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The world had been sad for three days. The sky wept steadily, softly, the water drip, drip, dripping from limbs and leaves of trees and eaves of houses, trickling into rivulets and streams that whispered their way east, to the ocean. There was only the overcast and mist and rain, but no thunder. Only the gentle pattering of drops that seemed almost to hush each other as they washed houses and fences and gardens and roads and paths. Only the cool, mute darkness. The normally flashy lightning dared not rend the sky with so much as a single appearance, and in those few rare moments when a break appeared in the clouds, the stars dimmed themselves rather than risk interrupting the young widow’s mourning.

Maria Elena leaned over the dining room table, which took up one whole end of the roomy kitchen, and gently stroked her husband’s black, wavy hair. “Ramón... mi Ramón,” she whispered, her voice barely disturbing the air. “Tu eres mi corazón. You are my heart.” As she had the past two nights, she dipped a soft linen cloth in a pan of hot water, squeezed it with one hand, then washed gently over his forehead. A matched pair of tears slipped from her cheeks and fell next to his nose. She creased the cloth to bring a fresh fold to bear, then smoothed his eyebrows from the center out, but was careful not to allow the linen to touch the tears, which had settled into the corners of his eyes and were no doubt seeping between his eyelids. “Te amo, Ramón... mi corazón.” 

She carefully creased the cloth again and washed each temple, brushing his hair over his ear on either side. As another tear slipped from her cheek to his, she dipped the cloth in the water again, squeezed it, then gently washed his cheeks, creased the cloth and washed both jaws, his neck and throat and chin. Finally she dropped the linen cloth into the bowl and sighed. “Le perderé para siempre, mi amor. I will miss you for a very long time.” She stood, picked up the bowl of tepid water and looked upon her husband, who seemed to have faded a great deal since yesterday, then shook her head and moved toward the kitchen. How I wish he could simply awaken! Among the many legends in her village, she had heard rumors of the dead awakening when the heavens openly wept for them, especially when lightning shows respect by its absence and even the stars avert their faces. She had heard of them living again when the tears of a loved one settled into the spirit path of their eyes. No... Ramón is gone. She dabbed lightly at her own eyes. At least I’ve had a chance to say goodbye. 

A knock sounded lightly on the door, and Maria Elena set the bowl, cloth and all, on the kitchen counter alongside the sink and went to answer it.

Her mother, Federica, and her mother’s sister, Juana, peered at her from beneath Federica’s umbrella, their faces on an eerie cusp between the shadows of the night and the flickering glow emanating from the fireplace. Pushing Juana ahead of her, Federica closed her umbrella, then entered and enveloped her daughter in a warm but restrictive hug. Rainwater from the umbrella dripped on the saltillo tiles, discoloring the mortar between them. “We have been so worried about you, Maria! Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Mama.” Maria Elena shrugged away from her mother’s arms and hugged Juana lightly to get it over with.

Juana’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure you are okay, Mija? Not a word in three days!” 

Her mother sighed and shook her head. “Nothing is going so well these days, eh?”

“Nothing has gone well for a very long time, Mama. But it’s—”

Her mother brushed past her, followed closely by Juana. Federica removed her coat as she bustled into the kitchen. “Oh, how I’ve missed this kitchen!” She flopped her coat over the back of a chair and laid her umbrella on the table right between Ramón’s legs. “Is there coffee?”

Maria blanched, retrieved the umbrella and hung it on a peg on the wall. “Of course there is coffee, Mama.” She took a mug from the cabinet over the sink and turned to the stove. Just as she turned back with the coffee, Juana flopped her coat across the table, effectively covering Ramón’s lower abdomen. Maria Elena screeched as the hot coffee sloshed from the cup and scalded a rivulet across the back of her hand. An instant later the cup shattered on the floor, and in the next instant she’d covered the distance to the table. “I’m so sorry, Mama. I’ll get you another cup in a moment.” She grabbed Juana’s coat and flung it over the back of a chair, then returned to the stove, her legs gone weak and her voice having assumed a trembling quality. “Perhaps... we should take our coffee in the living room?” She poured a cup and turned to the women, then handed the mug to her mother. Regaining her composure a bit, she said, “Y Tia Juana, would you care for a cup?”  

The two women looked at her oddly for a long moment, as if an evil twin was peering at them from behind her ear, and the only sound was the cruel, popping, staccato laughter from the fireplace in the next room. Her mother set her cup on the table, nearer Ramón’s left ankle than his right, then reached to caress her daughter’s arm. “We just worry, Mija. It’s that time of year again.” Just as quickly she pulled her hands back to herself and bit her lip. Then, in a very quiet voice, she said, “He’s gone, Mija. You know he’s gone, yes?” 

Tears brimming in her eyes, Maria Elena nodded. “Si, Mama... and everything will be all right. What cannot be remedied—” 

Her mother caressed her arm. “Yes, yes. That is the truth of things.” 

Her Aunt Juana caressed the other. “Remember, todo es posible con Dios, Maria. With God, all things are possible.”

“Yes, yes... everything will be all right.” She retrieved her mother’s coat from the back of the chair, and the umbrella and Juana’s coat from the pegs. “For now, though... for tonight... I must complete my private mourning.”

Her mother took her coat and sighed. “Yes... of course you must decide for yourself what is proper and right.” She hugged Maria and looked closely at her daughter’s face. “We will see you soon, then?”

Maria wiped a tear from her cheek, the only one she’d allowed to escape in her mother’s presence in over five years. “I will see you soon.” She saw them to the front door, closed it gently behind them, then turned the latch and returned to the dining room table. She pulled out a chair, sat, and lay her head on her husband’s shoulder. “Ramón... mi Ramón... mi corazón. Regrese por favor. Please come back to me.” But she knew that wouldn’t happen.  As sobs wracked her body, she thought back to the evening she’d known the love of her life. 

* * *
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Long before her parents had begun encouraging her to find a man of her own, to marry and have children, she and Ramón had run down to the sea almost every day after their lessons. The son of a stone mason, Ramón took his lessons at his home very near the center of the village and from his next door neighbor, a priest who was teaching him to write in two languages. Maria Elena took her lessons, primarily in sewing and cooking and the tending of a home, in her parents’ house, which was situated just above the beach as necessitated by her father’s station as a somewhat successful fisherman, sometimes. 

Because of the location of their houses in relation to the sea, most often Ramón would come get her, though it seldom seemed like that. A very physical boy, he would run from his house all the way to the beach, the better part of three kilometers, but as he approached her little stone and mud house, he would slow his pace. It was their secret, their way of him picking her up without making a fuss of the whole thing and including parents and friends and other outsiders. He knew he belonged with her, and she knew she belonged with him, and what anyone else knew or did not know was of no consequence. 

Over all those years, from the time he was six and she was five until he was fifteen and she was fourteen, most days found her waiting for him in the front yard, perched on the stone fence “like a little bird,” her father said and then waved as he headed off to the cantina to relax from his arduous day and her mother, inside, fingered her rosary, nimbly moving from one bead to the next, and mumbled quietly in the dark corner near the fireplace. And from the time Ramón came over the hill from town and veered east-northeast past her house, he seemed almost suspended in time. Seeing such a beautiful physical specimen slowed to such a degree, his bronzed arms and legs pumping in slow motion, muscles tensed but seeming almost to hang in midair, always invoked a kind of sadness in her, as if it were a great, raw omen. Then a grin would spread across her face and she would launch herself from her perch and catch up with him, at which time they both whisked away, laughing, covering the final 200 meters at full speed. Secretly, she had ardently suspected they covered that remaining distance at very near light speed. They swam and laughed and explored and built sand castles and could not imagine that anything sinister would ever enter their lives.  

* * *
[image: ]


Maria awoke, looked at her beautiful Ramón. He was growing more pale, as if fading. She caressed his hair. “Do you remember, Ramón, when Francisco called me Cara Pequeña de Puerco? Little Pig Face?” She smiled. “You defended my honor well, my love. It was the first time you declared by your actions that I belonged to you and no other. I think I will never forget the look on Francisco’s face when he stepped back and apologized.”

* * *
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Francisco was an apprentice stone mason in training with Ramón’s father. As Ramón was sweeping up the leavings of the day, Francisco grinned mischievously. “You spend much time with Maria Elena de Cordoba. Perhaps someday you will marry her and no longer have to perform woman’s work.”

Bent to the task at hand, Ramón didn’t realize the comment was intended as an insult. He shrugged. “I spend much time with many people. Maria is my friend. I work for my father. I do the tasks assigned to all apprentices... the same tasks you performed until a year or so ago. There is no woman’s work or man’s work. There is only work.” He looked up.

Francisco sneered. “Still, it would be better to have Cara Pequeña de Puerco doing the sweeping and the sewing and cooking... and perhaps other things, eh?”

Ramón dropped the broom and balled up his fists. “What did you say?”   

Ramón’s father came in. “I heard what was said. You both come with me.”

The boys followed him out the door and down the street to the village rectory, where he paused and knocked on the door.

The priest, Father Pablo, opened the door and listened as Ramón’s father conveyed
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