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Prologue

Before

August, 1987

Conchita Espinosa-Vidal was thirty-one years old when she moved her family from Oaxaca City to Pueblo Nuevo, and still thirty-one when she moved them back four months later — two of her three children unable to sleep without nightlights, and her husband Gerardo speaking in the deliberate, over-controlled way of a man trying to hold something down that very much wanted to get loose.

The house had seemed perfect. They had come north because Gerardo's brother had offered him a place in the trucking business, and the land on Plátano viejo had been priced at a level that answered every question she might have asked if she had thought to ask them. A piece of land in a good neighborhood, partially developed with the shell of a structure someone had started and abandoned, available for a fraction of what similar plots were listing at across the city.

"Why so cheap?" Gerardo had asked the agent.

The agent had looked at his papers. "Previous buyer fell through," he said. "Owner wants to close quickly."

This had seemed sufficient at the time.

They moved in on a Thursday in late April, into the half-completed structure that Gerardo and his brother finished over three weekends with lumber and corrugated roofing and the particular ingenuity of men who have learned to build from necessity rather than training. By May they had four rooms, a proper kitchen, and a water connection. The forecourt had a tree — enormous, silver-barked, its canopy so dense that the forecourt was in permanent shade — that Conchita had begun, tentatively, to like.

She stopped liking it on the third night.

Their youngest, Beto, was four years old. He had the four-year-old's comprehensive relationship with sleep — total, immediate, non-negotiable — and was not the child who woke at night. Conchita knew this with the certainty of three years of reliable data. When she heard him crying at two in the morning, she was out of bed before she was fully awake, because the crying was wrong in the way that a mother's body knows before the mind does that something is wrong.

He was standing at the window of his room, pressing both palms flat against the glass, looking out at the forecourt. Looking at the tree.

"Beto," she said. "What is it?"

He pointed at the tree without turning. "The lady is crying," he said.

Conchita looked out the window. In the upper branches of the enormous tree, in the dark, something pale was visible — not a shape she could resolve into a person, but a brightness where there should not have been brightness. She held her son against her hip and told herself it was moonlight on the leaves, which was not quite a lie because the moon was there, but was not enough of the truth to be comfortable with.

She took Beto to her bed and he slept immediately. She did not sleep for a long time.

✦  ✦  ✦

The events came gradually and then all at once, which is the way of most things that are trying to be ignored.

Gerardo heard the footsteps first — measured, purposeful, from the far end of the house at night. He got up and found nothing and went back to bed in the way of practical men, dismissing it as the building's voice. Their eldest daughter, eleven-year-old Marisol, stopped going to the outhouse after dark because the path that led there passed the interior corner of the property, the corner nearest the tree's roots, and she said the corner looked wrong at night. Not wrong in any way she could specify. Just wrong.

The piano they did not have. But the water did things.

The water was what Conchita remembered most clearly, decades later, when she tried to describe those four months to anyone who would listen, which was not many people because the description required a tolerance for the impossible. The house had one standpipe in the kitchen and an outdoor tap in the forecourt. Normal water. Municipal supply. Nothing unusual in its source or its delivery.

But at night — specifically between midnight and three — the kitchen standpipe would run without being turned on. A thin, steady stream that Gerardo checked twice for faulty washers and found nothing wrong with. The water that came out of it during these events was cold beyond what a standpipe had any mechanical reason to produce, and it carried a smell — not sulfur, not the chemical smell of contaminated groundwater, but the smell of depth. Of ancient stone. Of water that had been underground for so long it had taken on the character of the rock around it.

Once, Conchita never described this fully to anyone because the complete description required saying things she was not yet able to say — the water from the standpipe was dark. Not red. Not the color of rust or contamination. Dark in the way that things are dark when their darkness is the absence of something rather than the presence of something else. Dark like a shadow. Like a stain in water that has no physical source.

She turned the tap off. She stood in the kitchen for a long time. The darkness dissipated and the water that remained in the basin looked ordinary.

That was in July.

✦  ✦  ✦

The night they left was August fourteenth. Conchita remembered the date because it was the day before the Feast of the Assumption, and she had been planning to take the children to the church in the morning, and instead she was packing essential possessions into the car at eleven p.m. while Gerardo loaded the children, still in their sleeping clothes, with the focused silence of a man who has crossed a threshold he cannot uncross.

What had happened that evening was simple in its facts and impossible in its meaning. Gerardo had gone to check the forecourt after dinner and found the tree had fruited. Overnight, or at most over a period of a few days, the mango tree had produced an enormous crop — hundreds of mangoes, dark and swollen, clustered in the canopy with an excess that should not have been possible from a single tree in that season. The ground beneath was covered with fallen fruit, none of it taken by birds or insects, all of it releasing as it rotted a smell that was not the clean decay of organic matter but something underneath it — sweet and dense and ancient.

He had come inside and told Conchita to pack.

She had not asked why. She had looked at his face — the face of a man who has just understood something he has been not-understanding for four months — and she had started packing without another word, because some things you do not need to discuss, because the body already knows before the discussion can begin.

They drove through Pueblo Nuevo in the dark and got on the highway south before midnight. Marisol slept against the window. Beto slept in Conchita's lap. The middle one, eight-year-old Rosa, sat very straight in the back seat and looked through the rear window at the road behind them.

"Rosa," Conchita said. "Sleep, baby."

Rosa did not answer immediately. Then she said: "The lady from the tree is following us, Mama."

Conchita did not look back. She turned to face the road ahead and she held Beto against her chest and she did not look back until they were past the city limit and the highway opened up into the dark fields of the valley and whatever was behind them — if anything was behind them — was no longer visible.

She thought of the lady from the tree often in the years that followed. She was not sure if what she felt when she thought of her was fear or sorrow or something that combined both in a proportion she had never learned to name. The lady had not seemed threatening, in Beto's description or in Conchita's own single, half-glimpsed impression of brightness in upper branches. She had seemed, more than anything, like something trying to be seen.

She had never been back to Plátano viejo. She had never asked what became of the property. She had moved on, the way people move on from things they cannot explain and cannot afford to keep explaining.

Sometimes, on the nights when August came around again, she thought about the family who would eventually buy that land. The family who would look at the price — whatever the price would be, whenever that was — and think themselves fortunate.

She hoped they were paying attention.

She hoped they asked why it was cheap.
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"The first thing the land does is nothing at all."

Chapter 1
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Moving Day
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In which the Reyes family arrives, and the land takes notice

The truck arrived at seven in the morning, before the worst of the heat could settle over Pueblo Nuevo. Santosh Reyes climbed down from the passenger side before the engine had finished its last cough, and stood at the edge of the road looking at the house the way a man looks at something he has wanted for a very long time and is not yet sure he deserves.

It was a good house. He had been telling himself this since the foundation pour, and he would go on telling himself for months to come, longer than was perhaps wise. The old section faced the street — the workshop with its three roll-up doors, the forecourt patterned in decades of oil stain, the original apartment rising above where the family had lived for eleven years while they saved and waited. Attached to the right flank of the old building, rendered pale concrete and still gleaming with newness, stood the addition: three floors, six rooms, two bathrooms, a kitchen with tiles the color of cream that still smelled of fresh grout. He had overseen every pour of it, every tile, every wire.

He turned to find Elena.

She was standing just inside the main gate, very still, her hands loose at her sides. She was not looking at the house. She was looking at the mango tree.

It stood in the far corner of the property, between the gate and the new wing's lower-ground windows — enormous, far too large for its surroundings, the trunk a full meter across at the base where the bark had gone silver and cracked with age. Its roots showed above the soil in thick, braided ropes, spreading into the surrounding earth like something that had reached for a handhold a long time ago and never let go. The canopy spread wide and dense with fruit that nobody had picked, and the upper branches curved into their own shadow even this early in the morning when the light should have reached everything.

Santosh had asked the land agent about the tree when they were reviewing the final papers. The agent — a young man from the city office with clean shoes and a habit of looking slightly past the face of whoever he was speaking to — had shrugged and said it came with the property. That it had always been there. Santosh had accepted this, because there are some questions for which the available answers are unsatisfying enough that you stop asking.

"Elena," he said.

She turned, and her face was its ordinary face. Warm, careful, the kind of beauty that improved with attention. She smiled at him. "It's beautiful," she said, and she meant the house, not the tree.

Behind her the three girls came erupting around the corner of the truck. Rinna, twelve and already cultivating a grave dignity she had decided was appropriate to her position as eldest, was organizing a box of books against her chest. Sica, ten, was attempting to carry a floor lamp horizontally and failing. Jennie, eight, had already gone ahead to the far end of the lower-ground level and was pressing her face against the glass panel of the indoor garden.

The indoor garden had been Santosh's design, his private point of pride — a small enclosed courtyard set into the lower-ground floor of the new wing, open to the sky directly above, bounded on all sides by the house's concrete frame. He had fitted it with Mexican ferns and native grasses, a stone path, a small water feature with a pump. The idea had come from a home magazine he'd found in the waiting room of his insurance broker. In the magazine the effect had been peaceful, a breath of the outside brought in and contained. In practice the garden looked slightly like a room that could not commit to being a room, or a garden that could not commit to being a garden.

Through the glass panel, in the morning light, it looked very still.

"What are you looking at?" Sica called to her sister.

Jennie did not turn around. Her breath left a spreading fog on the glass. "Someone's in the garden," she said.

Santosh was beside her before he'd made the decision to move. He put his hand on the glass and looked through. There was nothing in the garden — ferns, pebbles, path, the water feature's basin catching the early light. The corner farthest from the panel was in shadow, a shadow deeper than the hour should have permitted, as though the light had agreed not to go past a certain point and was maintaining that agreement carefully.

"Mija," he said, keeping his voice even. "There's no one."

Jennie turned and looked up at him with the particular patience of a child who has been told something she knows to be wrong. "She waved at me," she said, and went back to help her sisters with the boxes.

Santosh stayed at the glass a moment longer. The garden was empty. The shadow in the corner was just a shadow. The water feature's pump had not been switched on yet, and in its basin the water sat perfectly still, reflecting nothing.

He went inside to direct the furniture.

✦  ✦  ✦

Elena planted a small pot of basil on the kitchen windowsill that afternoon, because she always planted basil in a new house; it was something her mother had done, and her grandmother before that, and there was comfort in the continuity even if she could not have said exactly what the tradition was supposed to mean. She watered it well and set it where the morning light would find it.

By the time she came downstairs the next day, the basil was black. Not wilted, not dried — black at the root, as though something had drawn the life out from beneath the soil upward through every stem.

She stood at the window holding the pot for a long time. Then she put it in the bin, washed her hands, and began making breakfast for her family.

She did not plant anything else.

Chapter 2
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The Sound the House Makes
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In which ordinary life resumes, and something begins to listen

The workshop opened on the third day after the move, which was a Thursday, because Thursday was the most logical day to open a workshop — enough of the week remained to establish the rhythm before the weekend, and the cars that had been promised for that week had been waiting long enough. Santosh pulled up the roll-up doors at half past seven and stood for a moment in the smell of the place: engine oil and steel and the particular dusty warmth of a workspace that has been resting.

There was comfort in this smell. Santosh Reyes was a man who navigated the world through mechanisms he could understand — engines, gearboxes, the logical chain of cause and effect that made a car run or stop running. The workshop was a place where everything that was wrong had a reason, and every reason had a solution, and the solution was a matter of time and knowledge and the correct application of the right tool. He had always liked this about his work. It was, in some ways, the thing he liked most about being alive.

His assistant, a young man named Berto who had worked with him for four years and communicated primarily through the angle of his eyebrows, arrived at eight and they began the week's work without ceremony. From the kitchen window of the new wing Elena could see the workshop bay, and the sight of Santosh lying on a creeper beneath the raised chassis of an SUV was the kind of ordinariness that she found, on that third day, actively comforting.

She was not sure, yet, why she needed comforting. She could not have said what was wrong. She was simply aware — in the way she was aware of weather changing before the sky showed it — that something in the new part of the house was not quite right.

It was not anything she could point to. The rooms were exactly what they had built. The walls were sound, the floors were even, the windows fit their frames without gaps. When she walked through the new wing in the daytime, testing her feeling against the evidence, she found nothing. And yet she found herself reluctant to enter the lower-ground corridor after dark. She found herself avoiding the indoor garden without having decided to avoid it.

Small things. The kind of small things a practical woman dismisses.

That evening she came downstairs at eleven-fifteen to make Santosh a cup of coffee — he was finishing paperwork in the workshop, as he did at the end of the first week of every month — and she passed the indoor garden on her way to the kitchen. Through the glass panel the garden sat in darkness, lit only by the ambient glow bleeding from the corridor behind her. The ferns were very still. The shadow in the far corner was, as always, deeper than it had any logical reason to be.

She was at the kitchen doorway when she heard the piano.

One note. Low, sustained, then fading into the sleeping house. From the sitting room on the ground floor of the new wing.

She stood in the doorway and counted to ten, which was what she did when she was not sure what she had heard. The house was quiet. She counted to twenty.

Then, from the sitting room, another note — slightly higher this time — that held itself in the air longer than a struck piano key should hold a note, and then went quiet in a way that felt, to Elena, less like dissipation and more like a decision.

She filled the coffee cup. She walked back through the corridor without slowing at the glass panel. She walked through to the workshop and set the coffee on the corner of Santosh's desk. He looked up and thanked her.

"Did Rinna go to the sitting room tonight?" she said.

He thought about it. "She went to bed at nine. Why?"

"Nothing," Elena said. "Goodnight."

She lay awake for an hour and a half listening to a house that did not make any further sounds, and was aware that the silence was not, quite, the same as peace.

Chapter 3
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What Hangs in the Mango Tree
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In which Sica sees something, and says nothing

Sica Reyes had a habit of waking at odd hours that her family had long since stopped questioning. It was not insomnia — she fell asleep quickly and without difficulty — but something in her internal architecture had decided that three in the morning was a reasonable time to surface briefly into consciousness, take stock of the world, and then return to sleep. She had done this since she was very small. She was used to the night.

She was used, also, to the particular quality of stillness that settled over the property in the deep hours — the workshop quiet, the street outside reduced to the occasional passing of a truck on the highway two blocks away, the mango tree's canopy barely moving in whatever air found its way into the property at that hour. She had lain in the same bed for three years in the old wing and knew the night sounds and the dark as well as she knew her own handwriting.

The new room was different. It faced the other direction, and its window looked out over the interior of the property rather than the street: the lower-ground garden below, the forecourt, the main gate at the far end. The mango tree was visible from this angle, its trunk close to the gate, its canopy spreading upward so that the uppermost branches were level with her floor, with her window, with her face when she lay on her side in
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