old when he went unshaven, but he had a certain gravitas that was now lacking. She wanted every knickknack in her house in its place, every dish seasoned her way, and her husband dressed and presented to suit her tastes. This change felt, to her, like a small act of rebellion. It reminded her, irritatingly, of her niece’s mischief and muted defiance.

			She looked in the direction of Inés, but the girl was eating her food without any complaint, quiet and well-behaved. Her silences sometimes angered Perla, for they had a pointed quality to them.

			Perla ate without enthusiasm, thinking that the inhabitants of Puerco Ahogado would gossip about Ulises’s new look.

			No doubt some people will point out he seems closer to thirty than forty, she thought. And they will joke about this, I’m sure they will.

			“By the way, I heard a funny story that a man was looking for you earlier today, Mr. Linares,” Cándido said as he reached for his glass, interrupting her thoughts. “A detective.”

			Ulises nodded. “I spoke to him. He was looking for a man who lived in my same guesthouse back in Mexico City. Apparently, the fellow owes people money. But I don’t know him, and I have no idea where he lives.”

			“Not a friend of yours, then?”

			“No. Merely another lodger.”

			“You didn’t mention someone came here today,” Perla said.

			“You just returned from your friend’s house, my darling, I was going to tell you this evening, but Mr. Sotomayor has brought it up before I could. He’s informed about everything that happens in town.”

			“Hardly. Someone mentioned it in passing, that is all,” Cándido said, waving the comment away.

			But later, when they retired to the office to chat, he brought up the incident again. “Don’t you find it troubling that a detective spoke to your husband today? He can’t have been associating with decent people back in Mexico City.”

			“He said he wasn’t friends with the man they were looking for.”

			“That’s what he says. You don’t know much about him, after all. It’s not like he’s a resident of Puerco Ahogado, with a history to his name and a solid reputation. He’s not a Novo or a Sotomayor.”

			No, he wasn’t, although that was partly what had appealed to her about him. That he was different, new, and that he didn’t know her as much as she didn’t know him. To the men of Puerco Ahogado she was Miss Inclán, the spinster. Once she’d been placed in this category, she was not allowed to be anything else. Romance, adventure, they were denied her, first by her family, by her stern father, then by the town itself.

			Sometimes, in secret, she had been able to escape these shackles, but only when she shed her name. But she did not wish to think about those times, about anonymous encounters in the port, or the liaison she’d cultivated with a married man under the cover of the dark.

			“He’s my husband now,” she reminded Cándido.

			“He’s a stranger and might be the friend of thieves. A thief himself,” he said, and took out his pistol, which he placed upon the desk. “Your father gave me this as a gift for my thirtieth birthday, do you remember? I think you ought to have it from now on.”

			“I do remember, and I wouldn’t know what to do with a weapon. A lady doesn’t hunt or shoot.”

			“I’d sleep better knowing you’re protected.”

			“You’re being silly,” she told him, and shoved the gun in a drawer. She’d take it to her room later, where she might lock it away in her desk. She did not need Fito accidentally grabbing the weapon and shooting himself in the foot, which the boy was liable to do.

			“I’m cautious.”

			“You’re an idiot,” she snapped at him. She did not like it when people questioned her judgment, and to question her choice of husband struck her as the epitome of rudeness.

			However, that night, as she brushed her hair and looked at her husband’s reflection in the mirror above her vanity, she wondered about his provenance. Ulises was lying in her bed, idly thumbing through a book, and she watched him with careful eyes.

			She dictated the rhythms of the house, the chores and schedules everyone must follow, and he abided by her commands when it came to lovemaking. He came to her room at night and had sex with her when she wanted it, decamping to his own bed afterward, which was the proper way a couple should live.

			She liked him in his pajamas with the two top buttons undone, showing an expanse of his chest, sitting and awaiting her orders. But as she looked at him now and ran the comb through her hair, she wondered about the exact category of man her husband belonged to.

			He looked like a gentleman, but as Cándido had pointed out, she knew little of his friends and associates. She had the nagging sensation that rather than purchasing a thoroughbred, she’d bought a horse without a pedigree.

			“I think you might be right. It would be best if we took the car to Mexico City and sold that equipment you left behind,” she said, breaking the silence in the room.

			He looked up at her, his gaze meeting her own in the mirror. “You want to go with me?”

			“Why not? I could meet your friends while we’re there.”

			“I suppose it would be fine, although the timing might be a bit of an issue. I don’t think we could go anytime soon. The friend I left the equipment with is traveling, and I don’t expect he’ll be back for a few months. Let me send a few letters and figure out a timeline.”

			He turned a page of his book, then paused, pressing a finger against his lip, as if considering a complicated math problem. “It might be wise to wait to sell anything anyway. Nowadays, with the economy the way it is, it’s hard to get a fair price. We could revisit the issue later.”

			Perla found herself analyzing each word. He was vague, and his effortless tone of voice struck her as a bit hollow, a bit rehearsed.

			“Later when?” she asked testily.

			“I don’t know. Let me write to this fellow and see when he’s coming home.”

			“Wouldn’t someone else have the key?”

			“Sorry?”

			“Wouldn’t someone have the key to the house where you left your equipment? A housekeeper? An associate?”

			“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug.

			“If we went to Mexico City, we could make a honeymoon out of the trip. We haven’t had a proper honeymoon. Our marriage was hasty.”

			Too hasty, she thought. Although she had a habit of being hasty at times, a habit of seeking comfort in the arms of strangers.

			He set the book aside and stood up. He smiled as he approached her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Dearest, is that what’s bothering you? If you want to honeymoon in Mexico City, we could go there. Frankly I’d rather head to the beach and admire you in a bathing suit, but I won’t say no to a honeymoon in the capital.”

			“Why did you have to shave without telling me beforehand?” she asked.

			“Don’t tell me you’re still annoyed about that. It was a bit of soap and a razor; I did not think you’d be offended. Has it made me appallingly ugly?” he asked, rubbing a hand against his cheek and laughing.

			“It makes you look like a child.”

			“Surely not.”

			She clutched the hairbrush tight. “It does, and in turn it makes me look silly. It makes it obvious you’re younger than me.”

			“It’s not a crime.”

			“No, but it’s ridiculous! When a woman is forty-three her husband is not supposed to be thirty-eight and look like a child. They’ll say I’m a desperate spinster who married a boy.”

			“They’re not going to say that.”

			“They wouldn’t say it to me, but they would think it. That’s even worse.”

			She slammed the brush down. All at once she realized that what Cándido had said was true. That she’d married a stranger and that this stranger might not be worth much in the end. That instead of buying gold, she’d purchased tin, no matter how polished and bright it might be. But she’d been swept away, heedless. She’d thought they envied her in town for her marriage, but what if they pitied her?

			“I’ll grow a mustache and a beard, yes? Don’t be angry,” Ulises said, placating her. Then he leaned down over her shoulder and kissed her neck. “A couple of days and I’ll look exactly like I did this morning. Will that make you happy?”

			“A little.”

			“And we’ll honeymoon in Mexico City later this year. Yes, we must.”

			The answer should have comforted her, and it did, in part. Ulises slid his hands down her arms and drew her toward the bed.

			Her previous lovers had not been nearly as considerate as Ulises. He did not seek selfish pleasure, instead working her over with his fingers, his mouth. His tongue was careful and slow against her folds. He was skilled at this art.

			Ulises spilled on her belly or her thighs most times; she appreciated the gesture. There was little need for remedies to prevent pregnancy this way. She’d never liked the taste of the tea made from wild yam, which prevented a man’s seed from taking root in the womb. Estrella had brewed such remedies for her, quietly, for these preparations could not be discussed in polite society. But she did it all the same and Perla drank the tea. It scalded her tongue.

			For a long time, she’d longed for a true lover, not a brief encounter and a wordless goodbye or the shameful, degrading affair with a married man. Now she had a husband, Mr. Ulises Linares. An exotic trinket, a fetching paramour.

			I must not dwell on what was, she thought. This is a new life for me. I’m a new person.

			But when she woke up in the middle of the night, alone in her bed, her thoughts went to the past.

			

			—

			For a few months she fears her niece will reveal the truth, that she will accuse Perla of murder. But the child does not speak, and when she does begin to talk, she seems to have forgotten all about that day when Encarnación tumbled down the stairs.

			Perla thinks that if the police don’t discern the truth, God will smite her, he will deliver a heavenly punishment. She attends mass and trembles in her seat, she avoids the confessional and prays for the salvation of her soul. But the days follow one another, ordinary and dull, until she begins to believe her punishment is her dreary life.

			While her niece has grown quiet, the speeches of Perla’s mother are incessant. From morning until night Genoveva speaks, narrating events of her youth, indifferent to whether she has an audience. When Perla interrupts her, she simply continues her narrative. The laudanum she takes makes her slur her words at times, makes her eyes hazy as she slips into the past, into memories of other years. Her mother withers away like that, sitting in a rattan chair, muttering inanities.

			Perla’s father grows more vociferous. He taps his cane and sometimes he slams it so hard against the floor that Perla thinks it might pierce through stone. He hollers, demanding and exacting. Bring a pillow, boil another cup of tea, check the figures on the ledger, summon the doctor because the ache in his back has returned.

			There are also the responsibilities of the household, of the guests, and now that Encarnación is dead, the rearing of her daughter. Her father yells, her mother breaks a cup, somewhere the girl weeps, and the guests have complaints about the tough meat served for supper the previous day.

			She presses her hands to her ears and squeezes her eyes shut. She would like to curl up in a ball in the center of the bed, to curl up and grow diminutive, as small as a grain of rice, so that she can slip out through a keyhole.

			Somewhere in the house her father hollers, calling her name.

			This is hell, Perla thinks. This is hell and I’m besieged by devils.

			

			—

			Perla sleeps little. In the first few months after Encarnación’s funeral, she has nightmares about her sister and her brother, terrible dreams in which they rise from their graves and try to drag her into a casket. Though funnily enough it is Encarnación who provides Perla with the idea that finally solidifies their finances and allows her relief from her worries.

			Perla remembers what Encarnación said about how people in Puerco Ahogado borrow money from friends for important festivities, no matter if they can pay it back.

			An idea blooms in her mind. Her father used to extend credit to his workers at times, deducting a small amount from their paycheck. It wouldn’t be different if Perla extended people in town credit like that. Reasonable amounts, which would be repaid with interest and generate a profit for the Incláns.

			She discusses her plan with her father and with Cándido. Cándido is skeptical about the venture.

			“It’s not proper for a lady to engage in such dealings,” he says to Osorio. “Imagine what an awful sight it would be if you or your daughter had to go out into the streets, knocking on doors with a bag in hand, collecting debts.”

			“That’s what you’re for,” Osorio says. “You can knock and count the money.”

			“Me, sir?”

			“Yes, yes, you. You’d get a cut. It would come in handy, I’m sure. People lend money in every town, Puerco Ahogado is no different, and my daughter has done the math. We’d be able to manage a few loans.”

			“But it’s simply not proper,” Cándido says, looking aghast.

			“What’s proper? That you have holes in your shoes and you own a single good suit?” Perla replies.

			Cándido blushes. She knows her father will chide her later for speaking bluntly. She is supposed to pretend she does not know such details about Cándido’s life. But she is tired, and she suspects shame might move him to action.

			Their venture provides a certain amount of relief in her life, yes, it brings a fresh source of income, but the many vexations that afflict her still exist: her mother’s ramblings, her father’s unkindness, the unwanted child under her tutelage. Her burdens are heavy; she must bear them alone.

			Alone, she whispers at night, and she thinks of her siblings, both dead. One day she’ll be all alone, with her mother gone and her father too, and it’ll be a relief, but she’ll also feel terror, trapped in this old house, trapped by herself.

			Though there is Inés. At least there will always be Inés to keep her company. She is chained to this place as much as Perla.

			This is our hell, she thinks.

			

			—

			It’s summer when she goes to visit her aunt Crésida and her other relatives in the port. She abandons the house in Puerco Ahogado and ventures to the city. The trip offers her a reprieve but also brings back unwanted memories of better times.

			She recalls those weeks, which have withered away, when she fell in love with a handsome man, when they followed all the ancient courtship rituals that young people must abide. She recalls the walks in the plaza, the meetings under the watchful eye of her maiden aunt, the thoughtful conversations. It had all been an illusion, but it had been beautiful. It had been the closest she’d ever come to a romance.

			One night she walks around the plaza by herself. She is thirty years old now and needs no chaperone: Perla is at an age that she might serve as the maiden aunt watching over younger girls. She smiles acridly at this thought.

			As she circles the plaza, as aimless as a moth around a lamppost, she glances up to see a man looking at her with interest. She looks down quickly, abashed by his blunt gaze, but then she looks up again, intrigued. He smiles at her.

			She ought to turn around and away from him, but she stares at the man. She’s been warned her entire life about these sorts of situations. Every year, during the festivities in honor of San Fidel de las Cumbres, when visitors abound in the streets of Puerco Ahogado, a few reckless girls take up with men. Those shameless hussies are from the lower rungs of society, not from families with good names.

			Despite everything that has happened—the erosion of her family’s status, her sister’s debasement—Perla remains an Inclán. She’s a lady, a dutiful daughter, and an upright citizen, but in this plaza people do not know her. She is a mere visitor, and the man is a stranger.

			He walks toward her, his smile firm and wide, and then he pays her a compliment, then another.

			Later, try as she might, she does not remember much of their conversation. Not that it matters. There’s something false and feigned about this whole situation, like it’s a play. She supposes that’s why she acquiesces to his company when he says he has a bottle of good brandy in his room: because it does not feel real.

			How could it be? Perla would never deign to speak with a man she hasn’t been properly introduced to in one of the good houses of the city. A man who, by the looks of his shabby coat and scuffed shoes, must not amount to much.

			Perla would certainly not allow the man to steer her away from the plaza, and she would not follow him.

			Down a jumble of streets they go, to a house that has flowerpots at the windows, and up the stairs—quietly, he whispers something about a landlady—until they slip into a room where he pours the promised brandy, which turns out to be tequila instead. Cheap stuff. Horrible stuff.

			If this were Perla, she would not drink a whole glass and then another, growing giddy and excited, nor would she let him strip her of her dress.

			It’s not Perla who opens her legs for this man, it’s someone else, and thus, for a short amount of time, she can forget about herself. She can erase her duties and her worries and her bitterness and cling to a warm, sweaty body, she can focus on whispers and grunts and a lumpy bed that whimpers under their combined weight.

			She can wring as much pleasure as possible from the cramped room and from the strange man who has not bothered to tell her his name.

			When she returns to Puerco Ahogado, Perla fears her family, her neighbors, will notice she has changed, that she’s not truly a lady. But her indiscretion is not revealed. The loss of her honor is concealed with an ease that seems almost obscene, and she discovers the full delight of duplicity.

			She can be the good daughter and the sinful Jezebel. As long as she is careful, Perla can remain the unblemished dame while delighting in the escape that sex provides.

			Thus, there are other men, faceless strangers when she visits the port, men she meets as she strolls around the plaza, and men she learns to find in the dives and bars of the city when she is dressed in a rough, simple dress, when she does not look the part of a lady at all.

			In Puerco Ahogado they think highly of Miss Inclán, who endures the challenges life throws her with a proud bearing. Yes, they think highly of her, and if Cándido is forceful when the time comes for certain debts to be repaid, if he pointedly carries a pistol when knocking at doors, if he shoves that pistol in people’s faces, then that is not Perla’s fault, is it?

			How could Perla be bad, how could Perla be sinful, when she attends mass each week and does her father’s bidding? Perla, who is a model daughter. Perla, who is an Inclán, and everyone knows that the family has run into a few troubles, but what family hasn’t had its share of misery in recent years?

			Thus, Perla walks through town with all the bearing of an empress, sure of her place in Puerco Ahogado.

			

			—

			Sometimes, when her niece sits across the table from Perla and looks at her, she thinks the girl knows everything. Not only the awful truth of Encarnación’s death, but all of Perla’s secrets. She feels the girl can see through her, that she can peel back skin and muscle and reveal the tortured architecture of her heart.

			Sometimes those dark eyes fall upon Perla, and she wishes she could poke them out and set them on a porcelain dish so that they might not follow her accusingly across a room ever again.

			Perla must look away from the girl, above her shoulder, past her. She must look away from her hypnotizing eyes, which are as dark and deep as Encarnación’s had been. The girl does not look like Perla’s sister, except sometimes she sees the resemblance in the eyes and shudders.

			She knows.

			But then the girl glances away and Perla realizes Inés does not know. No one knows. No one will ever suspect that there are two Perlas.

			Perla sips her tea and brushes a hand against her hair, comforted by this notion.
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			“What color is it?”

			“Blue. It’s a nice bit of fabric. I’m almost done, a stitch here and there left. It should look good on her.”

			“Everything you make looks good,” Marisol said, looking admiringly at her sketch.

			The baker and his assistant were busy tending the ovens, and the bakery was deserted at that time of the day. The girls could chat by the cash register without interruption. Marisol cooled herself with a cheap paper fan in one hand and ran her fingers down the sketch, touching the sleeves, the skirt.

			“What a lovely thing.”

			“It’s a copy of a dress she saw in a magazine at Sarita Novo’s house,” Inés said.

			“She’ll be the best-dressed woman during the festival. They’re saying Guadalupe Lazcano bought fireworks from Tultepec to try to outshine Jorge Olvera’s fireworks, so it ought to be a fun weekend.”

			A cot had been dragged into every available room in the guesthouse so each could fit two people rather than one. For a moment Inés had thought her aunt might order Ulises to decamp and sleep in her room during the three days of festivities, but he was not asked to move his things. When visitors streamed into their town like this, taking every bed, there was always a mountain of laundry to tackle and many dishes to wash. It wouldn’t be fun, although she supposed she would enjoy the dancing. She always did.

			Inés grabbed the sketch and folded it, stuffing it back in her pocket.

			“Did you hear about Cándido’s car?” Marisol asked. “A bull wrecked it.”

			“What?”

			Marisol grinned. She looked over her shoulder, to make sure that the baker and his assistant were still busy minding the ovens, and leaned forward on the counter.

			“He went to demand payment from Filomeno for one of those loans he took from your aunt. Either Filomeno forgot to close the door to the bull’s pen or he left it open on purpose, but wouldn’t you know it, that mean old bull rushed out and gored that car.”

			“A bull can’t gore a car!”

			“It damaged it. And then Cándido panicked and tried to drive away and hit a tree.”

			“He was in the car when the bull attacked it?”

			“Must have been. He smashed a mirror and dented the front. He’s in a foul mood! Even worse than usual. Every time he comes in here, he snaps his fingers at me. And the other day he kept asking me about your aunt’s husband again, he wouldn’t let up.”

			Inés swallowed, her fingers curling around the piece of paper in her pocket and crushing it into a ball. “Asking what?”

			“You know how that man came in wanting to get directions to your aunt’s house, and we got to conversing. Cándido told me to repeat everything I’d told him. As if I could remember! He snapped his fingers, twice, you bet he did,” Marisol said as she finally placed the last bolillo in a paper bag and finished adding up Inés’s purchases.

			“What did you say?” Inés asked.

			“Same thing I told you that day: that the man asked about a Mr. Linares or a Mr. Lagos, and I told him Mr. Linares was married to Perla Inclán, but I didn’t know no Mr. Lagos. Say, did Ulises speak to that fellow?”

			The cash drawer sprang open with a loud clang. The noise startled Inés and she almost dropped the coins she was holding in the palm of her hand.

			“Oh…yes, they spoke. There was a misunderstanding, but it’s been resolved.”

			She took her change and her bread and walked out of the bakery. Her heart beat fast in her chest, but then she forced herself to slow down. What was she afraid of? The investigator had left town, and he hadn’t even talked to her aunt. She was getting her stomach into knots for no reason.

			Then, as she reached the gates of the house, she saw Cándido standing there and wondered if she could turn around and disappear down an alley. But he’d spotted her.

			“Good afternoon,” she said. “You’ve come to visit my aunt? I can fetch her.”

			“I’ve come to see Perla, but I also wanted to have a word with you.”

			“With me?” She pushed open the gates, which groaned in protest. “I don’t know what you’d want to talk about with me.”

			“Don’t play dumb. I gave you money and you provided nothing in return. You were supposed to find out something useful about Ulises.”

			“I’m not sure what I could find out. It’s not like he talks much to me.”

			The sound of the opening gates attracted Diógenes. The dog, which had been napping under a lemon tree, came rushing toward them and began to bark at Cándido.

			“Please, can you hold this?” she asked, handing the paper bag with the bread to Cándido while she leaned down to calm the overexcited animal.

			Cándido crouched down. “What did he talk about with that detective? I know you, and I’ll bet you were spying through a keyhole. I’ve seen how you behave at your aunt’s table. Always the quiet one, but always listening.”

			“Mr. Linares asked me to fetch him a coffee, so I did. By the time I brought it back, the detective was leaving. I didn’t hear anything, but they shook hands, and they seemed to be on good terms. I got the impression the man wanted to be thorough, but he didn’t think Mr. Linares was in trouble.”

			“He must have said what he was after, why he was looking for him. No man hops on a train to Puerco Ahogado because he’s bored.”

			“It’s like Mr. Linares said: he was looking for Mr. Lagos, who used to live in the same guesthouse in Mexico City, but Mr. Linares already explained to you that he wasn’t friends with that Mr. Lagos.”

			“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

			She looked down at the ground and opened her mouth, but before she could speak, he stretched out a hand and clutched her chin, tipping it up so she was forced to look at him.

			“It’s harder to lie when you look into a man’s eyes. Look at me, you silly girl. What aren’t you telling me?”

			She held the dog in her arms. It wriggled, upset, trying to gain its freedom. She shook her head and sprang up. “Nothing. That’s all I know.”

			“Hello there! Did you ring the bell?” Ulises asked. “Diógenes! Come here, boy!”

			He stood at the door of the house and smiled, slapping a hand against his leg to attract the dog. Diógenes ran toward him, wagging its tail.

			Cándido shoved the bag with the bread back into her hands and went toward Ulises. “I did ring. Is Perla home? I need to borrow her car. Mine is at the mechanic’s shop today and I must fetch many boxes of candles for the festivities next weekend.”

			“Ah, the festivities,” Ulises said as he busied himself petting the dog, and smiled at Cándido. “Is this an errand for Father Anselmo? My wife would never say no to helping the church. She’s in the sitting room. I think you know the way.”

			“I do know it,” Cándido grumbled.

			He stomped inside the house. Ulises looked over his shoulder and grinned. “He’s angry.”

			“I hope his stupid car is in the shop for a whole month. Come with me to my room, we can talk while they’re together.”

			They dashed up the stairs. When they walked into her room Ulises noticed the mannequin wearing a blue dress. “Your latest creation, huh?”

			“I hope Aunt Perla will like it.”

			“It’s beautiful. You could open your own shop and sell this.”

			She smiled. If she had any money she would open her own shop and sell fancy clothes to all the wealthy girls, all the actresses. But she had nothing. She glanced at the pictures of movie stars adorning her walls. He looked in the same direction.

			“I’d dance with those starlets. I’d go to all the good nightclubs,” he said, as if he could guess her thoughts.

			“Which ones are the good clubs?”

			“El Patio. Anyone living in Mexico City knows El Patio. Or Ciro’s, or El Minuit. Any place with a floor show and a house band and beautiful cigarette girls who wink at you.”

			“You’ve been there? To El Patio?”

			“No,” he said, examining the sleeve of the mannequin’s dress. He smiled. “But I’m going to go there, don’t you worry. I’ll have a reserved table. Or I’ll buy an old hacienda and spruce it up. Move to the countryside where the bombs can’t hit you.”

			“What bombs?”

			“We’re at war, haven’t you heard?”

			“They’re at war in Europe,” she said with a shrug. “All that happens here is the prices go up. They don’t drop bombs over your head.”

			“You never know. These are dangerous times. There were nights when I was living in Mexico City when I felt this heavy weight on my chest as I was sleeping, and I thought, ‘God, the roof caved in over my head. I’ll have to dig myself out of the rubble.’ ”

			“That’s a stupid fear.”

			“I know. But fears are often like that. Irrational and stupid. I’m sure you fear something. Thoughts keep you up at night and you can’t subdue them.”

			He looked at her carefully, and she didn’t like the way his eyes lingered on her, as if he wished she would reciprocate and share a deep fear of her own.

			She feared this town, this life, but most of all she feared the future.

			She grabbed a piece of ribbon and toyed with it, evading his gaze. “We need to try the poison again.”

			“Sure, at some point,” he replied carelessly, as if they were talking about a Sunday outing.

			“When? Cándido suspects there’s something going on.”

			“He doesn’t know anything. Calm down.”

			“I am calm.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes,” she said, although that was a lie. Cándido made her nervous, and she was certain he’d sniff out the truth soon if they didn’t spring into action. She pressed on stubbornly. “I’m not prepared to spend the rest of my life waiting.”

			“I’m not prepared to spend the rest of my life in jail if we act too rashly,” he said with a jagged smile. “Don’t you think it would be a bit funny to have two deaths in a house only a few months apart?”

			“We didn’t kill Nepomuceno.”

			“No, we didn’t. But it doesn’t matter, it would still look funny. Besides, we almost killed him.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He had the bottle in his room. For all we know, he took a sip.”

			“He did not,” she said hotly. “He took the pills because he was stupid. He was a damn fool.”

			“It could have been both things. Thank God they didn’t perform an autopsy.”

			“It was the pills. It wasn’t us!”

			He shushed her. “Calm down. Someone will hear you.”

			She felt like crying. But she didn’t want him to see her weeping and she shook her head, wished the tears away, and let the anger that was boiling in her blood warm her tongue. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone and we need to act. Stop being an idiot.”

			“We need to take it easy for a while.”

			“Then you’re not going to do anything? You’re too comfortable getting free meals and lodging to want to leave.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a complicated thing, murder, and I’ve never killed anyone.”

			Although his caution was understandable, she felt inordinately angry at his response. It was his composure that affected her; he seemed perfectly calm while she kept thinking about every word Cándido had uttered. That man was dangerous. Besides, she was fed up with waiting. She’d been waiting her whole life for something to change.

			“I’m not good at these conspiracies,” he said. He shrugged, looking almost like an innocent lad.

			“Apparently all you’re good at is fucking,” she said, with a vicious disdain that made him narrow his eyes at her.

			She expected him to insult her, but that jagged smile seemed to slash his face with a clean brutality, and he snorted.

			“How would you know that? Have you been listening intently behind closed doors? Pressed your ear against a wall and tried to hear when I made your aunt orgasm?”

			She felt her face grow warm with shame while he draped an arm around the mannequin’s shoulder and tossed her a challenging grin.

			“You’re a filthy pig.”

			“And you’re a tease,” he replied smoothly.

			She realized he was toying with her, baiting her; he’d done as much before. His amusement was palpable, and it infuriated her because he was still not taking her seriously, he was not considering the magnitude of the situation they were in. Frustrated, choleric, she felt like slapping him, as she’d once done.

			He let go of the mannequin and cocked his head, his smug face daring her to react, perhaps to insult him more. She bridged the distance between them and stretched out a hand. Instead of hitting him, she yanked his head down for a kiss.

			He seemed to freeze in place, too confused to react. She’d startled him and she enjoyed knowing she’d thrown him off-balance; she felt the pure pleasure of having bested a competitor. But after a few seconds he kissed her back, wrapped his arms around her, and she began to feel a pleasure of a different sort.

			It had been a long time since she’d kissed a man, and Salvador’s kisses had been clumsy, although eager. Ulises kissed with razor-sharp precision, his hands were careful upon her skin, sliding against her waist, then resting at her hips.

			There was something faintly clinical about his movements, something practiced. This is how he kisses all women, she thought, and this made her bite his lower lip, irritated.

			He gasped, startled again, and pulled back. When she looked into his eyes the sharpness, the cold precision, seemed to vanish, and there was a spark of something else there. Delight. Desire that was not feigned and manufactured.

			She rested a hand on his chest, and she felt her lips tug into an involuntary smile, mirroring that joy.

			She realized two things in that moment: she found him attractive, and she liked him. The first was not a real discovery. She’d told him he was pretty, and he was. There was no need to pretend otherwise. But to like him was something entirely different, something perilous.

			To make matters even worse, she felt the uncomfortable weight of desire that made her want to kiss him again, this time with no intent to startle or provoke him, just for the sheer need of it.

			At once a cold terror spread across her body, dousing any pleasurable feeling, and she shoved him aside.

			“Stay out of my way and get out of my room,” she said.

			“You invited me here,” he replied, sounding offended.

			“That was when I thought you might be of some use.”

			“Apparently I am.”

			She pressed a hand against his trousers, feeling his half-hard member.

			“This? Any boy in town can offer me that. You don’t have anything to give me that’s worth a damn.”

			He swatted her hand away. “You’re insane. Why don’t you shoot her between the eyes if you’re eager to get caught? I promise to write to you when you’re in jail.”

			He sneered at her and stepped out. She felt exhausted suddenly, and leaned against the wall, breathing in deep. On the walls the handsome actors and the gorgeous starlets smiled at her.

			

			—

			It was perhaps the talk of death earlier in the day that induced the nightmare. It began as it always did, with Inés walking through the house, her doll under her arm. Though on this occasion the dream was slightly altered. She heard voices talking, snatches of a conversation.

			“Why? The town’s not good enough? We’re not good enough for you?”

			The dream was usually wordless, and then there was the noise of a body tumbling down the steps, the harsh thud against the floor. But now the voices made the scene more awful. They echoed through the house, stirred the shadows.

			“You can’t leave me alone!”

			Her mother lay at the foot of the stairs and the blood that seeped out of her body spread fast, reaching Inés’s foot, staining her shoes.

			A low, piteous whine strained her ears. She stepped back, eyes wide open, as she watched the blood pooling thick and dark by her mother’s corpse. It trickled across the floor, licking the walls, spreading up toward the ceiling.

			Her mother opened her mouth, speaking, but the words were a gurgle.

			“Mommy?” she said.

			Suddenly she looked up and her aunt was there, clutching her tight.

			“Inés,” she said.

			The embrace felt like being squeezed into a coffin, she could hardly breathe. The rag doll slipped through her fingers and Inés clapped her mouth shut, biting her tongue. Blood dripped down her chin.

			When she woke up, she touched her throat and gasped.

			She sat with her heart thundering in her chest.

			The nightmare was the terror she had endured since childhood, yet it felt subtly alien, and more dangerous. Her aunt had never been a part of it before. Then again, she wanted the woman dead. The dream was morphing to suit her thoughts.

			She heard the thin whine again and realized it was the dog, scratching at her door. She opened the door and let it in.

			“Here, Diógenes,” she said, and patted the bed.

			The dog jumped onto it and happily curled up at her feet.

			I’m sure you fear something. Thoughts keep you up at night and you can’t subdue them.

			She lay back, squeezed her eyes shut, and tried to sleep.
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			Perla had worn her mourning clothes as diligently and proudly as a knight might display his shield and armor. She’d kept the mirrors covered with a thin black cloth for a whole year after her father’s funeral and held the necessary masses in his honor on the anniversary of his death.

			She’d hated this mourning. It seemed to Perla that her entire life had been made of black dresses and sorrow. Crespón de luto, first for her brother, then her sister, then her mother, and finally her father. She was like a colorless moth that bats its wings against a shuttered window.

			But she’d worn the mourning clothes quietly and patiently, awaiting the delight of color. Color had arrived now. Pink skirts and pale green blouses and the beautiful blue dress that Inés had sewn for her.

			The festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres was the biggest celebration of the year, and the opening night on Friday would afford Perla the chance to show herself to the town in her utmost glory.

			The town waited for this weekend the whole year, for this moment of joy, and Perla had waited longer than anyone else. But here it was, finally, the morning of the festival.

			The guesthouse was a chaos of voices and people. The place was full to the brim, and she knew the maid, the houseboy, and the cook were all busy tending to the guests. Sitting in her bath, enjoying the warmth of the water, Perla closed her eyes.

			This year she could grant herself the luxury of leisure. She’d told Inés to handle the arrival of the guests while she bathed. Ulises had been deputized to attend his wife. He combed her hair carefully.

			“Does Inés know to be back at home by nine o’clock tonight?” she asked, eyes closed, head thrown back. “Someone needs to be in the house to open and close the front door for the guests, and Estrella will complain if she doesn’t have a turn to listen to the music.”

			“They both know. Inés will head to the town square early with us, then come back here so Estrella can head out. And tomorrow it’ll be Rita and Fito’s turn to trade places. You might hand everyone keys to the door, and then we wouldn’t have to have this coming and going, you know? And a curfew, on top of that, seems silly.”

			“Guests that pay by the day never have keys. Everyone is used to doing things this way and I don’t see a reason to change our practices. All the decent houses uphold curfews and have people minding the front door, otherwise you’ll have drunkards stumbling in at three in the morning. It’s better if they sleep off their hangovers far from here. It’s an important festival and people can become too enthusiastic.”

			“I bet. You’d think Tito Guízar is coming to play, the way everyone is excited.”

			Ulises sounded like he wanted to laugh. She supposed the festival must seem a trifle compared to the amusements the city might provide, but for the people of Puerco Ahogado it was legendary.

			“The water has cooled,” Perla said, and motioned to her husband.

			Ulises offered her a towel and she dried herself quickly and efficiently, then dressed herself in her embroidered robe.

			Puerco Ahogado knew only rain and drizzle, yet that day it had been blazing hot without a hint of moisture. Her room was uncomfortably warm. Ulises had placed her glass of sherry by the wicker chair, along with a cigarette. She sat down and raised the glass to her lips. Her throat felt parched.

			It was still early. When night fell, the fireworks would light up the sky and the vendors would finish setting up their stands. Food and candy and games of target shooting would command the attention of the rabble, while a band would play in the wrought-iron gazebo. Perla, who belonged to one of the notable families of Puerco Ahogado, who was, despite the trials and tribulations of the Incláns, still a proper lady, could not be expected to spend the night on her feet, lining up to play games of chance or throwing darts at balloons. Therefore, she had reserved a table at the café, as she did every year. All the best people of Puerco Ahogado had tables and could watch the festivities this way.

			On this occasion, their table would have a white card with the surnames Inclán Arnao de Linares written on it. When Perla took her seat, wearing the exquisite blue dress, all eyes in the café would turn toward her. Her pulse accelerated at the thought and she handed Ulises her glass that he might refill it.

			Her husband was wearing a sleeveless white undershirt. Perspiration dotted his forehead, and his hair was uncombed. Later he’d dress in a perfectly pressed suit but right that instant he looked unflatteringly low-class. She was about to ask him to throw on his robe for the sake of decency and good manners, but she was distracted by a noise.

			She heard, muffled and distant, the loud voices of Inés and Fito, and the resounding clang of a pot falling against the floor. Then the incessant barking of the dog.

			“Whatever are they doing downstairs?” she asked.

			“Last time I looked they were trying to cook supper for the guests,” he said, and handed her the glass back.

			On busy festival weekends Perla had her dinner at the café, but of course the guests would want a bite before heading to the town square. She glanced at the clock atop her dresser. It was still much too early to dress, and she continued sipping her sherry while she contemplated her father’s portrait, hanging above the desk. She’d covered it with a thin piece of black cloth for a year, supposedly as a sign of mourning, but also to hide his face.

			She didn’t mind looking at it anymore, but for a while she’d been afraid of his steely eyes.

			You’re dead, you’re finally dead, she thought.

			They were all dead. Her whole family. She was the one left, her and Inés. She had an impulse to summon the girl, to make sure she was still in the house, that she had not vanished and left her alone among tired ghosts.

			The heat was stifling, it was trapped inside the house, and no number of open windows could chase it away. She asked Ulises to fan her with one of her mother’s old lace fans that was cracked at the handle. An exquisite fan, tarnished by the yellowing ivory handle. But she liked these old things, these stale reminders of magnificence.

			Inés had asked her once why they couldn’t remodel the house now that Perla’s father had passed away. She did not understand that fashions quickly fade; she did not appreciate the well-made furniture in the rooms, or the fine china safely tucked inside a cabinet. Perla respected traditions, she respected the house and accepted that it belonged to another time, but those démodé fashions conveyed more depth. In matters of clothing, though, she had longed for color and modernity. A spark of the new in this stately old house. Just like Ulises was a spark of something different, offering his luster to her.

			“Fito tells me there’ll be much dancing tonight,” Ulises said. “The men in town dress in their best clothes and dance around.”

			“Yes, some of that, and the young people will dance together. Music and dancing for three straight nights, and on the third night they’ll walk the statue of San Fidel around the town square, and he will vanquish evil for another year.”

			“Fito says all unmarried girls have to dance with yellow ribbons in their hair.”

			“Not all. I never danced. My father would not allow it.”

			“What a pity. I think you’d have looked very sweet with ribbons in your hair.”

			Perla was a creature keenly capable of taking offense, and she listened for any note of derision in his voice. Hearing none, she was pleased.

			“My father thought it was vulgar. None of the girls from good families would dance back then, none of the ladies,” she said proudly.

			“But Inés is going dancing tonight,” he said, and frowned. “I heard her telling Fito she’ll wear her dancing shoes.”

			“Inés dances. But then again, Inés is not really an Inclán, and not really a lady.”

			“Surely one can be a lady who dances.”

			“Not her. She made a fool of herself the year my father died,” Perla said sharply. “After Salvador, one could never call her a lady.”

			“Who was that?”

			“A boy who stayed at the guesthouse.”

			“How did she make a fool of herself?”

			“She was unwise with him, and then he left town and left her behind. My father was livid when he learned about the affair.”

			She looked up at the portrait. Why must she think about her father now? He had been on her mind all day. Disinterring the past, scrutinizing the years of mourning and the offenses committed against her. The echo of her father’s voice lingered in her ears.

			It was probably because it was the first year she’d be at the festival out of mourning, no longer in blacks or grays. No longer the spinster.

			“He wanted to beat her with his cane,” Perla mused, unable to stop herself from thinking about the past. About the dead. About her father in his last moments when he stared at her, his eyes…they became her sister’s eyes.

			She had downed another glass and handed it to Ulises. “I’m terribly thirsty,” she said.

			“You want more sherry?”

			“Yes.”

			He refilled her glass and carefully handed it to her, looking at her with a concerned expression that irritated Perla. “It’s very hot. There’s nothing to do on a hot day like this but drink sherry. My mother always said so, it cools the blood. I wish I could rub ice against my neck.”

			“If only we had a refrigerator,” he replied.

			“We don’t.”

			“You could buy one.”

			“What a waste, when we can send Fito or Rita to fetch ice.”

			“Refrigerators come in handy.”

			“I bet you want an electric coffee maker, like Inés asked for last summer. She saw it in a magazine. That is what a maid is for. To make you a good cup of coffee.”

			“I’m sure you’re right.”

			“Of course I’m right,” she muttered.

			She shifted her gaze from her father’s painting to the blue dress, which had been pressed and hung from a hook that dangled from the top of the massive double-door wardrobe. It looked almost like a victory flag. A beautiful, pure shade of blue. The skies of Puerco Ahogado looked like that when the rain didn’t mar the view.

			She’d wear it with the pearl necklace and pearl earrings and her white shoes with the large buckles. Her father had always said bright colors were for young girls. A spinster like Perla had to stick to browns and beiges when she wasn’t in mourning. But not anymore.

			“What happened to the boy?” Ulises asked.

			“What boy?”

			“Salvador.”

			“Why do you care?” she asked, eyes narrowing.

			Ulises and Inés were not particularly chummy, yet something about the way they talked to each other at times, a furtive gesture here and there that she’d detected, annoyed her. Like that day when her husband kept looking in Inés’s direction, or an occasion not long ago when she’d observed them having an animated discussion as the girl finished setting the sheets out to dry. She hadn’t heard a word they said, yet the sight of them talking gave her pause.

			“I’d never heard of this Salvador, that’s all,” Ulises said with a shrug. “I realize Inés doesn’t have your deportment and good manners, but I thought she’d be a bit wiser.”

			She perked up at his words, for it was true, her niece lacked poise and refinement. “So did I, and yet what can one do? I blame my sister for her lax ways when Inés was small. Anyway, I don’t know what happened to Salvador. He went away,” she said.

			Though she did know. But she didn’t want to remember her niece’s terrible accusations, the awful fight they’d had that day, her father’s furious eyes. And still she’d kept the girl in the house. Perla hadn’t kicked her out, although she ought to have. What had Perla earned in exchange for her magnanimousness? Nothing but scowls and bitterness from her wayward niece.

			“She was always a terror, Inés. When she was a child, she didn’t talk. She was like a mute, not a word from her. Then when she did talk, I often wished she’d go quiet again. I fantasized I could sew her lips shut with black thread, and she wouldn’t say another word.”

			She realized she’d spoken out loud. Her husband looked at her curiously. Perla ran a hand through her hair. She felt rattled, out of sorts, almost feverish. It was the excitement of the festival.

			The dog was barking again. Perla rubbed her hand against her temple and turned to her husband. “Will you tell them to quiet that mutt down? How is anyone supposed to rest when it’s making a racket?”

			“I’ll go see about it,” he said.

			He left and she fanned herself and looked at her father’s portrait. At last, unable to stay in the wicker chair contemplating the old painting, she stood up and walked toward the hallway. Her body felt leaden, heavy from the alcohol she’d imbibed.

			She reached the top of the stairs, and she looked below and saw Inés. She was carrying a bundle of sheets in her arms, and she chanced to look up at Perla.

			Inés barely glanced at her, busy heading in the direction of the garden, but the look terrified Perla. She felt a choking fear.

			Inés did not resemble Encarnación. Except in the eyes. Those dark eyes that made her think of her sister.

			Perla had meant for this to be a joyous day. A day of new beginnings, of life, but death seemed to gnaw at her happiness. She went back to her room and threw herself back into the wicker chair, where she waited for her husband to return.

			

			—

			Perla’s mother dies a long, agonizing death. The doctor walks in and out of the house each day, takes the woman’s pulse, utters inanities while she lies delirious, clinging to life. At last, her mother expires, and Perla makes sure she is buried in a beautiful black dress, with her rosary between her hands.

			She takes a steady lover the summer her mother dies. Plutarco is a salesman who stays at the guesthouse every few months. At first, she sleeps with him out of terror. The terror of the stench of death hugging the walls, raking her skin. She’s spent so much time in a sickroom, tending to a frail madwoman, and she fears the life has leached out of her body while she was sitting at her mother’s bedside.

			She also fears the noises of the house. Her father’s loud commands, the tapping of his cane against the floor. Her niece jumps rope and sings a song, and it’s like nails on a chalkboard, it gives her migraines. Now that the child has regained the capacity for speech, she seems intent on making as much noise as possible as she rushes up and down the stairs, stumbles through the gardens, and laughs in the kitchen with the servants.

			In Plutarco’s bed she finds relief. An escape. She sneaks into his room, where neither her father nor her niece can venture, and slips between the sheets. The weight of the man’s body, the push of him inside her, reminds Perla that she is alive.

			She finds this arrangement more satisfactory than her occasional jaunts to the port to meet anonymous men in drinking dens. It is convenient, for one, and it also grants her the vague illusion that a future lies ahead for her, a future in which she is happy, for the man makes promises about leaving his wife, about starting a life with Perla. And even if the promises are vague—someday and when the time comes—she clings to them like a drowning woman might cling to a wooden plank. The liaison, sordid as it may be, keeps her afloat. Because misery lies beneath the sheets, clasping her tighter than any lover, whispering in Perla’s ear.

			The years pass. The girl does not skip rope anymore. She’s a young woman. Perla has discovered strands of gray in her hair, faint wrinkles fan her eyes. These things have changed and yet others remain the same. Her father still bellows commands, still slams his cane against the floor, while the color of the curtains fades more with every season, the damp seeps vehemently through the window shutters, and the blood in her veins seems to curdle.

			

			—

			Salvador arrives with the spring. He’s another young man working at one of the nearby coffee plantations, a clerk of no importance with a suitcase under his arm. He comes with a letter of reference and a smile.

			The smile is open and warm, and he befriends the other guests quickly enough. He befriends Inés. They go dancing with other young people a handful of times, always with a chaperone. It seems innocent. Perla thinks she has instilled enough manners in her niece to keep her out of trouble’s way, yet she has spied an expression of concealed ferocity in the girl, and it makes her wary.

			There are certain looks between them, an excessive number of smiles and loud laughter, that indicate a relationship that goes beyond cordiality. She suspects a secret romance and a scandal waiting to happen.

			But Perla does not have proof of any misbehavior until one late night she catches the girl coming out of his room. She orders her back to her bed and has sharp words with the young man. Salvador is too terrified to protest when Perla orders him to leave the guesthouse, and he packs his suitcase quickly.

			Perla and her father have a serious talk with Inés, a talk during which the girl stares at the floor in silence. Modesty, reputation, family honor. All these terms are declaimed and the cane slams against the floor, punctuating the lecture in this manner, making Inés shiver. She does not dispute their words; she has seemingly lost the ability to speak.

			They order her to stay away from Salvador, a task that is made easy when he leaves town a few weeks later. The girl has become a stone, moving through the house and completing her chores in silence.

			Inés’s mutism continues as the days go by, until a letter arrives for her. Perla holds it out to Inés and the girl snatches the paper from her. Other letters have arrived before, and Inés smiled at them. On this occasion, though, she looks distraught.

			When she is done feverishly reading, she looks up at Perla.

			“Aunt Perla, I need you to lend me a little money. I must go to Mexico City.”

			“What business could you have in Mexico City?”

			“I need to speak to Salvador.”

			“About what?”

			“I must go to Mexico City,” Inés insists.

			“Why? What’s so important?”

			Inés doesn’t reply, but there are tears in her eyes. If Salvador was in trouble, she’d mention it, hoping for sympathy. “Has he discarded you?” Perla asks, guessing at the truth. Inés does not attempt to deny it. She nods.

			“I must speak to him.”

			“You belong at home, not out there, knocking at doors like a madwoman. You’ll stay in Puerco Ahogado where you belong. Come now, it is time to feed the canaries.”

			“He made promises, and I want him to tell me to my face that he does not intend to keep them.”

			She pities the girl. Yet there’s a raw desperation in her niece’s face that repels Perla. Something that’s too open, too wounded. She scoffs. “Do you want him to humiliate you in person? Only a whore would chase after a man like that. But after all, your mother was the same. Whores, the both of you, slipping into men’s beds and satisfying your dirty urges.”

			The girl’s face changes. That concealed ferocity is bared, like the unsheathed claws of a wildcat. “How dare you say that about my mother!”

			“I dare because it’s true. You’re as shameless as she was. She ran off with a married man, and soon enough he tired of her, as this boy tired of you.”

			“And you’re a hypocrite! Mr. Azuela is your lover. You also satisfy your ‘dirty’ urges and pretend you’re above reproach. Mr. Azuela—”

			At the second mention of the salesman’s name Perla slaps her niece. Inés rubs her cheek and stares at her aunt with tears in her eyes.

			“You’re a filthy liar,” Perla says.

			“Mr. Azuela has been your lover for years!” Inés yells, and Perla will strangle her, she’ll cut her tongue if she speaks again, pluck those black eyes out of her skull.

			“What is this?” her father asks.

			Both Perla and Inés look toward the doorway. In their tumult, in their madness, they have not been able to hear the unsteady tapping of the cane as the old man walked down the hallway. By the cold fury in his face Perla knows he’s heard everything, and what’s more, he knows it’s true. Perla is hardly able to stand in place and must clutch the arm of a sofa to steady herself.

			Osorio glares at the women.

			“Both of you should go to your rooms,” he says.

			

			—

			The salesman is no longer welcome at the house. Her father does not order him barred from the premises, but Perla knows he can’t set foot again in this place.

			In the evenings, when Perla reads to her father, she feels the weight of his gaze on her, the leaden anger. She is ashamed and she is alone once again, counting the days, watching the rain drip down the windowpanes. Her blood is frozen solid, her heart is a block of ice.

			That summer is hard on her father, and his body seems to grow frailer as the weeks go by. The doctor does not think he’ll make it another year, but then again, Perla has heard this prophecy before.

			Perla waits. Her whole life is waiting. Sometimes she feels she is always waiting for death, for the gravedigger.

			Yet he lingers, clings to life. Perla sleeps in a cot next to his bed now, in case he should need something during the night. She spoons broth into his mouth and combs his hair and she waits.

			God, this waiting, it’s too long.

			He mutters recriminations, always sour about the past.

			“I could have kept the business if you useless girls had done as you were told,” he says. “Silly hussies, the lot of you.”

			Sometimes he doesn’t rage, he weeps, and that’s even worse than his anger.

			One day, when the rain falls light upon the roof, and his breathing is labored, her father clutches her hand and looks at her with wide, scared eyes.

			“Don’t leave my side, Perla,” he whispers.

			He’s going to die, she thinks. Today is the day he dies.

			Perla stares into his eyes, and she knows all he wants in those final moments is to have her there, holding his hand. To not be alone in those last, dreadful few minutes.

			She’s waited for this. And yet she is suddenly unprepared for it. She is suddenly afraid. She feels death brushing her skin, closer than it’s ever been before, more tender than any lover.

			And she fears it. She cannot bear to sit in that room with death, she cannot breathe. She thinks of black lace and coffins and the gravedigger with his spade. Her father stares at her and she is reminded of her sister.

			No wonder her blood has turned to ice. This is a house of ghosts. This is a house of echoes.

			She wants to run out of that room, that house, but she remains steadfast, holding his hand even as she thinks of another death, of another pair of eyes, of her sister at the foot of the stairs.

			

			—

			When her father dies, relief mingles with grief. She had grown to despise him, her resentment nourished day by day, and yet she misses him.

			It’s her and Inés now. Her and that recalcitrant girl.

			A letter arrives one day not long after Osorio’s passing. Perla opens it and is surprised to see it’s from Inés’s father. He is ill and wishes to reconcile with his daughter; he wants her to join him in Mexico City.

			Perla knows what will happen if Inés reads this letter: she will go to him. Her niece has longed to escape the confines of the guesthouse for a while now, ever since Salvador rushed off to the city. Perhaps since before that. Should this opportunity present itself, Perla does not doubt the girl will never return.

			What will Perla do then? She’d be all alone in this musty guesthouse with its sepia portraits and its furniture of a previous epoch. When she grows old and frail, nobody will hold her hand as she lies in bed dying.

			The eyes of her sister flash in her mind, searing and accusing, and Perla shoves the letter into a drawer of her desk, underneath the watchful picture of her father.

			It’s not that she intends to keep the letters from her niece. The first time it is a nameless fear that forces her to conceal the letter. The second time she cannot begin to imagine an explanation about why she’d kept the first letter hidden, and it is easier to place the second one in the desk than to try to justify her thoughts to Inés.

			By the third letter she knows she’ll never let her niece look at the missives, but still she guards them carefully, pretending she needs the right moment to speak to Inés about this delicate matter.

			Look, now, she might tell her, you were not in a proper state of mind when these arrived, but here they are.

			Then a fourth letter announces the death of Inés’s father and Perla breathes a sigh of relief. She locks the letters away, locks away those secrets. She promises she’ll rip them to shreds one day, but she keeps them. Then again, she keeps everything from the past, doesn’t she? The past holds court in this house.

			

			—

			Perla had accustomed herself to dissatisfaction, to the rules and strictures of her father, and now that she may write her own rules she is filled with a febrile excitement and with fear. The immensity of her freedom scares Perla as she contemplates the future, and for a while she does not alter her routine, does not make any sudden changes.

			She wears her mourning clothes, attends to the matters of the house, socializes with her old friends. Cándido pursues her, and Perla looks at him tiredly. If he’d courted her a decade before, she might have felt something for him, but his performance is stale; he bores her.

			A chance mention of a magazine with a “sentimental letterbox” changes her path. Sarita Novo talks about it one day, telling her about a relative in Xalapa who found a man that way.

			Perla is scandalized by this idea of meeting people through the post office. It seems to her the height of vulgarity to announce oneself like a fruit vendor at the market. Yet the more she considers the idea, the more it tantalizes her.

			At night she dreams of swarthy men with strong arms and slim blond men in slick suits, and she pictures an imaginary harem of suitors out there, awaiting her. It’s a foolish fantasy, and in the end, she suspects, she’ll marry Cándido and fortify her position in town. Yet the idea does not subside, it takes possession of her until she buys an issue of that stupid magazine from the newsstand.

			She peruses its pages and carefully reads through the section titled Letterbox, which explains how many cents it costs to take out an ad, how many more to obtain the address of another correspondent, and so on. Each correspondent has a number to identify them, and she laughs at some of the ads and nods at others.

			The anonymity afforded by the magazine attracts her. She remembers her encounters with men in the city, men she would never be able to name. The numbers offer a shield, they veil her. Perla Inclán would never take out an ad in a silly magazine like this, but number 745-631 does place an ad in which she explains that she is a lady who lives in a town in Veracruz and seeks friendship and correspondence with a gentleman of good breeding.

			A letter arrives from Ulises Linares and it’s polite and polished. And when he sends his photo, he is handsome, and Perla feels that the blood that seemed to have frozen in her veins begins to flow again.
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			The festival was a riotous burst of color. Kids threw handfuls of confetti at one another, and streamers fell from balconies, knotting themselves in the tresses of women and the buttons of men’s jackets. Several of the streets that led to the plaza had been commandeered by vendors who displayed their wares on petates, offering carved trinkets for the little ones, tiny bouquets of flowers for young men trying to impress their sweethearts, and cheap paste jewelry for the ladies. Sellers of candy hawked their glistening treats, shooing away flies that immediately returned to perch themselves upon crystallized sugar, while in the cantinas the men were making themselves uproariously drunk.

			It was a time of plenty for the musicians who walked through each cantina and cheap bar in town, with their guitars and collection plates, offering to burst into song. Children ran amok with sparklers in their hands, and others hurled ratoncitos at the ground, the rhythmic pop-pop-pop of the tiny explosions echoing down the alleyways of the city, startling dogs and cats. Fireworks flew toward the sky, filling the air with the scent of gunpowder while laughing youths swung wooden matracas or banged tin cans together, creating a discordant noise that made the matrons of the town frown.

			Ulises, Perla, and Inés walked briskly past the seller of fried plantains, dodged children who were throwing eggs filled with confetti at one another, and arrived at the café at seven o’clock sharp.

			Perla had spent a great deal of time working on her hair and makeup, and together with the excellently tailored dress she wore, she had managed to achieve an appearance of refined beauty. She was as perfect as a painted porcelain doll, with every strand of hair in place and her cheeks rouged. There were appreciative murmurs as she paused to greet this person and another, including Cándido and Lulú. Ulises nodded at everyone, following his wife like the attendant of a queen who carries the train of her dress.

			Finally, the procession ended, and they reached their designated table, next to a huge window that allowed an excellent view of the plaza. To Ulises’s right, close to them, was the table of the Zorrilla sisters, and situated at his elbow were the priest and the doctor.

			Ulises sank into his seat while Perla turned to the waiter and began talking of wine. Inés sat down. In the cramped café, his leg touched hers by accident, and she kicked him in the shin.

			He let out a low curse and pretended to look at the menu while she smiled cruelly.

			Unlike her aunt and the other ladies, who sat primly in their best dresses and high heels, Inés wore sensible flats, and although she’d knotted a yellow ribbon in her hair, she had not labored over a coiffure. This puzzled Ulises, but he did not ask her about it. He’d hardly spoken to her for the past few days, and she’d been happily ignoring him.

			What did she expect of him? He was right to be cautious. Maybe she didn’t mind ending up in jail, but he did. All he’d done was speak sensibly. And then she had the gall to kick him away like he was a mangy dog trying to hump her leg.

			She’s mad, he thought, giving her a sideways glance and then quickly turning away. First she kisses me, then she wants to slap me. To hell with her.

			It was not as if he could be wasting his time with Inés anyway. He was trying to con the aunt, not seduce the niece, yet for the past few days, while she remained distant and he remained quiet, all he could think about was how he wanted her to kiss him again.

			He put the menu down, ordered a random drink, and noticed men with tiger masks running around the plaza, screaming and laughing, chasing after women.

			“What is that all about?” he asked.

			“The tigers? It’s an old tradition. They say there was once a tiger in the mountains that ate the cattle, and the townspeople hunted it down,” Perla said. “So now the men dress as tigers.”

			“A tiger in the mountains of Veracruz?”

			“In the old days they used to say the witches turned into tigers, and that’s why we dance the tiger dance,” the doctor said. The tables were so close together, conversation with other guests was inevitable.

			“It’s a way to sell masks,” Manuela said disapprovingly.

			“And an excuse to pinch the buttocks of women,” Eduviges said.

			“It’s paganism,” concluded Manuela.

			The Zorrilla sisters shook their heads in unison, but the priest shrugged. “It’s symbolism, my young friend. The tiger represents the excesses and the sins of men that will be vanquished by the arrival of San Fidel this Sunday. It’ll be a beautiful mass; we have lovely flowers this year.”

			“But the people grow terribly rowdy,” Manuela complained. “When I was a young girl, gentlemen would never run like that around the square.”

			“Though the servants did,” Eduviges reminded her. “They ran around and tried to lift the skirts of the maids to get a look at their legs.”

			Sarita Novo arrived then and planted herself by their table, gushing about Perla’s dress and sharing gossip in an excited, high-pitched voice. The two cops had also made their entrance at the café. The younger one carried a tiger mask between his hands and smiled nervously in greeting. Ulises wondered who policed the town with the both of them at the restaurant, but he supposed on this occasion these matters were forgotten and drunkards were too numerous to be hauled off to jail.

			“Bartolo, we were telling Ulises the story of the tiger masks, and there you are carrying one,” the doctor said, beckoning the young man. “Let me look at that. Lacquered wood, is it? Was it made in Arroyos?”

			“Yes, sir,” Bartolo said. “I bought it last month.”

			“Then you intend to be one of the tigers this year?” Perla asked. “I thought your mother doesn’t like it when you boys join such games.”

			“It’s a bit of fun.”

			“I’m sure Bartolo wouldn’t pinch a lady’s buttocks. Would you, Bartolo?” Ulises asked with a generous laugh that had the Zorrilla sisters whispering in disapproval.

			The young cop blushed a bright red. Before he could stammer a response the musicians at the center of the plaza began to play, and everyone turned their heads in their direction. Inés sprang to her feet and spoke to her aunt.

			“May I dance, Aunt Perla?” she asked.

			“As if you’d stay sitting for more than five minutes,” Perla said. “Go and dance, but remember, you must be back at the house by nine and switch places with Estrella. And mind your manners while you dance.”

			“I will.” Inés smiled. Her eyes fixed on Ulises for a second, wide and eager, but she shifted her gaze to Bartolo. “Do you want to dance?”

			“Yes,” the young man said, and he let her take him by the hand.

			“But really, dressing as a tiger,” Eduviges said. “Young people, they do anything these days. In our day, there were five men dressed as tigers, and a policeman would never have worn a mask.”

			Ulises watched Inés and Bartolo whirling and laughing among a crowd of eager dancers. Bartolo moved awfully, shuffling his feet rather than following any kind of rhythm, but Inés was good. Not that he didn’t know that already. He’d seen her practicing with Fito, had watched those shapely legs and the hips swaying slightly, but the festive ambience seemed to suit her, making her movements more vibrant.

			He found himself thinking about that girl he’d liked when he was a teenager, the one he’d bought sweets for, the one who hadn’t corresponded with him. He’d attended a kermés with her one time, and he suddenly recalled how he’d wrapped an arm around her shoulders as they walked together down a line of food vendors busy at their stalls. Something of the cheerful tone of this night reminded him of that day.

			I didn’t kiss her, he remembered. He had been much too shy. He chuckled. To think he’d gone on to kiss and seduce a multitude of women later but could not summon the courage to kiss that girl.

			Ulises lit a cigarette and looked away from the dancers, away from Inés, and down at the table. Bartolo had left his tiger mask there. He ran a hand down its nose.

			From time to time, he turned his head in the direction of the dancers and caught a glimpse of Inés. But as the minutes passed, and the crowd grew thicker, he lost sight of her. The café was bursting at the seams. It was a chaos of faces and voices.

			Perla was a bit tipsy already from sipping sherry at home—and likely tequila too—and her eyes were bright, but she’d just asked for another glass of wine. She was on her way to becoming drunk. This seemed to be the intention of all the patrons of the café, excepting the Zorrilla sisters.

			The pious old ladies were correct: there was something pagan to this night. After months and months of starchy formalities and good manners, the town gave way to the wildness of music and joy. Even the upper crust of Puerco Ahogado succumbed to the enchantment of the marimba and the guitar. Ulises raised his glass and toasted while his wife giggled.

			At certain intervals Inés rushed back inside the café and sat at the table for a few minutes, to rest her feet, and invariably his gaze fell upon her before he busied himself pretending to look at something else.

			He understood now why she had not bothered with high heels or a stiff, stately coiffure. Her purpose was practical; she sought to dance as much as she could without tiring, without impediments. The yellow ribbon was a burst of color against her curly black hair, and she sat down, face flushed, smiling, breathing in slowly. Yet he noticed her feet tapping against the floor, eager to resume the dance.

			A bead of sweat dripped down her long neck, mesmerizing him. He licked his lips. “Do you wish to dance?” he asked Perla. He wanted to ask Inés, but he knew he couldn’t, and so he turned to his wife.

			“Of course not. I told you: those dances are not for the likes of me,” Perla said loftily.

			Not for the likes of any of the married ladies sitting around, he supposed. They were drinking and eating, but none of them seemed inclined to dance. He was stuck sitting with a perfectly painted mannequin.

			He began to resent the café, its every noise and every smell. He wanted to be out there, moving to the rhythm of a danzón even if the town’s matriarchs found it vulgar. Despite the decadent celebration, it seemed that the “gente bien” clung to certain customs.

			Goddamn it, how the sweat glistened against that neck, and how moist the lips seemed. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, Inés had dashed outside again. He saw her partnering once more with Bartolo and stubbed his cigarette into an ashtray.

			He felt the coolness of the forgotten mask under his fingertips and stood up muttering an excuse that his wife didn’t seem to hear. Nobody paid him any attention as he stepped out of the café and put on the mask.

			He began walking the perimeter of the plaza and saw other men dressed in their tiger masks, hooting and hollering, some of them dancing and others passing around a bottle of liquor.

			He searched for Inés, wanting to see her smile that shone as bright as a shooting star, that flash of lively black eyes.

			Suddenly he caught sight of her. There she was, dancing not with Bartolo, but with a stranger with a red handkerchief dangling from his back pocket.

			Ulises watched her, and she must have felt his gaze, for she looked back at him. He was wearing the mask, but she smirked. She threw her head back, her hair like a black cloud, her lips parted with laughter. The sound of her voice made him shiver.

			The melody ended and she moved away from the man. Swiftly he stepped forward and caught her hand, pulling her with him, but she extricated herself from his grasp.

			“What do you want?” she asked.

			“I thought we might dance.”

			She shook her head and laughed again. “Is that what you really want to do?” she replied, with a delicious, honeyed wickedness.

			This time it was she who grabbed his arm and pulled him with her. They hurried down random streets, then zigzagged into a narrow alley that was speckled with confetti. The murmur of the plaza reached their ears, but it seemed far off, like the sound of the ocean in a conch.

			There was one solitary lamppost at the entrance of the alley and as they moved farther in, the dim lights filtering from a window on a second floor could hardly penetrate the knot of shadows at street level. Everyone must have been at the plaza or holed up in cantinas and private parties.

			They were breathless by the time he stopped and took off the mask, letting it clatter against the cobblestones. His palms itched to touch the curve of her breast. She let out a low, sardonic laugh as he pressed her against a wall.

			“Have you been drinking much?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “I had a glass or two. Why do you care?”

			“I’m worried you’re drunk, or else you wouldn’t be this friendly.”

			“Who says I’m being friendly?”

			“You haven’t kicked me.”

			“Dancing always makes me happy. I can’t stay mad if I dance.”

			“Lucky me.”

			She smirked and stood straight and proud while he wrapped an arm around her waist and looked down at her.

			“Can I kiss you or will you slap me?” he asked.

			“Try it.”

			He brushed his lips against her own, then gently pressed his forehead against hers. The smirk wavered. She seemed confused. That was not the kiss she’d been expecting, or that he’d meant to give her. But Ulises felt a pang of sorrow. He would have liked it to be different between them. He would have liked something ordinary and sweet. To be a man wooing a woman.

			She must have guessed his thoughts, for she suddenly acquired a determined, furious look.

			“Will you get on with it?” she said, her voice sharp. “I don’t have time for you to recite sonnets.”

			Her hands tugged at his belt, and she kissed him, bold and unabashed and challenging. He supposed it was silly to expect sweetness from Inés. Mischief, yes. Sweetness, no. Though he wondered if she’d been different with that boy Perla had mentioned. Salvador. Perhaps he’d bought her flowers and copied lines from El Correo del Amor. Even memorized trite phrases from its pages, recited them in a tremulous voice. Manufactured romance that didn’t have an ounce of authenticity but that young women were foolish enough to believe.

			He bunched up her skirts and delved his fingers between her folds, found her wet and wanting. She’d lied about not being drunk. She might not have imbibed much that night, but she was drunk on the attention and the motion of the dance. She’d been flirting for two hours with half a dozen men, smiling and teasing them, growing flustered. He suspected any fellow might have satisfied her, that if he hadn’t stumbled upon her she would have gone off with the policeman or the stranger with the handkerchief.

			She undid his buckle, and he almost slapped her hands away, offended by the thought of being a useful palliative and nothing more. Yet there was no denying the wave of lust that hit him when she touched him; he wanted her very much, and without any more preamble he eased himself into her.

			It had been too long since he’d had a lover. The women he courted for profit did not count, and the rest of his liaisons were brief and as flimsy as a spider’s web, disintegrating at the slightest touch. He even wondered if he’d ever had a true lover, and it was a marvel to find himself in a darkened alley, feeling almost faint with desire after the mechanical expedience with which he handled his conquests.

			He rocked his hips, wrapped his hand around a lock of hair, delighted at the lushness of her curls. He wished he might have seen her naked, spread upon a bed. As it was, he hadn’t even had a glimpse of her breasts and still she was divine.

			This is not me at my best, he wanted to tell her, embarrassed, not only because they were fucking against the wall of an alleyway, which was not the most romantic of backdrops, but because he’d had his fair share of alcohol that night and he wasn’t going to last long and he knew she didn’t want him to drag it out. Just a quick fuck.

			At least he could kiss her properly, and he did. He kissed her with a bruising intensity, until her breathing turned short and shallow. He felt her body tighten around him, and he lost his rhythm and shuddered to a halt, moaning into the side of her neck.

			Too soon she disentangled herself from him, smoothing down her skirts and pulling away. “Estrella will be expecting me,” she said, and the simplicity of the remark felt bruising.

			She couldn’t remain with him, and he hadn’t anticipated a long, effusive parting. But suddenly he wanted her to stay. Only a minute longer.

			He interrupted her retreat, caught her hand, and spun her around to kiss her one last time, lingering against her, his hands at her waist. He wished he knew lines from El Correo del Amor, even if they were trite.

			She looked up at him and raised a hand to carefully cup his face—it was her turn to surprise him—before she slid away, rushing down the alley.

			He rested against the wall, his heart still thumping wildly in his chest, and looked up at the night sky. After a couple of minutes, he retrieved the mask he’d dropped and walked back the way they’d come.
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			Breakfast was not delivered to the rooms of guests during the festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres. Bread and milk would have been useless on a morning such as this, and an early breakfast would have also been pointless. Everyone who chanced to crack their eyes open would do it close to noon, and the only tolerable lunch menu consisted of vast amounts of shrimp soup.

			The scent of onions, garlic, chilies, and shrimp wafted from the kitchen throughout the ground floor of the house, promising relief to each person who had imbibed too much. There was no better remedy for a hangover.

			“Hurry, Fito, finish washing those dishes,” the cook ordered. “You’re too slow today. How much did you have to drink last night?”

			“Hardly a glass,” the boy said, although his eyes looked red.

			Then again, the eyes of half the men staying at the house were crimson, and the women hid their dark circles under their makeup.

			“A glass and a bottle, I bet,” Inés said, and she laughed as she helped Rita by carrying a couple of bowls of soup into the dining room, where the guests who had dragged themselves out of bed waited for the spicy broth that might alleviate their headache.

			Aunt Perla was still asleep and likely would not rise for another couple of hours. Therefore, Inés sat herself in front of Ulises and looked at him rather than keeping her gaze low, and enjoyed the smile he gave her, which she returned with a smile of her own.

			The dog circled the table, wagging its tail and hoping for a morsel. When everyone was done eating, she gave it a shrimp and began carrying the bowls back into the kitchen. Ulises assisted her with a few of the dirty dishes and paused next to her as she was exiting the kitchen.

			“I want to talk to you,” he said.

			“The dog needs to go for a walk. Come with me and we’ll talk outside,” she replied.

			“I’ll take the camera with me.”

			She grabbed the leash and Diógenes wagged his tail, delighted by the chance to venture out. Later she’d have to iron her aunt’s dress for that evening. It was a plain navy dress Perla had worn before, but Inés had altered the neckline to give it a little pep. For the closing celebrations Perla had ordered a burgundy dress from the best seamstress in town, to show the people of Puerco Ahogado that she could afford such an expense, even though Inés could have manufactured it for a fraction of the cost.

			Once they reached the street she spoke to Ulises. “What did you want to talk about?” she asked.

			He leaned down, whispering in her ear. “I long to kiss you.”

			She shivered. The words were a caress. They ventured on toward the town square, stepping over streamers that had fallen to the ground the night before, evading the glistening shards of a bottle that had shattered on the pavement.

			“You can’t.”

			“I know I can’t.”

			“It was stupid, what we did. Never again,” she told him.

			“Absolutely. But I had a marvelous time.”

			He smiled and she didn’t smile back, but she wanted to, and it was hard to keep her lips pressed together, firm and serious. She didn’t want him thinking she was soft, the kind of girl who grew giddy the first time a man bedded her. It had been a silly impulse, that was all. A folly mixed with idiotic desire.

			For a while they aimlessly walked through the winding streets of Puerco Ahogado. He paused to take several pictures: of the church, of the flowerpots outside houses, of the sky. They bought ice cream at a tiny shop and sat side by side, like corny sweethearts might. But then it was time to head back and they slowly retraced their steps.

			She looked at him. He was utterly handsome that morning. Not a hair out of place, freshly showered, with his shirtsleeves rolled up above the elbow. The night’s celebrations had not left a mark upon his face.

			She thought that Perla had wanted to buy herself a man like Ulises, like she’d bought that expensive dress, to show the town that she could afford it.

			“What would you do if you had money? Would you really waste it all on nightclubs and women?” she asked.

			He knelt and snapped a photo of a pigeon that was bobbing its head and eating crumbs. “When did I say that’s what I would do?”

			“You told me you’d have a reserved table.”

			“I also said I might move to the countryside.”

			“We’re in the countryside.”

			“Puerco Ahogado is not the countryside. I want a fine house, with horses, and fancy furniture. And sunshine. It always rains here in the highlands.”

			“Never for long.”

			“That makes it worse. It’s like the weather can’t make up its mind,” he said, and they were walking slower, trying to stretch their minutes together.

			They reached the gates of their “noble house,” as her aunt called it. Inés looked at the ancient iron gate with its sign that read: Rooms for rent, by the week or the month. Inquire inside. The sight of those words, juxtaposed with the slowly deteriorating house she’d grown up in, made her sigh.

			She wrapped a hand around one of the bars of the gate and then looked at him. Never again, she promised herself. It was once and that’s it.

			“We should go back inside,” she said.

			“Yes, we should,” he said, replying with a sigh of his own.

			

			—

			Later that evening, when they headed to the café, Inés was careful to keep herself from looking at Ulises even though she wanted him to dance with her. How she longed to feel the pressure of his arms around her, to sway to the music while she stared into his eyes. He had a delectable mouth and that wicked grin.

			Idiot, she told herself, and felt like kicking him for putting thoughts in her head, for stirring desires that ought to remain buried. But she couldn’t ask him to dance. No. Instead, she partnered with Bartolo, biting her lip when he stepped on her toes.

			After she’d danced a couple of dances with Bartolo, Cándido offered to partner with her. She thanked him with a polite smile, and they moved to the sound of the marimba players wrestling the rhythm of a polka from the percussion instrument.

			“I hope you’re having fun tonight,” Cándido said.

			“Very much.”

			“And no doubt you’ll have even more fun later, after the dancing is over.”

			The sly way he spoke made her tense at once, and she looked cautiously at him. “Later I’ll go to sleep.”

			“You mean you won’t entertain your lover?” he asked, and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I saw you in the alleyway with Ulises last night.”

			Sheer panic made her want to rush back toward her aunt’s table, but Cándido held her tight in his grip and spun her around. She inhaled and gathered her courage, staring at him.

			“I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“Don’t play coy, girlie. No wonder you never could find out anything useful about that rascal: you’re in league with him. That detective who came to town, he must have been on the right track. I bet Mr. Ulises Linares is nothing but a common thief. The detective left a card at Beto’s house, asking our friendly police chief to give him a ring if the man he was looking for appeared in town. Beto is lazy and doesn’t care for any investigative work, and he gave me the card when I said I was curious about this detective.”

			“There was nothing to investigate. Mr. Linares explained to you that it was all a misunderstanding.”

			“I know he did. When I spoke on the phone with this detective, he said the same thing, that it seemed to be a dead end. The detective was looking for a fiendish thief who tried to bilk a widow out of her savings. A postal lothario she’d met via one of those magazines for lonely hearts. There are many men like that, nowadays. Men who prey on the wounded and the weak, slipping away in the middle of the night with a lady’s hard-earned cash.”

			Her throat felt dry and when she spoke the words were hoarse. “I don’t know what that has to do with Mr. Linares.”

			“I can put two and two together, you viper. Linares is the man the detective is looking for. The magazine the lothario used to contact the widow was Conmovedor. It’s the same cheap rag your aunt likes to read.”

			She didn’t bother to mumble any more denials. If he’d seen her, then he’d seen her. They’d been stupid and been found out. Now it was a question of determining what benefit he hoped to reap for himself. And knowing Cándido, he was thinking of how he would collect. He could have spoken to her aunt earlier in the day if he’d been morally outraged by Inés’s transgression, so it was fair to guess he was not tattling on her for a reason. The faster she could discover the reason, the better.

			“What do you want?” she asked.

			He dug his fingers into her arm, holding her too tight, making her wince. “I want that lying asshole out of this town, and I want him out forever. I also want twenty thousand pesos, in exchange for the headaches he’s caused me. I was supposed to marry your aunt this year, you know? The money can be his wedding gift to me.”

			“They’ll still be married even if he leaves town.”

			He relaxed his grip on her and smiled. “I’ll have the marriage annulled once he’s been gone for a few months. No woman would stay married to a scoundrel of that sort, and she’ll want to put the whole shameful episode behind her quickly.”

			“She’ll marry you out of shame, then?”

			She could already see it. Cándido slipping into their home to take what he regarded as his rightful place at Perla’s side. To be lord and master, ultimate owner of every piece of furniture, every trinket, and every peso sitting in her aunt’s bank account. He would no doubt achieve what Ulises and Inés had failed to achieve; the both of them were but a pair of blunderers, and she cursed herself as much as she cursed Cándido.

			He seemed thoroughly pleased, smugly beaming at her.

			“I want that money by Monday, and I want him gone that same day. You tell him that. If not, I’ll have to get in touch with the detective, and your friend will end up behind bars. And you’ll be kicked out of your aunt’s house as soon as she learns the extent of your relationship with her husband. Monday, you hear me?”

			Quickly she tried to think of a satisfactory answer, something to assuage him while she bought time. “Monday would be impossible. He’d have to make arrangements with his bank, and that’ll take a few days,” she said, knowing Ulises wouldn’t be able to cough up that kind of cash but not willing to specify it. If Cándido believed Ulises had money, he was sure to want to get his hands on it. It might be their lone bargaining chip.

			“Then he has until Tuesday.”

			“I’m sure that’s not enough time. How about a week?”

			“I’m no fool. If I give that rat a week he’ll be gone, probably with Perla’s silverware in his suitcase. I never trusted him from the start. I can smell a cheat a mile away.”

			“If he does run off, that’s for the best, isn’t it?”

			“It’s not for the best when I can make him pay a little of what he owes me. Otherwise, I would’ve shot him between the eyes already, and don’t you think I won’t if he tries anything funny.”

			“I can’t say it’ll take less than a week.”

			“Then you’ll have to come up with collateral. To keep me nice and quiet.”

			“I don’t have a diamond hidden under my mattress.”

			“I’m aware.”

			This time he gripped her in an entirely different manner, his hand settling low upon her back, making clear the kind of collateral he expected. She repressed the instinct to slap him and instead moved mechanically, stepping left and right to the rhythm of the marimba.

			“You’re an insolent girl, thinking you and your friend could cheat me blind! You’re going to pay for that.”

			The lewd pig’s advances made her want to vomit, but she swallowed her bile and her protests. She glanced down, concealing the ferocity of her gaze and affecting shyness.

			“That might be hard to arrange.”

			“It didn’t seem too hard to get under your skirts the other night when Linares had you pinned against the wall.”

			“You saw us. What if someone should see us like that in the street and run to tell my aunt? I can’t possibly go to your house, where your sister could walk in on us.”

			She looked up at him. He frowned, and for a few seconds they moved in silence.

			“You could pick me up tomorrow night, in your car,” she suggested, a plan slowly unspooling inside her head.

			“In my car?”

			“After everyone has gone to bed. They’ll be tired after the celebrations. My aunt will want to sleep at eleven sharp, all the alcohol gets to her head. After midnight the house will be locked and quiet. I could slip out and you could pick me up. Then we could head somewhere else.”

			“Where?”

			“Outside town. We can take any path up the mountains and park on the side of the road. Someplace we won’t be bothered.”

			He looked as if he were trying to object to this, but it was sensible and practical. Still, he seemed skeptical.

			“I’ll have you know you can’t possibly outwit me. Don’t try anything funny. Best be sure I have a letter for your aunt outlining how you’ve wronged her, and the number for that detective is in my office. And if you should even think of cheating me: Right between the eyes, my girl. Right between the eyes.”

			“I understand,” she said, and did not have to pretend to look fearful.

			He pinched her ass harder than usual and guided her back toward the café.

			

			—

			“For fuck’s sake,” Ulises whispered. It was the second time he’d said the same thing.

			They were huddled together in the sitting room while the house slept. In a corner, the old porcelain clock ticked and marked the hour with a groan, making them turn around in surprise, then, seeing it was nothing to be concerned about, they shook their heads and resumed their muttering.

			“Fuck, what are we going to do?”

			“Kill him, of course.”

			“You’re one bloodthirsty creature, aren’t you.”

			“I’m not going to sleep with him, if that’s what you’re thinking. I said that to buy us time. We must kill him. Otherwise, he’ll call the cops on you, and he’ll tell my aunt everything. Don’t you see? We have to do it,” she insisted.

			“Yes, yes, yes, I know we have to. But I don’t know how.”

			“What do you want? To go to jail? And I’ll be homeless. She’ll toss me out. After all of this, we’ll end up with nothing. He might even kill both of us, you know? He has that pistol and he’s always showing it off.”

			“I’ll be fucked if I’m going to die in this shit town,” he said, his voice rising in his anger.

			He paused, looked around, cautious, yet there was no danger. The house remained dark and quiet.

			“I can drug him,” she suggested. “I can give him something to drink from a hip flask, and we can put him to sleep. Then we drive the car off a cliff.”

			“The ravines here are awfully deep.”

			He walked from the spot where he’d been standing, by the piano, moving toward a window. A feeble moonlight trickling in through the curtains illuminated his pensive face and he glanced outside. There was nothing to see. The fog had begun to curl around the town, dampening its sounds and veiling its sights.

			“We can throw him off the Devil’s Chair,” she continued, the idea becoming more vivid and firm in her mind. “They’d never be able to retrieve the vehicle from there. It’s that funny rock formation when you’re headed up toward Consagrado, you know? They’ll think he simply lost control of the car.”

			“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

			“You’d have to drive, though. I don’t know how.”

			“What do you mean you don’t know how to drive?” he replied, sounding suddenly affronted.

			“My aunt never let me handle her car.”

			“There’s no way to do it, then.”

			“You wait in the shadows. I get him to drink from the hip flask. One for the road, you know? And then he’ll slump over, and you can get in the car and drive.”

			“Will he fall unconscious that quickly?” Ulises asked, sounding skeptical.

			“I think so.”

			“You think so.” He tapped his foot impatiently, fidgeting and muttering under his breath.

			“Or I can get chloroform from the pharmacist. Maybe I’ll do both things. Give him a drink and shove a soaked handkerchief against his face.”

			He quirked an eyebrow at her. “How effective is that?”

			“Should be quick.”

			He scoffed. “You don’t even know. And then how are you going to explain why you need chloroform?”

			“What else do you propose?” she demanded.

			She felt like screaming at him, but she couldn’t, so she dug her nails into his arm.

			“You have the claws of a tiger.”

			Ulises tried to brush her hand away, but she dug her nails in deeper, and there was a tussle as he shifted and shoved her and in a few seconds he had her pinned against the wall, like in the alley. He kissed her with the quickness of a magician applying fire to flash paper, and she burned so completely and so brightly that she didn’t even consider turning away from him even though she was vexed, even though she’d promised herself she’d refuse him if he pursued her again.

			She felt him against her, hot and ready, but instead of lifting her skirts he buried his face against her neck. The sitting room smelled of damp and a thousand rains that had sluiced down the walls of the house, but as he held her close, she inhaled the aroma of his cologne and, beneath that, stifled, the notes of his sweat.

			“It’s a silly idea. You should hit him in the back of the head, like you once proposed. With what was it…ball bearings? A rock?”

			“I’m telling you, I can brew something that’ll put him to sleep in the snap of one’s fingers.”

			“All right,” he said. “All right, we’ll give your plan a try.”

			“You don’t have to say yes because you’re aroused.”

			“Now you want me to say no?”

			“Don’t be silly. I don’t want you to say I forced you into anything, that’s all. I want to know you’re doing it of your own free will. We’re partners in this matter, entering a contract with our eyes wide open.”

			“You’re a strange woman,” he said. His voice was lush and low and soft, like a caress of smoke. It made her shiver.

			“Let go of me before you come in your pants.”

			“Look who’s talking. Your heart’s thumping fast.”

			It was indeed thumping fast; her blood seemed to rush headily in her veins and her body was ready for him. The intensity of this desire bewildered her and yet she shook her head stubbornly, unwilling to admit it.

			“Because I’m afraid someone will find us talking here in the dark. Let go of me.”

			“As if you’d be afraid of anything. You have a spine of steel. You want me to fuck you against the wall or on the floor?”

			“Randy pig,” she whispered.

			But she took him in hand. Three strokes and he gasped against her throat. “Stop teasing,” he said, then crushed his lips against hers.

			He pulled her toward the sturdy settee that had once belonged to that distant relative, Monsignor Luis Manuel, and she settled upon his lap. He fiddled with her skirt and began to touch her.

			“You’re going to say you want me?” he asked.

			“Shut up.”

			“Say it.”

			She ran her fingers across the foliate carvings of the sofa’s back, not intending to touch him at first. She thought that would be capitulating, admitting defeat. Finally, she raked his hair with her hands, seized his head, and planted a kiss on his hungry mouth.

			Only after she deigned to kiss him did he ease into her with an assured thrust. Despite the precarious spot in which they were and the danger of discovery, he was slow and steady, as if to make it clear that he could have her quickly and efficiently, as had been the case during their previous coupling, or he might take his time.

			The fog had stirred closer to the house, dulling the light of the moon and making the entire room even dimmer and quieter. He was no prince, just a thieving liar, but he was awfully sleek, his mouth firm upon hers; it felt half like a dream even in its sordidness.

			“But I do want you,” she whispered.

			She didn’t know what the hell to say when her release came upon her. She didn’t think Ulises was his real name, and she didn’t want to blurt out any endearments. It would be plain silly. So she bit her tongue and let him be the one who muttered anything, speaking her name as he stilled and stared into her eyes.

			She brushed his hands aside and moved away, straightening her skirt. Even though he was half hidden in shadows, she thought he had a cheeky look on his face.

			There was a taste of salt on her lips from the sweat she’d licked off his skin. It flustered her and she wiped her mouth, frowning.

			“Don’t start being smug,” she told him.

			“I couldn’t stop being smug if it killed me,” he replied, and the way he spoke, the grin that spread across his face, was a lovely thing to behold. He gave her a soft, lazy kiss before sauntering away.

			

			—

			Maybe her spine was of a softer substance, after all, for on Sunday morning she struggled to mix the ingredients for the sleeping potion. Manufacturing poison had been easier. The sleeping potion challenged her. She knew its basic components: floripondio, the angel’s trumpet, brewed with a couple of other ingredients into a tea would quickly induce sleep. But how quickly and how many flowers to use remained a mystery. In the end, she concluded that if it killed Cándido on the spot, that wouldn’t be a bad thing after all.

			They had decided against procuring chloroform because it seemed too complicated a task. But then there was the problem of brewing the tea. This being Sunday, and on top of that a day of feast and merriment, meant the servants had left the house early and would return on Monday. Inés had the kitchen to herself. Still, she must work quickly, and the constant fear of being found out made her fingers clumsy; she barely had time to ready herself for midday mass and rushed down the stairs as the church’s bell began to clang.

			Breathless, she reached the front door, where Perla and Ulises were waiting for her.

			“You can never be on time, can you?” her aunt chided her. “Where’s the mantilla?”

			“Right here,” Inés said, and quickly adjusted the piece of lace around her hair. It was falling out of fashion, this custom of the mantilla, but on special days like these all women complied with ceremonial requirements, and she put on her gloves as fast as she could.

			Perla looked at Inés with a critical eye, and seemed to find no fault in her appearance. They hurried out of the house and arrived at church before the last bell tolled.

			No sooner had Perla, Ulises, and Inés seated themselves in the pews than the altar boy rang a handheld bell, and everyone stood up as the priest walked in.

			Most of the attendants didn’t care much for that day’s sermon—which was practically the same each year—but instead waited eagerly for the parading of San Fidel de las Cumbres, which would take place later that evening. Yet the mass must be held if the closing celebrations were to take place, and everyone submitted themselves to the priest’s long-winded speech.

			After church services, the congregation quickly dispersed to ready themselves for the night’s revels.

			Seven o’clock was the magic hour, and Inés, Perla, and Ulises were already sitting at their table at the café when the bells began to clang again, this time to announce the parading of the saint. Then the bells went quiet. Voices were hushed inside the café and in the streets, as if everyone were holding their breath.

			Four attendants carried the statue of San Fidel, which was balanced atop a palanquin, out of the church and walked it around the plaza.

			The statue was carved in wood and had been carefully painted to give the illusion of soft flesh and curly hair. Something about its eyes had always made Inés uneasy, for they seemed to follow her. As the statue was paraded by the windows of the café, she quickly looked away and found Cándido’s sardonic gaze.

			The attendants went around again with the statue, and then a third time. All the while half a dozen men in their tiger masks trailed the statue. When the attendants began walking back into the church, the tigers dropped to the ground and removed their masks, playing dead.

			Throughout the plaza and the streets, all the other men dressed as tigers ripped their masks off and cries of joy echoed across the town while fireworks began to streak the sky. It was the culmination of the festival.

			Inés clapped mechanically.

			

			—

			The guests reached their rooms by ten, before the doors of the guesthouse were locked, and by the time midnight rolled around Aunt Perla was snoring in her room and the house had grown quiet.

			Ulises and Inés tiptoed out of the premises, then made their way two blocks down the street. Ulises hid against an enclosing wall that was blanketed by a luxurious bougainvillea. The lamppost there had long been out of commission, which was why she had told Cándido to meet her there.

			It was also a quiet, seldom frequented street. The owner of the house with the enclosing wall and the bougainvillea was Mr. Galindo, who was hard of hearing and lived with a single servant. His property was large, one of those relics from a previous century that survived in Puerco Ahogado but might have been torn up somewhere else; the casona took up most of the block. On the other side of the street there were other houses, smaller, more modest in design. The lights were off there. Either the owners had retired for the night, as the more sensible, exhausted citizens did after a whole weekend of rejoicing, or they were still outside and would not return until dawn.

			Inés waited, with her purse dangling from her shoulder, clutching a hip flask in one hand, while Ulises pressed himself against the wall, into the shadows. At last, a car rolled down the street and stopped. Cándido motioned to her. Inés stepped into the vehicle and clutched his arm.

			“Can you give me a minute before we go?” she asked.

			“What’s the matter?”

			“I need a minute.”

			“You’re going to change your mind?” he asked, frowning.

			“I need to pray, that’s all. It’s a sin, what we’re about to do.”

			“You sinned with that thief without misgivings.”

			“You don’t know that. Here, have a drink,” she said and handed him the flask.

			Cándido grumbled, but he grabbed it while she pressed her hands together and looked down. Inés began to pray, looking at him from the corner of her eye. He gulped down the alcohol laced with the sleeping draft.

			He made a face. “This hooch is awful,” he said.

			“The stronger the booze, the stronger the man,” she replied challengingly. “Now hush, I’ll have to start all over again.”

			He sipped the alcohol and regarded her with half-closed eyes. His hand rested upon her knee, tracing circles upon her flesh. Inés prayed ardently that he would fall asleep, or even drop dead, in the next few seconds.

			“I’ve had enough. We’re leaving,” he said, and made a clumsy gesture to reach for the ignition, leaning forward.

			“Wait!”

			“No waiting. Let’s go.”

			It was then, in despair, that she took out the rock she’d concealed in her purse—Ulises had been correct, looking for ball bearings was a useless endeavor—and hit him in the back of the head with it. She feared he would scream, but he let out a noise that was more like a gurgle, closed his eyes, and slumped down in his seat. The flask slid from his grasp and spilled upon the car’s floor.

			She could not believe what had happened, and she sat there, staring at the unconscious man with wide eyes, hands trembling, until she pried the door open.

			She stepped out of the car and signaled to Ulises, who shoved Cándido out of the driver’s seat and over to the passenger side. Inés climbed into the back. Ulises grabbed the wheel and they began heading in the direction of the Devil’s Chair.

			“I can’t believe it actually worked,” he said.

			It felt like she had a knot in her throat, but she spoke. “I told you it would.”

			Ulises looked at her in the rearview mirror and she swallowed. She didn’t feel guilt, not yet at least, but she crossed her arms and stared out the window, at the trees and the stars. Ulises drove fast, taking the curves with ease. Cándido was like a slab of meat; he did not stir even when they hit a few bumps and the terrain grew more difficult. Soon they had reached the cliff that was known as the Devil’s Chair.

			Ulises parked and they exited the car, looking around to figure out how they’d manage to dispose of Cándido and the vehicle.

			“We’ll have to place him in the driver’s seat and jam the accelerator with something.”

			“Yes, of course,” she whispered, but they didn’t move. Instead, they looked at the chasm below. It was a steep drop, dozens and dozens of meters deep. Ulises lit a cigarette and took a nervous puff, then turned to gaze at the car. Cándido remained slumped in his seat, he had not stirred an inch.

			“He looks dead. What did you give him?”

			“I boiled floripondio. If you have too much of it, it can kill. And then I hit him with a rock as you suggested.”

			“You’re a regular Lucrezia Borgia, a natural,” he said. It sounded like a taunt, yet had an edge of approbation.

			She did not reply. The wind stirred the trees. An owl hooted. Ulises looked at her and she looked back at him.

			“We might as well get it done,” he said, and handed her the lit cigarette. She put it out.

			He yanked open the car door and began pulling Cándido back into the driver’s seat. Suddenly the dead man opened his eyes and gasped, clutching Ulises. Shocked, Ulises remained frozen in place.

			“What are you doing here?” Cándido mumbled.

			Ulises sprang out of the car and fell upon the ground while Cándido winced, looked around, and caught sight of Inés. This set him off like tinder. He opened his eyes wide. All at once he must have understood his plight and the general contours of the situation.

			He yelled, it was a vicious roar, and threw himself atop Ulises, circling his neck with his hands.

			“Fucker!” he yelled.

			Cándido was bigger than Ulises, and rage seemed to provide him with a prodigious strength; Ulises was unable to shove him aside, not an inch. He was pinned underneath, scrabbling at the dirt while Cándido roared obscenities.

			Inés reached for her purse. With sweaty hands she gripped the rock she’d used before and slammed it down on Cándido’s head. This time, however, the blow seemed to have no effect. Cándido’s spittle hit Ulises in the face, and she was forced to deliver another blow.

			At last, the man released his grip on Ulises and stepped away from him, howling in pain, blood streaming down his face. Frantically, he tried to wipe the blood away from his eyes, his mouth, but it gushed down freely. In a panic, he stumbled on unsteady legs, not knowing where to go.

			Before he could regain his wits, Ulises snatched the rock from Inés’s hands and took two resolute strides until he was standing in front of Cándido, then hit him in the face with it. Two, three, four times.

			Each blow was delivered with a brutal force that drew moans from the victim. There was a loud, awful crunch and Cándido let out one last cry of pain, then lay still, his face in the dirt. Ulises dropped the rock. They both stared at the man sprawled on the ground.

			“My God. We really did it,” Ulises whispered.

			Ulises walked back and forth. He repeated the same thing. “We really did it.”

			Overcome with fear or anxiousness, he crouched by the vehicle and vomited. His hands were stained red.

			She rubbed her arms and watched him. She also felt sick, but she pressed a hand against her mouth, swallowing back the bile that accumulated in her throat.

			“You need to put him in the car,” she said, loud and firm.

			He snapped back to attention and looked at her. She returned the look.

			“Help me. Grab him by the feet.”

			She didn’t want to, hesitated, but now it was his turn to speak firmly. “Come on.”

			She grabbed his legs and together they maneuvered Cándido into the car. It was harder to tip the car down the ravine than she’d imagined, but Ulises put it in gear and after some heaving and much cursing it rolled down the ravine with a mighty crash.

			Then it stopped suddenly. It had tumbled a good six or eight meters, then wedged itself atop a narrow ledge, two wheels spinning in the air. They stared at the car in horror. It was not stuck in the bottomless pit they’d hoped for.

			“Shit,” Ulises said.

			It started to rain. She grabbed him by the arm and tugged. “We need to go. It’s forty minutes back to town.”

			“Maybe the rain will wash it down the ravine,” he said hopefully.

			“Maybe,” she said, but the rain would also slow down their progress. It was one thing to walk the roads in the daytime, and another at night, with all that water coming down the mountain.

			Yet they began the brisk walk back to Puerco Ahogado. They were ready to leap for cover if the lights of a car suddenly illuminated the road, but only the rain kept them company, and by the time they arrived in town most of the drunkards were snoring and the streets were lonesome.

			When they reached the gates of the house, exhaustion had set in. Their clothes were soiled with mud, they were both dripping wet, shivering, and she told him to hide the filthy garments; she would wash them in the morning.

			Still shivering, she slipped into her bed.

			She dreamed of death, but it was not Cándido’s death, it was her mother splayed at the bottom of the stairs. Then she woke up, the morning light came through the curtains, and she realized in astonishment that she was a murderess. They’d done it. They had really done it, just as Ulises had said.
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			News of Cándido’s death spread like wildfire throughout   Puerco Ahogado on Monday. A couple of farmers who were heading up the mountain that morning saw the wreck and rushed back into town to inform the authorities.

			Sarita Novo promptly urged Perla to accompany her to Lulú’s house; they must offer her comfort and help prepare some sort of service for the departed, for there was no doubt, based on the sight of the car, that Cándido had perished inside.

			“That car was cursed,” Sarita said. “Recently that bull smashed it, and then this happened. Maybe it was a sign from God, warning him to be careful at the wheel. And to make things worse, Beto says he doesn’t think they can pull the car up until it stops raining, tomorrow or the day after that. Even then it might be impossible. Lulú is hysterical, saying mountain lions are going to eat Cándido’s corpse. But with this rain the tow truck would sink into the mud. We need to calm her down and start thinking what food we’ll serve for the wake.”

			“Yes, of course,” Perla agreed. “And the drinks; someone needs to consider the drinks.”

			Off they went to Lulú’s house; there was no choice, Ulises must accompany his wife. They found Lulú in the living room, bawling her eyes out, surrounded by a circle of women, who at times patted her hand or said a soothing word. The sight disturbed him, and Ulises discreetly moved to the dining room, where most of the men had assembled and were smoking, hiding from the grief of Lulú.

			Beto and Bartolo and Dr. Carrel were there, along with many of the other members of the good families in town, all of them engaging in the ritual commiseration the occasion demanded. Ulises nodded blankly until the conversation turned to the accident.

			“I can’t imagine what he would have been doing there at that time of night,” Dr. Carrel said.

			“After a weekend of heavy drinking we often make silly mistakes,” Father Anselmo replied. “Who knows if he simply wanted to feel the night air in his face?”

			The priest looked like he was nursing an awful hangover, and perhaps that was his remedy.

			“What about the car?” Ulises asked, and he lit a cigarette. “Sarita was telling us it might not be towed until a couple of days have passed.”

			“That’s true,” Beto said. “We might not tow it at all. Lifting a person is one thing, but a whole car is another. The important part is having a body to put in a coffin.”

			“I still think we ought to bring the car up,” Bartolo said. “It would be proper procedure, especially if there’s an inquest.”

			“An inquest?” Ulises replied, surprised by the young policeman’s choice of words.

			Bartolo nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir. We need to determine the cause of death.”

			“It’s obviously an accident,” Ulises said. “I hope you’re not implying anything more sinister.”

			“I wouldn’t want to imply anything, sir.”

			Beto clapped the other police officer on the shoulder and laughed. “He reads detective stories, our Bartolo, he wants to handle a serious case.”

			Ulises had the most awful sensation, like someone had spilled freezing water down his back. He had been counting on the inefficiency of the local police force, but now this boy was keen on showing off his detective skills. He pictured him looking at tire marks, analyzing the blows to Cándido’s head and face. Dear God, the blows! If he paid attention, he’d notice something suspicious. What had Cándido looked like when they shoved him in the car? His head was not split in two, but Ulises had hit him ferociously.

			The memory of the murder made his fingers shake and he dropped his cigarette. He felt like retching, like he had after they killed Cándido. By the end of the evening Ulises had an awful headache. He went to bed, but did not sleep—his mind was filled with the most bizarre and chaotic images, the car, Cándido, but also pictures from the war far away, his own father in his coffin—and as soon as he thought it was safe to sneak out of his bed, he hurried into Inés’s room.

			She was awake. He lay down next to her and she gave him a shove.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not trying to seduce you,” he told her.

			“Then what are you doing, sneaking in here?”

			“I need a minute to rest.”

			“As if you can’t sleep in your room. Get out.”

			“I said rest, not sleep. It’s been a damn long day, and I need three minutes with a friend, if you can pretend you’re one for that long.”

			She didn’t say anything, though she shifted her position; Ulises felt her eyes on him while he stared at the ceiling.

			“You’re feeling guilty?”

			“And worried. You’re not? They’re saying they might pull up the car, launch a whole inquest. What if they find our footprints in the mud?”

			“With this rain?” She scoffed. “All footprints must be washed away, same for the tire marks.” She began to run a hand through his hair, rumpling it. “I thought you were a professional when I met you. I thought you wouldn’t feel guilty like that.”

			“It’s different stealing a lady’s money than killing a man.”

			“Why? Don’t you think you hurt them when you took their savings? Maybe they wished they were dead after being cheated like that.”

			“Sure. I’m a bastard. It doesn’t make murder any easier.”

			“Maybe if he’d been a good man I’d feel bad about it. But he was a rotten fellow. He started pinching my ass when I was fifteen and my aunt wasn’t looking. Then again, in a place like this most of them think they can pinch and prod and a young woman will not complain, especially when she’s a nobody.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it.

			Her hand went from his hair to his chest and lingered there, fingers splayed. “You ever wondered if you’d go to hell for what you do?”

			“I don’t believe in hell. Do you?”

			She shook her head and curled up next to him. He breathed in deeply, let his mind go blank for a couple of minutes as he listened to the sound of the rain that fell upon the windowpanes. Her fingers wandered up his throat, settling on his lips.

			The springs of the bed were old and rusty and would play a symphony if they dared to make love on it. So they didn’t, contenting themselves with the lightest of touches. He caressed the curve of her hip bone; in turn her fingers crept under his shirt, unbuttoned it, and bared his abdomen.

			They kissed, but curiously there was nothing lewd about the touching of their lips. He felt merely that he was holding something rare and precious between his hands.

			Steadily the rain fell, all through the night, and the next two days there was also intermittent rain. But by Thursday the deluge ceased, the sky was of a startling and pure blue, and both the car and the body were pulled up.

			The car was crumpled like an accordion, they said. It would be a closed casket funeral.

			They buried Cándido that same Thursday, with haste, and the next day was the first night of the novenario. Lulú spent most of the evening weeping instead of praying, while the Zorrilla sisters tried to comfort her with talk of heaven and the mercy of God. Perla and Sarita Novo passed out tamales. Father Anselmo complained that they were dry and the atole was too thin.

			Ulises stood in the living room, contemplating a portrait of Cándido, which had been decorated with a huge black bow atop it, and smoked cigarettes. He saw Inés and Bartolo talking, noticed how he stood close to her and how she leaned in closer, smiling. It was a dazzling smile, warm and full of possibilities.

			The sight of them together soured the atole in his mouth. Why should she pay so much attention to that boy?

			He followed them when they walked out of the room and watched from a window as they spoke in the courtyard. More smiling, more of that coy look, that leaning in. Eventually, Bartolo excused himself and went back inside, leaving Inés alone. Ulises quickly walked toward her.

			She stood in front of a wall that had been painted a rich yellow ocher, which had peeled off in several patches, showing traces of older blue and green paint. She was looking up at a niche that held a statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe. When she heard his footsteps upon the tiled floor, she turned around and seemed surprised to see him.

			“Expecting your friend?” he asked.

			“Bartolo went to get us a couple of drinks. What do you want?”

			“You seemed fairly cozy.”

			“He doesn’t think Cándido’s death was an accident.”

			“Don’t tell me he suspects foul play.”

			She ran both hands through her hair, pulling it back, her eyes darting nervously above Ulises’s shoulder. “We better talk somewhere else. He might return and see us together.”

			She pulled him by the arm; they went down a narrow path that ran parallel to the house and connected the courtyard they’d been standing in with a rectangular patio. Here there were stone sinks for the washing and clotheslines for the drying of laundry.

			“Does he suspect foul play?” he asked again, his voice low.

			“He’s not sure what he thinks, just that it doesn’t add up. If Cándido had taken a curve too quickly, if the vehicle had skidded, the car wouldn’t have plunged into the ravine the way it did. And there was no reason for him to be there at night.”

			“Why is he telling you all this?”

			She looked over her shoulder quickly, then back at him. “I asked him about the inquest. I suppose he’s trying to impress me with his detective work.”

			“That nosy goddamn son of a bitch.”

			His hands were shaking; he jammed them in his pockets to somewhat conceal his nerves. Still, she raised an amused eyebrow at him. “Are you frightened?”

			“Yes, and you’re frightened too. Don’t try to pretend you’re not, you keep looking over your shoulder.”

			“All right, I’m nervous,” she conceded. “But it won’t do us any good if we’re jumpy and start acting stupid. Beto is so lazy he wouldn’t be bothered to type a report, never mind conduct an actual investigation, and Bartolo doesn’t know the first thing about police work. The reason he was hired is because Beto is his godfather and his family wanted him to have a proper job.”

			“There’s still that private investigator from Mexico City who came looking for me. Suppose Bartolo got in touch with him?”

			“Why would he? He’d never connect Cándido’s death with that man.”

			“I guess you’re right.”

			She ran a hand down the front of her dress. “He’s probably looking for me. I have to go back and—”

			“Flirt with him some more?” he asked. The words escaped his mouth before he could consider them, their acidity surprising him, and yet the way she’d smiled and stood close to the guy had been shocking. He’d never seen her act like that with Bartolo, and to now witness such a display stung. It was playacting, he understood that, just as his letters to lonesome women, his marriage to Perla, were merely games, but it rankled him.

			She looked up at him sharply. “I’m not flirting. It’s useful if we know what he’s thinking, and this way he’s distracted, right? That’s better than having him pulling at every thread and seeing where it leads. You can’t be so stupid you don’t understand that.”

			“I’m not stupid at all, which is why I know you’re flirting, and yes, I’m sure the erection he’s getting every time you brush against him is distracting. But don’t try to tell me blue is red and black is yellow.”

			Once again, the words flew out of his mouth. She scoffed in response. “Are you jealous? There’s no proper relationship between you and me. I’m not your sweetheart.”

			“No, I don’t think you’d ever be anyone’s sweetheart,” he said darkly.

			“You’re one to talk.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You know,” she said, and her eyes narrowed. “If someone knows about flirting to get what he wants, it wouldn’t be me.”

			“Go back to him, go.”

			“Sure. By the way, I laid my aunt’s negligee on her bed this evening. She’ll be needing you tonight,” she said with a delicious brutality.

			He glared at her as she walked away, then paced in circles before quickly storming back the way he’d come. Later, he glimpsed Bartolo and Inés standing in the courtyard chatting again. She tossed her head and smiled at the policeman.

			He wanted to punch the young man in the face and contented himself with muttering a curse under his breath as he returned to the living room. They were beginning to hand out conchas and coffee. He was irritated, couldn’t swallow a morsel.

			He did not understand why he was angry, or the reason for his outburst. As she said, there was no relationship between them. Yet he felt awfully hurt, awfully raw.

			That night, as he knelt by the bed and serviced Perla, kissing and nipping and licking her cunt, he thought about the ridiculous, servile nature of his position. What had he obtained out of this whole marriage? Not one cent.

			He closed his eyes, thought about Inés while he was fucking Perla. He cursed the girl in his mind because she was an awful, mean creature, like a wild animal you can’t hold in your arms. A wolf that will gnaw off a hand, or else a jewel-colored frog from distant swamps, the sort that poisons if you touch it.

			Nevertheless, when he came on the sheets, pulling out quick, he thought of Inés, and her image lingered in his brain, like staring at a negative, all the shadows turned into light.

			The next night at Lulú’s house they served sandwiches cut into triangles and Bartolo’s mother showed up, ostensibly to pay her respects and join the round of prayers, but everyone knew she was there to keep an eye on her son. Someone must have tattled and informed her that Bartolo and Inés had spent much of the previous evening chatting.

			Inés was not considered a suitable prospect for the policeman, and his mother was there to ensure the girl maintained her distance from her boy.

			Ulises smiled, pleased with this development, pleased with the small, silent humiliation heaped on the girl as Bartolo’s mother walked around the room with her hand on her son’s arm and he looked down at the floor, at the ceiling, anywhere but at Inés.

			Yet as much as he was secretly amused by this social snub, this reminder that Inés was a bastard child kept at her aunt’s house as an act of charity, he also felt a pang of sympathy, and if he could have, he would have taken her in his arms, held her tight.

			Each night they went to Lulú’s house and he stood among the circle of smoking men, or wandered to his wife’s side, smiling weakly, or mouthed the words of a prayer, and all the while his eyes strayed toward the girl. He realized he was in deep trouble. Not trouble with the law, though he still feared discovery, even if the policeman was forgetting his crusade to launch a proper inquest and placidly seeming to consider that it was better if the death was wrapped up and forgotten.

			No, the trouble, the fear that crept down his spine at nights while the mourners bent their heads and clasped their rosaries between their hands, was the fear that he was letting himself be caged.

			He did not have the money he had hoped to obtain from this venture. He was not a prince from The Arabian Nights, not a man-about-town in good clothes and fancy shoes, but a useless idiot caught in a snare. He was, frankly, a prostitute who had been bought cheap.

			He was starting to dream again about cities bombarded by the Luftflotten, that irrational fear of death assaulting him in his bed. There was of course that other fear, of ending up in the streets, just a dirty pauper begging for a coin.

			I killed a man for nothing, he thought, and tried to convince himself it had not been for nothing, that there were still riches to be mined.
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			The last night of the novenario, Bartolo approached her again. He’d been keeping his distance, but his mother wasn’t accompanying him that evening, and he ventured toward Inés, smiling. On the other side of the room stood Ulises, who pretended to ignore her, but she felt his eyes like daggers as soon as Bartolo spoke to her. She gently steered the young man outside.

			“I do not believe Cándido had an accident,” he told her, leaning down close to her ear, as if someone might overhear them, though they were the only ones standing in the courtyard.

			She looked not at him but at the statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe resting in its niche. Panic bubbled up her throat, but she forced herself to keep silent and maintain a neutral face.

			“I’m thinking…and here is where I need your help, Inés, to understand what happened,” he said, and he licked his lips. “I spoke to Lulú, and she said something that I can’t get out of my head. Apparently Cándido told Lulú that your aunt Perla needed to know a few important things about Ulises; he said her husband was a phony. He said it right before he passed away.”

			“Did he?” she muttered, and rubbed her hands together, willing herself to remain in place, to keep looking at his face.

			“Yes. And now I must ask you something delicate. Something that may offend your sensibilities. Did you ever think there was something between your aunt Perla and Cándido?”

			She blinked, confused. “Perla and Cándido?”

			“I know I shouldn’t ask, it’s terribly rude of me to do so, but he courted her, we all know that. But was there anything more? Because I suspect he died of a broken heart, so to speak. I don’t want to bring this up needlessly, seeing it might cause Lulú distress, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. Why go up there at night, otherwise? Except if he meant to kill himself.”

			She stifled the nervous laugh that threatened to escape her lips.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you,” Bartolo said quickly.

			He looked at her with wide, concerned eyes. She nodded and wondered what her response should be. She fretted, couldn’t figure out a quick answer.

			“Now that you mention it, he did seem upset before he died,” she said, almost stammering as she tried to pick the right words. “And him calling Ulises a phony makes sense; he never liked him. You must have noticed how strained their conversations sounded when we had a tertulia.”

			“Of course. That’s why I asked about your aunt. Here’s this man, thinking he’ll marry the woman he’s been courting for months, and out of the blue she weds someone else. Cándido wasn’t much of a romantic, but that’s a fierce blow. Do you want to sit down?”

			The fierce blow had been to the head, but it seemed Bartolo’s knowledge of forensics was meager.

			“No, no,” she said, yet she grabbed his arm, as if needing support, but mostly to gain time. “His death, it’s been shocking.”

			Bartolo nodded understandingly and patted her hand. The gesture reassured her because his fingers trembled.

			He might faint before I do, she thought, and gave him a quick look from under her long lashes, which sent his fingers trembling more.

			The dread was cooling down quickly, turning into a low simmer of nervousness as she understood the cards she could play.

			“I wouldn’t know if Cándido was a romantic, but he was terribly fond of Aunt Perla.” Inés squeezed Bartolo’s arm and pulled him toward a shadowy corner. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. My aunt will be upset if she finds out I did, but…” She trailed off and looked down.

			“Anything you say is confidential. It’s a police matter, but I won’t be indelicate,” he said, sounding both self-important and silly.

			His response made her more certain of how she should speak, quickly emboldening her. He was heading in entirely the wrong direction, and she meant to steer him even further afield.

			“Can you be discreet?” she asked.

			“Of course.”

			“In that case, I can speak frankly with you. I long suspected Cándido and my aunt had a romantic relationship. Mind you, it became strained after he refused to propose. The problem was Lulú. Cándido was a caring brother. Perhaps too caring, always putting his sister’s well-being ahead of his own, and my aunt was tired of waiting for him. The wedding must have been quite the shock.”

			“Understandably.”

			“I can’t condone suicide, Bartolo, but I can understand his pain. You must not repeat what I told you. What would people in town say if they knew Cándido had killed himself over my aunt? Dear God, she’d never be able to leave the house again.”

			“I wouldn’t repeat it,” he replied hurriedly.

			“And think about Lulú. It would be a scandal for her too. She would probably have a nervous collapse. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

			“God, no! But when you’re performing an inquest…I don’t want to hide anything. And there are oddities—”

			She took his hands between her own and looked up at him. “If you write ‘suicide’ on a death certificate, it won’t benefit anyone. It would be a kindness to everyone if this remained an accident. Bartolo, it would be a shameful story.”

			“I wouldn’t want to shame anyone,” he said, the words strained as he shivered at her touch.

			It was exactly what she was hoping he would say. The more Bartolo thought suicide was the cause of death, the better for them. Yet she did not want to proclaim this openly. For if it was left implied, unsaid, there were more reasons for the townspeople to look away, to ask little about the situation, aware that there was an uncomfortable family secret in the mix. It would be simply impolite for Bartolo to dig much deeper if suicide was suspected.

			“You’re terribly understanding,” she said, and she gave his arm another squeeze. “Should we get something to drink?”

			They went back inside, where the women were beginning to pass out the canapés. She asked him to fetch her a cup of coffee, for she had noticed Ulises’s eyes on her the moment they stepped into the dining room. When Bartolo exited the room, Ulises walked over to her.

			He took a sip from a glass and looked around as he spoke to her. “Distracted him yet?”

			“For your information, yes,” she replied irritably.

			“Oh?”

			“He thinks Cándido killed himself. Should he speak to you about it, you’d better say you agree with his assessment, although I doubt he’ll breathe a word to anyone. He doesn’t want to bring shame to Perla or Lulú.”

			“You’re magnificently manipulative.”

			This made her proud, as if he’d bestowed upon her a badge of honor, even if there was a sting to his words and for a moment she felt as if she were unrecognizable and monstrous.

			“I wish this was the end of it,” he said.

			“What do you mean? It is the end of it, he’ll leave the matter alone.”

			“It’s not the end if we’re still in the same position we were before. Two broke idiots without a smidgen of morals, waiting for a score that doesn’t come,” he said, and handed her his glass. She took a sip.

			

			—

			The conclusion of the novenario was like the end of a long-drawn-out hangover, the kind of event that makes a person rub their eyes and blink at the rising sun. The townspeople had been lulled into a trance by the food and drink, and now shuffled their feet and began to drift back toward normality.

			It was generally agreed by the inhabitants of Puerco Ahogado that the novenario had taken place with the necessary pomp and circumstance, even if, as Father Anselmo had remarked, the atole was too watery, the tamales a bit dry, and the canapés somewhat meager. Then again, in these days of sky-high prices one could not demand a feast, and even those people who had disliked Cándido paid their respects, eager to sip a glass of free booze and nibble at pastries.

			Quickly thereafter the town returned to its usual rhythm. The baker chided Marisol because she read stories about movie stars when she should be paying attention to the clientele, Dr. Carrel criticized the pharmacist and the pharmacist called Dr. Carrel a quack, the owner of the café still suspected the waiters stole from the till.

			Inside the house, some things changed. Inés didn’t chuckle now when she changed her aunt’s linens and they smelled faintly of Ulises’s cologne and sweat, the ghostly imprint of a man left upon the sheets to haunt her as she bundled them and carried them down the stairs.

			Neither did he smile with bawdy zest when he saw her making Perla’s bed, both of them sharing a dirty joke in silence. In the aftermath of the novenario, he looked somber, as if he were a man weighed down by onerous debts.

			The stain of the crime did not linger upon their hands, they saw no phantoms demanding retribution. It was not guilt that plagued them, but a sinister, never-yielding dissatisfaction. She saw it in his eyes and he in turn must have read the same emotion in her own.

			Rather than despairing or reveling in the commission of a hideous deed, they both felt oppressed, not by the memory of the murder but by the banality of their days: nothing had truly been altered. The world around them was the same, and so were they.

			One morning soon after, Fito walked into the house balancing three boxes in his arms.

			“What have you got there?” Ulises asked him.

			“Papers from Miss Lulú for Mrs. Perla.”

			“Let me help you,” he said, and they walked together to the office. Inés, who had been sweeping the floor, quietly followed them, poking her head inside.

			“Finally. Lulú took her time,” Perla said. She was sitting behind her desk and pointed to a chair. “Leave those there.”

			“Yes, Mrs. Perla,” Fito said obediently.

			Fito quickly departed, but after Ulises put down the box he was carrying he turned to his wife. “What sort of papers are these?” he asked.

			“Cándido’s notes and information about my business interests. Now that he’s dead, I’ll have to find a new lawyer and someone to assist me with the collection of money,” Perla said.

			“I can help you.”

			“You’re not a lawyer.”

			“I can help with some other matters that Cándido handled. There’s no reason for you to be shuttling back and forth to the city when you need to deposit money, for example.”

			“Don’t worry about that,” she said, looking down at the papers on her desk and scribbling something.

			“I’d like to help.”

			Her eyes were still on her papers as she spoke. “You can help by driving my car. I’ve decided to fire Fito. He’s useless and is eating us out of a house. I’ve never seen a boy gobble so many tortillas in one day.”

			“You want me to be your driver?”

			“We’ll need a houseboy. Especially now that I finally have a new tenant coming in. Nepomuceno’s room has been empty for far too long. With luck the other rooms will soon be occupied too.” Perla finally lifted her head and stared at Inés. “Do you need something, or are you going to lurk by the door all morning long?”

			Inés gripped her broom and shook her head. “I was wondering if you wanted a cup of coffee, Aunt Perla.”

			“No. Go clean Nepomuceno’s room. The new tenant is coming in a couple of weeks and that room is in disarray.”

			Inés hurried away and continued with her chores. She didn’t wish to spend time in the room that had belonged to Professor Nepomuceno, which now housed nothing but dust and memories. She left Rita to clean that and helped in the kitchen instead. Fito had just been informed her aunt was letting him go, and he sat at the table while Estrella cooked and Inés washed a pan, looking forlorn.

			“It’s not as if she paid me much,” he said. “Barely anything. But she did promise me a bottle of sherry for Christmas this year, and a turkey. My mother is going to be sad about the turkey.”

			“Better to go now than wait years and years and discover you’re an old man,” Estrella said.

			Inés looked at Estrella as she stirred a pot, her silver hairs glinting under the rays of the sun that crept through the window and into the kitchen. She wondered how many years she’d spent in this house, working for the Incláns.

			Late that night, when she was about to fall asleep, Ulises came into her room. She sat up in bed, feeling the mattress dip with his weight as he slid next to her.

			“I’m taking off,” he said.

			“What?” she replied, groggy with sleep.

			“I’m taking off.”

			In the darkness of the room, she could not see his face clearly, but she sensed his grimace all the same, and in response she clutched the bedsheets before shifting and turning in his direction. She was quiet and he spoke again.

			“You heard what she told me today. She expects me to be her new houseboy and chauffeur her around. She’ll never give me access to her accounts.”

			She was awake all at once, rushing to speak, the words tangled in her throat. “We knew that. It’s my grandfather’s will that matters. She needs to die, that’s what we said, and then we’d divvy everything up.”

			“I know what we said, but things are different now.”

			“Why, because you don’t want to play at being houseboy for a little while? How long do you think I’ve been her parlormaid? Ages and ages, and I can do it for a few more months if there’ll be profit in it. A bit of humiliation won’t destroy you.”

			“We’re not good at murder, you and me. If we try to kill her, we’ll make a mess of things again.”

			“We haven’t been caught. Nobody suspects a thing. I don’t know how you can say we’re no good—”

			“It’s a mess and you know it. I don’t want to be here anymore. I hate this damn place.”

			Her lips twitched into a wry smile. “You think I love it? It’s like being embalmed alive, that’s what it is. And now, because you’re scared of going to hell—”

			“I’m not afraid of hell. I’m afraid of jail and war and of being a bum without two pesos to rub between his fingers, but I’m not afraid of hell. I want out of here, that’s all,” he said gruffly, and he stood up quick, pulling the curtains aside to look at the moon.

			“You want out? It’s that easy, huh? All for nothing. All this planning and talking for nothing.”

			Her heart was beating fast and furious. She wanted to claw his eyes out, but she was afraid if she got her hands on him she’d start doing something entirely different. That she’d rip his shirt off and his trousers and rake her nails down his chest. She clamped her mouth shut and stared at the ceiling, the silence in the room piercing her ears.

			“I’m taking off Sunday. Everyone will be out Sunday, they always are. Perla goes to church in the morning, and in the afternoon, she’s out visiting friends. The servants have the day off. The Zorrilla sisters won’t be around. No one will know I’m gone until late in the evening.”

			She said nothing, straightening up, waiting, because although he had stopped speaking it was obvious this was but a pause. More words lingered in the air between them, heavy and sharp, yet he seemed to hold his breath and did not continue, and the uncomfortable silence settled around them once more. She wished to speak to him in violence, to blurt out nasty and awful curses, but she reined in her shivering heart.

			“Moving on. Just like that,” she said at last.

			“It’s too bad it ended this way,” he said, and by the way he spoke, which was almost a sigh, she knew this was the conclusion of it all.

			He said nothing of her going with him, although if he’d asked, she would have said no. Down that road there were harder times and paltrier schemes. Still, it stung that he would detach himself from her with elegant indifference. She’d thought him, at times, her friend. How wrong she’d been.

			“I wish you the best of luck,” she replied coolly, without meaning a single word.

			“Thanks.”

			She looked at the ceiling, pulled at the bedsheets, and bit her lip to keep herself from crying. Then came the creak of the door as it closed, and she was alone. Tears pricked her eyes, but she would not let them fall onto her pillow, wiping them away with the palms of her hands.

			

			—

			He asked Perla if he could borrow the car on Sunday, after church, to take photographs of the surroundings of Puerco Ahogado.

			“After all, I need to familiarize myself with the vehicle if Fito won’t be around.”

			“I suppose it’s fine,” Perla told him.

			Inés tried not to stare at him, nailing her gaze to the ground. The hours seemed to crawl agonizingly slowly after that, each day lasting an eternity. She cursed him in silence for being a coward and looking for an escape, then cursed herself for ever thinking she could trust him.

			Sunday came, and she sat in church next to Ulises and Perla, blind to all sights and deaf to the priest’s sermon. This being the first Sunday of the month, Ulises left as soon as mass was over. Then came the praying of the rosary, even though Inés could hardly mouth a word and her fingers were clumsy upon the beads.

			She tapped her foot, anxious to return to the house, to see if he had really driven off in the car. At last, they exited the church, and her aunt adjusted the mantilla on her head. They walked back in silence.
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			He did not have that many things to pack, and he had folded most of his clothes and set them aside the previous night. Therefore, he made quick work of his belongings. He stuffed the money that he had stolen from Perla’s desk in the lining of the smaller suitcase, along with a couple of items he thought he might be able to pawn: a tiny ivory box that normally sat in one of the china cabinets, a pair of earrings.

			Then he grabbed the suitcases and took them downstairs, tossing them in the trunk of the car. He had dressed himself in a light linen suit that was adequate for an automobile ride in the hotter climate of the lowlands. In one hand he carried a map; he had already traced his route with ease.

			He’d go down to the port and sell the car there, where a crooked buyer might easily be found. Then he’d board a ship to Tampico and keep heading north. There was, after all, still that widow from Monclova he could write to, and other women he could ensnare once he had found a new base of operations.

			He lit a cigarette, pausing to consider how many weeks it would take him to get back up to speed. At least four. He’d have to buy new issues of ladies’ magazines and scour the lonely hearts sections. With everything that had happened in Puerco Ahogado, he had not paid any attention to fresh leads.

			Soon he’d be crafting letters studded with baroque compliments and corny lines. Dearest, beloved, I’ve been waiting my whole life to fall in love with you. Back to his old beat, back to what he understood best. What did he know about murder? Not a single thing.

			He couldn’t believe he had even considered the scheme in the first place. He was usually cautious, smarter than this. But the girl made murder seem natural and easy. Also, to be frank, this town could inspire anyone to kill. It was a terrible bore.

			I might write to her, he thought for a moment, and then laughed at the idea. Write to Inés! Whatever for? Except he felt uncomfortable about the way things had ended. Not that it could be helped. It was foolish to dally any longer.

			He might send money in a crisp white envelope addressed to her. He might tell her to get out now, on her own. To do what he was doing. Hitch a ride to the port, and from there to another city.

			He turned to look at the house and wondered if he shouldn’t write the letter right there and then, slip one of the bills in his pocket into it, leave it on her nightstand.

			If you’re ever in northern latitudes, look me up, he might say, and scribble the name of a town where he might be found. Though that was dangerous. He shook his head. Maybe not.

			Then again, he didn’t owe her anything. These rackets did not always work, there was nothing to be done about it. It was not as if she were a real business partner. From now on he was determined to never join forces with anyone. It was too complicated, a waste of time. There were fewer distractions and more to gain when you went at it alone.

			It was less dangerous too. No one to betray you to the authorities. Although she had never broken his trust, had she? She’d had a firm, steady hand.

			They’d fucked, yes. But only on a couple of occasions, and it was not as if she hadn’t derived her share of pleasure. Perhaps he ought to have maintained more of a divide between them, because there had been, at times, a weight of emotion that threatened to choke him.

			He checked his watch and smoked his cigarette. He could smoke and drive, but he was anxious and he’d better finish it before he drove off.

			I’ll be on the boat to Tampico next Wednesday, he could write.

			He immediately scoffed at that thought. No. He was not going to do that. Inés would be fine. She had a home, and eventually, one day, she’d have Perla’s money and her house. Years down the line, maybe, but he was not leaving a destitute waif behind.

			If she wished to accelerate the lady’s demise, let her figure it out.

			He tossed the cigarette away and opened the gates of the house, smoothly maneuvered the vehicle to the street. Then he jumped out of the car and closed the gates again, for appearances’ sake. He did not want Perla to suspect anything was amiss.

			The north wind had been blowing that morning, pushing the vapors of the ocean up against the mountains, birthing that cool, wispy fog that characterized the land. The fog had descended from the mountains and embraced the town as gently as a lover, caressing its rooftops and kissing the windowpanes. The town was white, with the whiteness of a bride’s veil, and damp, and its coolness made him shiver.

			But the sun would warm him once he drove out of there. In the port he’d have a chance to dip his feet in the ocean and drink cocktails by the seashore before picking a boat to take him away to distant locales.

			He’d never liked Puerco Ahogado anyway. Humid, sleepy Puerco Ahogado. It held nothing of interest for him. No precious cargo.

			Yet he thought of her as he spun the wheel and drifted through the town’s streets, as the fog parted and bade him goodbye.
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			When they reached the house, Inés couldn’t help herself and rushed to the gate. The car was gone. She stood there, staring at the spot where it was normally parked, until her aunt turned the key and pulled the gate open.

			They walked inside. The house seemed unnaturally quiet. Everyone was out on a Sunday, but the silence was thicker, as if the building recognized his departure. Though she could not be sure he had really left. He might have been bluffing. He might have changed his mind and decided that he’d take pictures, as he said. She couldn’t be sure unless she checked his room.

			Her aunt removed her gloves and handed them to Inés. “I’ll be in my room. I’d like you to bring me a glass of sherry.”

			“Isn’t it a bit early for sherry?”

			“Bring it.”

			Perla headed up the stairs and Inés wandered into the kitchen. She found the bottle and a glass, poured the contents into it, and then looked for the serving tray. When she walked by Ulises’s door, she saw it was open a crack, and she nudged it with her foot and slipped inside.

			His luggage was gone. She put the tray aside and sat on the unmade bed, letting his absence wash over her body. Something wild and wicked had grown between them, thrilling her. It had changed the colors of the house, making them brighter and bolder, giving life to a world that was tinged with decay.

			A mysterious alchemy had turned them intrepid when they were together; it had sharpened dreams and desires where before they had been out-of-focus images in her mind.

			Now he was gone.

			She jumped to her feet, grabbed the tray, and went to her aunt’s room. Perla was sitting at her desk, with the imposing portrait of Don Osorio Inclán above it. Inés placed the tray down.

			“Do you need anything else, Aunt Perla?” she asked tiredly, wishing to retire to her room.

			Perla stretched out a hand and took the glass, giving it a sip. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

			Her aunt was peering at a piece of paper. Finally, she gave her drink another sip, set it down upon the desk, and turned around to look at her.

			“I always told you that if you were patient and obeyed our family’s rules, you’d be rewarded one day. And I thought that despite your many shortcomings, you had a modicum of common sense.”

			“Have I done something wrong, aunt?”

			“You’ve done plenty.”

			Their eyes met.

			She knows, Inés thought. The tension in Perla’s lips, the look on her face, they told a story. She felt terror, and her instinct was to immediately deny any wrongdoing. But she did not speak. Inés was silent, clamping her mouth shut.

			“The boxes Fito brought had important papers. There was also a letter, addressed to me. Can you guess what the letter said?”

			Inés did not reply. There was no point, and anyway her aunt did not give her time to open her mouth; immediately she held the letter up and began to read from it. “ ‘In conclusion, it is my opinion that your husband is not who he says he is. That he is a fraudster who is determined to steal your money, and that he has arranged to achieve this feat with the assistance of your niece. They are in a relationship, as I’ve witnessed with my own eyes. Your eternal friend, Cándido.’ ”

			Perla folded the piece of paper and placed it gingerly upon the desk.

			“I have raised you, and this is how you repay me? I have given you food, shelter, clothing, everything you ever wanted. You ungrateful, dirty girl.”

			“Everything?” Inés scoffed, her tongue loosening. “You gave me as little as you could. As little love, and as little attention, and as little respect—”

			“You were a stain on our name. A bastard girl, and still I took you in.”

			“Only to remind me every single day of my life about that shame, yes. How mortified you felt by my existence. And you hid things from me constantly. My father’s letters, for example,” she said, pointing at the desk behind Perla.

			Perla laughed dryly. “I should have known you were riffling through my things.”

			“You had no right to keep them from me. Locked up in there, like a sick trophy of yours.”

			“Your father was a cad. I kept you safe from his bad influence. Not that I could prevent you from going down a dark path anyway.”

			“You must be pleased about my path, Aunt Perla. You always wanted me to be a bad seed, didn’t you? You and Grandfather and Grandmother, you couldn’t imagine anything else for me. I had to be bad and dirty. You got your wish. I am bad. You used me, and you shamed me. Constantly. When you kicked Salvador out, you wouldn’t let me go with him, but you told everyone who would listen that I was a whore. Here I am, Aunt Perla: your niece, the whore, and your precious husband is nothing but a lowly thief.

			“He writes to women, you know? Women looking for pen pals and romance in magazines. He writes to them, then he fleeces the fools. He’s no hidalgo from La Rioja. He’s another kind of whore.”

			Her aunt let out a sound that was close to a snarl, a wild agglomeration of syllables, a curse that was not a word. Inés did not know what angered Perla more: the thought of her fucking Ulises, or the idea that the refined gentleman was a louse.

			Perla rose, grabbing Inés by the arm, digging her nails into her flesh. “You’re a covetous, poisonous snake!”

			“Let go of me!”

			“Always with that sly look on your face, plotting behind my back.”

			She wrenched herself free from her aunt’s grasp but immediately felt the sting of a slap on her cheek. Both women stared at each other.

			“You’re exactly like your mother. Traitors! Vipers! Don’t you think I’ll forget this. You’re a nasty leech, a parasite—”

			“I’m leaving,” Inés said, cutting her off, and when she spoke it was as if invisible shackles slipped from her wrists.

			She’d existed in a state of paralysis for years, but now she shook herself awake. It was over. Although she’d spent many days dreading discovery and punishment, she suddenly felt a wave of relief. Her life in this house had reached an end.

			Her aunt laughed. “That’s what you said when Salvador went away. Now Ulises has gone away too, and you’re not going with him either.”

			“How do you know he’s gone?”

			“I’m not as stupid as you think. He didn’t borrow my car, he’s gone, forever. Good riddance, then. It’ll be easier to get a divorce.”

			“I’m leaving anyway. I should have done it a long time ago, but I was too afraid. I’m not afraid now.”

			She meant it. Why should she ever be afraid? She’d plotted and she’d killed. She’d gotten away with it too. Inés laughed.

			Wrath made Perla’s lips tremble. “You can’t!”

			The yelling and quarreling had attracted the attention of the dog, which began to bark excitedly and scratch at the door.

			Inés had no desire to argue any longer. She shook her head and moved toward the door. Perla raised her voice, and there was panic in her face, a dreadful, naked terror in her eyes that drowned the rage that had simmered there.

			“You can’t leave me alone!”

			Those words. They flung Inés back in time, and the awful nightmare that made her cry in her sleep played before her open eyes as she stared at her aunt. The words Perla had spoken echoed those that had been spoken many years before. She remembered, with startling clarity, that moment when she had stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked up.

			Inés spoke slowly, as if she were still half asleep, as if the dream slackened her tongue. “You were fighting. That day with my mother, you were fighting.”

			Perla stepped away from Inés. “What are you saying?”

			“By the stairs,” Inés continued; her tongue was still sluggish, straining to make the proper sounds. “You pushed her.”

			Her aunt’s face turned into a death mask; it was made of stone. Only her eyes seemed to glimmer with a sickening animation as she stared at Inés.

			Perla began to shake her head. “I didn’t.”

			“I saw it. That day, I saw it. You pushed her down the stairs.”

			“You didn’t see anything.”

			“Then you hugged me. You murdered her and you hugged me.”

			Perla had crept back toward the desk, as if she might find solace under the shadow of her father’s portrait. She shook her head again. “I will not have you telling lies in my house.”

			It had returned to her, the whole of it, and once she had remembered, once she had seen, she could not unsee. The sound of her mother’s body crashing to the floor rang in her ears and her eyes were filled with crimson. She felt faint and her voice, when she spoke, was the weakest of whispers.

			“But you did it,” she said.

			Her aunt’s eyes were now so wide and bleak that Inés shrank in fear, mesmerized, chained to her spot. Yet she also felt the immediate need to escape that room, and so she forced herself to move forward, toward the door. Before she could reach it, Perla opened a drawer and took out a gun, pointing it at her.

			“Don’t,” Perla said.

			Inés froze in place. She swallowed. “I need to go, Aunt Perla.”

			“No. You’re not going anywhere.”

			“I won’t tell,” she promised.

			Perla’s hand was firm upon the gun as she drifted closer to her. “You’re a liar.”

			“I swear.”

			“Don’t move. I told you, you’re not going anywhere!”

			She stood still. The distance between them was short, and even if Perla did not have much experience with a pistol, Inés suspected she’d be able to shoot her with ease, so she was afraid to step closer to the door and incite her wrath in that way. They stared at each other.

			The dog continued to bark, and now came a loud voice.

			“Inés!” Ulises yelled.

			His voice was like a cannon, startling Perla, and in that split second of surprise Inés made her choice and flung herself against her aunt, hitting her with a punishing blow that sent her reeling back.

			Perla screamed in pain, but she held on to the gun, and even though Inés tried to wrench it out of her hands, her grip was iron. In a fury she struck Inés, struck her face, and Inés held her hand as tight as she could. She knew that if she let go of the gun she was dead.

			She raked the nails of her free hand across Perla’s face, and her aunt hollered. Inés’s fingers hurt with the effort of holding on, but she shoved Perla until her back hit the side of the desk. Perla yelped in pain and finally relinquished her grip on the weapon, which fell to the ground.

			At the same time, Perla managed to clutch the glass she’d been drinking from, and she smashed it against Inés’s temple. A piercing, blinding pain made Inés gasp and stumble back. Blood gushed down her face as she landed against the door, felt the doorjamb against her back, and fumblingly managed to pull it open.

			The dog was in a frenzy, barking and jumping excitedly. As Inés stumbled into the hallway, a shot rang through the house and a bullet bit her body. Inés gasped. She was almost grateful for the pain of the glass cuts on her temple because she could not concentrate and determine which wound hurt the most.

			Her aunt stepped behind her, raised the gun again, but before she could shoot Inés kicked her in the leg. Perla screamed. Another gunshot went off, but this bullet hit the wall behind Inés.

			Inés sprinted away, toward the stairs, and almost crashed into Ulises, who emerged into the hallway, looking startled.

			“Run,” she told him, and he had the good sense not to ask any questions as they rushed toward the staircase.

			They had practically reached the bottom of the stairs when Inés’s knees buckled under her weight and Ulises caught her, scooping her up like a bride upon the threshold and carrying her the last two steps.

			“Criminals!” Perla yelled. “Thieves!”

			She was at the top of the staircase, the gun still in her hands. She waved the weapon in the air and hurried down the stairs, but the dog ran past her, barking madly, and Perla lost her balance. For a split second she attempted to clutch the banister, but it was a futile motion, and then she was rolling over and over until her body hit the ground with a sickening thud.

			It was déjà vu, as if that terrible memory of her childhood had been granted fresh new life, and Inés thought she’d retch at the sight of Perla lying with her eyes closed at the bottom of the stairs.

			Ulises and Inés stared at the woman, but for the briefest moment, then he was running, still carrying Inés in his arms, until they reached the car. She slid into the passenger seat and winced. The dog ran behind them and barked.

			“Let it in.”

			“For God’s sake—”

			“Let the dog in,” she ordered.

			He opened the door and Diógenes settled on the back seat of the car. Ulises took off his jacket and shoved it into her hands.

			“You need to press this hard against the wound. It’ll be a short ride, keep pressing.”

			“Where are we going?”

			He turned the key and the car rumbled to life. “Next town over, where someone can patch you up. We can’t stay here.”

			Inés rubbed her free hand against her temple and wiped the blood staining the side of her face. “And after that?”

			“North, to Monterrey. Or Mexico City. Anywhere we choose.”

			“Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why bother coming back?”

			“Maybe it’s easier when it’s a team. I never did well on my own, but I knew how to handle an act for two back when my father was still alive. I can teach you the ropes.”

			“The ropes of what? Postal scams?”

			“Lonely hearts games.”

			“As if you had anything to teach, you’re a loser and a liar.”

			“I’m a prince from The Arabian Nights and this is your magic carpet.”

			“A stolen car.”

			“I do what I can on short notice. Next stop, Ithaca, my lady,” he said, with a lightness that almost managed to conceal any apprehension.

			“You said Monterrey or Mexico City.”

			He smiled, but he was gripping the steering wheel tight, and perspiration beaded his forehead. She wondered if they really would find a physician in the next town, and even if they did, whether they’d be able to help her. She looked behind her and thought about Perla, left alone in the house. But they couldn’t stop to tell anyone what had happened. Perla might be dead or seriously hurt, and the police would pin it on them.

			They needed to run away, that was what they must do. Run away and not think about Puerco Ahogado ever again. This was what they’d planned, wasn’t it? Murder and then freedom. Here they were, her twin yearnings.

			She pressed her hand against the wound, felt the throbbing pain that seemed to radiate up and down her body.

			“You must keep the dog,” she told him. “Whatever happens, keep the dog.”

			“Nothing’s going to happen. Someone will patch you up. I’ve seen worse, trust me.”

			“Promise me.”

			“Yes,” he said.

			How quiet and lonesome the town seemed as they sped away from it, as if every single inhabitant had headed indoors and turned their heads away from them. As if it were only Inés and Ulises following a winding road.

			They both looked forward as the car drove through a diminishing fog that half concealed lush orchards and rich fields of tobacco. When they were farther ahead, and the fog was but the thinnest of shrouds, the land around them began to look unreal; the moist green hills seemed as if they had been painted with watercolors.

			She wondered if he’d really keep the dog, or if he’d leave it behind, abandoned by the side of a highway, and dump her body in a ditch. The blood from the cut at her temple rolled down her face once more and she did not bother to wipe it away this time.

			She felt his palm against her free hand, clutching her for a moment, clutching her tight. A sob lodged in her throat, but she bit it back. She stared ahead, through the fear and the pain, feeling the weight of his fingers against her own.

			“I don’t even know your real name,” she said.

			He spoke.
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Epilogue

			A strong wind threatened to snatch away Bartolo’s hat, and he held on to it with one hand while he tried to discern in which direction he needed to go. The city was a web of streets and alleys that defied him, even though his cousin had written down the directions to the chocolatier with neat penmanship. If he didn’t return with a new suit and a box of chocolates for Gertrudis, his mother would have barbed words for him.

			Bartolo was glad that he’d be leaving that weekend and heading back to Puerco Ahogado. Mexico City was too loud, too large, too chaotic. He missed the quietness of the mountains and the mist that descended from them, gently licking the roofs of the houses.

			Here there was smog, claxons, the voices of street vendors, and the scent of fried foods. Neon signs and traffic lights, department stores with gleaming display cases. He feared he’d be asphyxiated when he slid into a crowded elevator, or run over by a convertible.

			He’d gone to the city to get a new suit for his wedding. His mother had insisted that the suit be bought in Mexico City. Bartolo didn’t see the sense in that. A suit would be the same whether it came from a town or the capital, but his mother was particular with her ideas about the wedding.

			Hence, Bartolo had contacted his cousins as soon as he reached the city, asking for their help in procuring a suit that fit his mother’s criteria, for he knew nothing about the shops in Mexico City. They’d been pleasant, showing him around, and he’d bought a nice suit, and the wedding was bound to be a superb one. Too bad about his bride. Not that there was anything awful about Gertrudis. She had been properly reared and had all the virtues his parents found appealing in a lady. It was only that Bartolo possessed a small amount of imagination, a quality that seemed lacking in his family, and he’d fantasized about eloping with Inés Inclán.

			More than once, he’d daydreamed about her as he sat at his desk during his lunch break, thinking of her beautiful eyes and sensual mouth, and then pulling open one of the mystery novels he liked to read in a valiant effort to drive away any romantic notions, for she had always been beyond his reach.

			His parents would have never agreed to let him pursue the girl. She had been considered a questionable young woman, even before the whole scandal. And what a scandal! It was one of the most memorable events in Puerco Ahogado’s history: Inés Inclán had run away with her aunt’s husband.

			Perla Inclán had not explained everything that happened that day, and she probably never would. She’d taken a tumble down the stairs, that was certain. But whether this had been an accident, as Dr. Carrel assured the townspeople, or an attempt at killing herself, distraught over the discovery of her husband’s infidelity, as others whispered, was open to much speculation.

			The concussion from the fall greatly affected Perla. She had lain in bed for three whole days, delirious, suffering from vivid hallucinations, speaking about her past and her family, confessing to a litany of sins, and speaking with such foul language and rancor about many notable and esteemed people of Puerco Ahogado that the Zorrilla sisters and the other women in town who were tending to her almost fainted in horror a couple of times.

			Dr. Carrel told everyone that these utterings were nightmares brought on by the swelling of the brain, yet word spread that Perla had killed both her sister and her niece and admitted it, even though Marisol Medina claimed that the day Perla fell down the stairs she’d seen Ulises driving Perla’s car, with Inés in the passenger seat.

			Bartolo and Beto had found a trail of blood from the stairs to the front entrance, and a couple of bullets lodged in a wall, but there had been no body.

			Anyway, once the delirium passed, Perla denied everything she’d said and declared herself innocent of any crime. Father Anselmo was compassionate, aware that her utterings had been mad ramblings, but others were not so kind, and Lulú had been especially peeved at the insulting descriptions Perla had given of her dead brother and of Lulú herself.

			Perla did not take steps to find her niece, her husband, or her missing car, though in her delirium she’d called Ulises Linares a thief and a criminal. Uncharitable souls, like Fito, said it was because the car was likely to be soaked in blood and her niece dead, and under those circumstances it was best if the whole matter was forgotten. Then again, Perla had fired Fito, so he was not likely to speak her praises.

			She seldom stepped out of her home these days. Much like her father before her, she seemed chained to the house by the shame of her circumstances, and if she chanced to walk down the street, leaning on the same cane that had belonged to Osorio Inclán—her left leg, injured in the fall, had not healed well—she soon circled back.

			Bartolo supposed that if a thing like that had happened to him, if his wife had abandoned and humiliated him, he would have never been able to show his face in town again. It was the sort of mark that would not fade, inviting either pity or scorn or a mixture of both, which he would not be capable of bearing.

			Bartolo shook his head and stopped at a corner to look up at the name of a street, still trying to hold on to his hat. The chocolatier was one of the best in the city, and he knew his mother would be irritated if he did not return with both the suit and the chocolates she’d indicated, but he was tired and beginning to wonder if he might procure a gift from another shop.

			Finally, he managed to locate the chocolatier and was about to head inside when he heard a woman’s delightful laugh and turned toward it. Lured, like a man following a siren toward jagged rocks, he began to walk away from the shop and a few paces behind the woman until she stepped into a restaurant.

			He froze, his mind still trying to make sense of what he’d seen and heard: he had been following Inés Inclán. Or a woman who resembled Inés to a great degree. Her laughter certainly was like Inés’s laughter, an unruly, open laugh that made his heart speed up anytime he heard it.

			He looked across the street, at the restaurant, recognizing it as one that his cousin had mentioned in passing; an expensive, exclusive sort of place with French dishes on the menu. He considered walking inside and finding the woman, to verify whether he’d seen Inés or merely a look-alike.

			What were the chances? It wasn’t as if life were like one of his detective novels, where clues appeared in a neat order and mysteries were solved by the last chapter. Wasn’t it more likely that, caught in his memories of Inés, in his desire to see her again, he had imagined a woman resembled her?

			He took off his hat and ran his hands around the brim, aware suddenly how shabby it looked, and the cut of the jacket he was wearing wasn’t any good either. But then again, he hadn’t thought to venture into a nice restaurant that day. He fidgeted, not knowing what to do, and suddenly he pictured an imposing maître d’ who would kick him out if he dared to set foot in that venue.

			A couple wandered into the restaurant and the coat upon the woman’s shoulders and the shiny shoes of the man immediately had the effect of making him look down at the button missing from his jacket. It was a ritzy spot; could he really sneak in there and look for her?

			He tried to think hard about the details of the woman’s figure, her face, and compare them to his memory of Inés. She was dressed in the nicest of clothes and she had a fetching hat, and if Bartolo had to be honest, he had not had a good look at her face. It was more her silhouette that reminded him of Inés, and not even that, for he had never seen Inés in clothes that fit her so tightly, or in a dress of a vivid, astounding red that, paired with a fur stole, gave her the air of a movie star. No, it was really her strut, the way she moved, and her voice that made him think of Inés.

			Why had she been laughing? She’d been saying goodbye to someone. He didn’t recall whom she’d been talking to. A man, he figured. But he hadn’t paid attention to him.

			It couldn’t be her, could it? Not in Mexico City, not in a place like that. How would she have bought those clothes and the hat? No one had heard from her since she left Puerco Ahogado, which meant she could be anywhere, but could she really be a few meters from him in that restaurant? What happened to Ulises, was he still around? Was he the man she had spoken to when Bartolo noticed her, was he the reason why she had laughed?

			Perla had accused Ulises of being a criminal. Bartolo pictured Inés held against her will in this city, in the claws of a vile gang member. Yet the girl in his mind was not like the woman he’d seen, who had something much too certain and sophisticated about her.

			The more he tried to remember Inés’s face, the more her features seemed to dissolve in his mind, and he was no longer certain the woman had anything but a passing resemblance to her.

			If he were a man of the world, he would boldly march across the street, ask to be led to her table, and sit down in front of her. Then he would say, “I knew a girl who looked like you back in my town,” and she might look at him in surprise or she might look at him in recognition.

			Men did that in detective stories, they questioned people and followed leads and had exciting encounters with devious women. But Bartolo couldn’t even summon enough courage to slip into the reception area.

			It had started to rain. It wasn’t the soft, delicate rain of the highlands that he was used to, but a heavy, noisy downpour that pelted the street. He stood under an awning, shrinking back, hiding from the rain, thinking of Inés and those precious days during the festival of San Fidel de las Cumbres when he’d danced with her.

			He realized she was the first girl he’d ever loved, and perhaps the only girl he might ever love, since he had little interest in or appreciation for Gertrudis.

			For a moment he was seized with the mad desire to run across the street, into the restaurant, and yell her name at the top of his lungs. If they threw him out, it wouldn’t matter.

			The rain now half concealed the lights of the restaurant and the neon curves of its name, making it seem terribly distant, almost a mirage in a desert.

			The many evenings he had spent with his head filled with thoughts of Inés; the tertulias when he watched her move around the room, analyzing every motion of her head and tucking away the memory of her smiles. These moments returned to him, urging Bartolo to act, to seek the girl and seek answers.

			He took a tentative step, but a car that came roaring down the street spooked him and made him take three steps back. He almost collided with a woman carrying packages.

			“How rude!” she said.

			“I’m sorry,” he mumbled, clutching his hat tight, and maneuvered back under the awning. Embarrassed, he walked away from the restaurant, his eyes firmly on the ground, remembering that he needed to buy the chocolates.

			

			—

			A man in a gray suit leaned a shoulder against a wall and lit a cigarette, watching with interest the young fellow who desperately clutched a hat between his hands and walked quickly away. He waited, shielded at the entrance of an apartment building, until he was certain the man would not return, then strolled into the restaurant.

			He handed his coat and his hat to a checkroom girl, then made his way to the back of the venue, where, tucked in a cozy booth with a grand mirror behind it, there sat a woman in a red dress drinking a martini. She was attired as if heading to a party, and her dark eyes, heavy with mascara, had an air of authority, a sureness, that made her irresistible. He turned to a server and asked him to send another martini to the table and sat down.

			“I hope you didn’t order dinner without me.”

			“I was about to. You took your time.”

			“I had to wait. You had a tail. You picked him up when you were coming out of Rincón de Goya. You won’t guess who it was,” he said, and took out a cigarette.

			“Bartolo,” she replied smoothly.

			He was surprised. His fingers faltered and no flame sprang from the lighter.

			She smiled.

			“You know me better than to think I wouldn’t notice someone was tailing me. I saw his reflection in a shop window. I could have shaken him off three blocks away from here.”

			“Then why didn’t you?” he replied. He’d taught her how to ensure she was not being followed, just as he’d taught her how to identify a mark, how to reel them in, and a myriad of tricks.

			“I wanted to see what he’d do.”

			“He stood across the street staring in this direction before rushing away.”

			The server returned and placed the martini before him. He rested his elbows on the table for a moment before carefully taking a sip.

			“How long did he stand there?”

			“Five good minutes. I couldn’t come in because he might see me, so I hid for a bit and watched him. If you recognized him and you really could have shaken him off, then you should have done that. It was irritating to stand out there in the rain.”

			“You didn’t have to follow him. I don’t need a bodyguard.”

			“I’m your business partner, and if I notice someone’s tailing you, I’m going to try to figure out what’s happening. I bet you couldn’t get rid of him,” he said, almost angrily, because he felt a little jealous, a little upset, suspecting that she wanted Bartolo to see her.

			“That shows how much you know,” she said with a petulant shake of the head. She bit her lip, almost shyly, glancing down, her voice low. “I thought that my aunt had sent him to find me. But he did not speak a word to me, he did not try to detain me.”

			He finally lit his cigarette. “It’s not as if he would have any grounds to do that.”

			“No. Yet for a moment I thought he’d drag me back to Puerco Ahogado, to that house. That horrid house with its iron gates where I was meant to die.”

			She had nightmares sometimes. Dreams that had her shaking in fear until she snapped her eyes open and touched the scar where the bullet went in, as if to reassure herself it was indeed an old scar that had healed and not a fresh wound. But those were nothing but bad dreams, old fears; they could not pay them heed.

			“We ought to leave for a while,” she said nevertheless.

			“Why? It’s probably nothing more than an awful coincidence, and we’ll never see the man again.”

			“I feel restless, and we’ve talked about Havana for so long, and now that the war is over it’s ripe with possibilities. I’m right about Havana. I’m always right.”

			“Not about everything.”

			She scooted closer to him. He saw their reflections in the mirror behind the booth, the polished man and the exquisite woman leaning forward to whisper in his ear.

			“Especially about everything,” she said. The flirtatious undertone in her voice, which she’d honed through exhaustive practice, hit him as it should, sending a shiver down his spine, yet he resisted her, a little longer, not because he really objected to the change of scenery but because he wanted to prolong their argument.

			“It’ll be expensive and messy. We could get into a lot of trouble. I’m not sure I want to toy around with the authorities in another country.”

			“Don’t be silly.”

			“I hate islands.”

			“You haven’t been to an island.”

			“I hate the idea of them.”

			“I should go on my own, then. I’m not handcuffed to you.”

			“No.” He captured her wrist, holding it tight, and smiled. “But I bet you’d miss me.”

			She frowned, opened her mouth as if to offer a snappy retort, then rather than speaking any words she kissed him with a searing intensity that left him almost breathless. Finally, she pushed him slightly away.

			“I could have gotten rid of him,” she stated, so firmly he knew there was nothing to do now but to capitulate.

			“Fine. You could have. Maybe. Now, where’s that letter we’re supposed to be working on?”

			She took a sip of her drink. “I have it all composed in my head, mister.”

			“Yeah? Let’s hear the opening line.”

			“ ‘I cannot continue to live. I cannot silence the secret that nestles inside my heart.’ ”

			Despite the triteness of the sentences, there was something absurdly sensual about the way she spoke them. Still, he scoffed and replied with a biting grin. “Pour some molasses on it, won’t you?”

			She shrugged. “You’re the one who says letters always need a florid touch.”

			“Sure they do. They also need a picture of you in this outfit, slipped snug inside the envelope. What do you call this latest number?” he asked, running a hand up and down the strap of her dress.

			“Red Number Three, I suppose,” she replied with another enticing shrug. “I copied it from something María Félix was wearing. Do you want to hear the next line?”

			“Go right ahead.”

			“ ‘Understand how much I suffer and how much I love you,’ ” she recited. “ ‘Do you love me?’ ”

			The affectless voice contrasted with her devious half smile. He nodded, pleased. “Molasses and a pound of icing to boot. You’ll give the man a coronary.”

			“I’ll give him a coronary one way or another.”

			They laughed. In the mirror the man and the woman grew quiet, their eyes staring at their reflections before they turned to each other.

			She grasped his hand, lacing their fingers together.

		

	
		
			• Notes •

			Mexican novels that offer a close look at the customs, habits, and idiosyncrasies of a particular society, especially rural ones, are called novelas costumbristas. They include titles like Rafael Delgado’s La Calandria (1890) and Los Parientes Ricos (1903). Delgado was from the state of Veracruz, born in Córdoba. Part of my family also hails from Veracruz, and I saw echoes of their stories in his prose, with great-aunts and older relatives describing a world that has now disappeared, full of rules and decorum.

			Los Parientes Ricos follows a once respected family that has fallen on hard times and reestablishes contact with wealthier relatives, and when I got to the end of it, I was surprised to realize it had been adapted into a soap opera in the 1990s.

			I don’t think anyone ever publicly acknowledged that the soap opera Los Parientes Pobres—the title used for the show was “the poor relations” rather than “the rich relations”—was an adaptation of Delgado’s work, but the crucial plot points of the novel were used for the soap, even if it took place in the 1990s. Not that Televisa ever tended to recognize the literary inspirations of its soaps: Valeria y Maximiliano was a blatant rip-off of Gone with the Wind, but set in modern Mexico City, with wealthy society people instead of plantation owners and a financial battle between industry titans rather than a civil war.

			The telenovela or soap opera adds something to the narrative, a certain pulpiness. I’m a sucker for pulp, and not just in orange juice. I wanted to write a costumbrista novel, but I didn’t want to situate myself in the Porfiriato of the early 1900s. I wanted to poke and prod at the limits of this type of narrative, but not in the form of a romantic soap opera. The format of the soap opera, though, brought to mind the possibilities other genres might provide.

			I love noirs, tales in which wicked people commit wicked deeds. Again, this is probably because of my family’s history. Whispered tales of relatives born out of wedlock, of love affairs conducted behind closed doors, of husbands who abandoned wives and did not even leave behind a forwarding address, always fascinated me, as they clashed with the more pristine narratives that circulated in our family. So, in the end, I figured that the story I wanted to tell about an aunt, a niece, and a lodger who comes to stay at their house had costumbrista elements, but also noirish ones.

			The 1940s setting was fortunate because Mexican detective fiction emerged in this decade—before that there had been true-crime publications like Detectives—with the launch in 1946 of Selecciones Policiacas y de Misterio, a magazine created by the members of the Club de la Calle Morgue (a group of authors who were also mystery aficionados), and with the release of the first crime novel set in Mexico City (Asesinato en la Plaza). A little time later, a lawyer by the name of María Elvira Bermúdez, who made her début in Selecciones, would create the first Latin American woman detective: María Elena Morán, a homemaker who solves crimes in her spare time, kind of an early Jessica Fletcher. These stories were not noirs, not quite yet, but in cinema this was the beginning of the golden age of noir, with actresses like María Félix and Ninón Sevilla luring men to their doom. All of which, in the end, steered me toward the year 1943.

			As for Puerco Ahogado, it doesn’t exist, though it is heavily inspired by Xalapa, eternally veiled in dense fogs up a mountain. A city which, I was told as a child, smells of coffee and flowers.
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