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I

To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve. 
To thee do we send up our sighs …

‘Salve Regina’, Catholic prayer




Chapter I

The antique store owned by Antonio Elizalde, and inherited, like his name, from his father, stood on Calle Del Beso, close to the intersection of Avenida San Luis, in the Mexican town of Santa Ana Tlachiahualpa. The store didn’t look promising from the outside, its windows dusty, its frontage dilapidated, and its displays of furniture, paintings, and craquelure plates seemingly untroubled for years by the interest of customers. Its opening hours, in common with its owner, were eccentric and unpredictable, despite Elizalde residing on the floor above. Those opening hours had once been posted on a handwritten piece of card jammed in the left-hand corner of the window, but years of sunlight had faded them to illegibility, if they had ever been anything more than aspirational to begin with.

Elizalde, in his late sixties, was a single man and likely to remain so. Cadaverously thin, his complexion yellow, and his dress sense favoring gray flannel pants, mutedly striped shirts, and shabby cardigans irrespective of the temperature or time of year, he attracted few admiring looks from even the most desperate of the town’s widows and spinsters. His universe appeared to be a small one, even by the standards of that place. It was bounded by his place of business, the Iglesia de Santa Maria, the Abarrotes Polo convenience store, and the Zitala restaurant and bar, in the latter of which he would smoke Marlboro cigarettes (until the ban on smoking in public places forced him, like so many others, to indulge his vice in secret, like a criminal) and drink no more than two palomas a night. Twice yearly, he left the town to embark on buying trips, vanishing without fanfare and returning similarly unannounced. He was once spotted at Mexico City International Airport by an elderly local woman returning from a trip to visit her grandchildren in El Norte, who was so shocked to encounter Elizalde outside his natural environment that she had to sit for a moment to recover herself. Elizalde had simply raised his hat to her and proceeded to his gate, passport in hand, quietly amused at the effect he had created.

Elizalde was not unsociable, but his sociability was almost as limited as his orbit, rarely extending beyond polite comments on the weather, football, or the failings of politicians, both national and local. Nobody resented Elizalde for his reserve because he was courteous and paid his bills on time, both qualities rarer in society than one might wish. He was understood to have money – he would otherwise have been a poor advertisement for his trade – but not so much as to make him a target for theft or extortion. His enterprise might have been more successful had he advertised his wares on the Internet or found premises closer to Mexico City, but on those occasions when he could be drawn on the matter, he declared the Internet to be too noisy – demasiado ruidoso, whatever that meant – and Mexico City to be louder still. And who could fault him for this? That he preferred to keep Santa Ana Tlachiahualpa as his base and let the norteamericanos, chinos, and europeos come to him if they wished to buy – because come to him they did, if not in any great numbers, and always by prior arrangement – was something to be celebrated, not condemned. 

Elizalde’s clients would often be accompanied by the local guides who had led them to his door, although some buyers arrived from Mexico City with their own drivers, security experts who made no effort to hide the guns they wore. The customers had nothing to fear from Elizalde, who was an honest, if costly, broker, but Mexico suffered from a surfeit of bad publicity, even if foreign visitors were at greater risk of being kidnapped in New Zealand or Canada than Nuevo Leon or Chiapas. As for being shot, well, that was a different matter, although the Bahamas were more dangerous than Baja when it came to stray gunfire, and nobody really wanted to see turistas hit by bullets. It attracted too much attention, and anyway, the cholos preferred to prey on their own people, pendejos that they were.

So moneyed men and women would enter Elizalde’s cool, dark store, where they would be offered bottled water, soda, a beer, even whisky or tequila if they preferred. Tea and coffee were also available, but most opted for something cooler after the journey. On rare occasions, Elizalde’s hospitality would be declined outright, not even an ahorita or a después de un poco más tiempo, por favor, a breach of etiquette that would, in the event of a sale, result in the customer receiving a smaller discount than might otherwise have been available. After such negotiations, assuming they were mutually satisfactory, Elizalde would buy a round of drinks at Zitala that evening, where his neighbors would toast his good health and fortune. 

Unspoken – by Elizalde and the community in general, even if the metiches inevitably whispered among themselves – was the precise nature of what he was selling, because offloading junk paintings and scuffed art deco furniture salvaged from the more distressed residences of Coyoacán would not be sufficient to support Elizalde’s modest existence, even allowing for the fact that he owned the building in which he lived and worked. Also, while his loyalty to the town was admirable, might his decision to remain there not also have been linked to its proximity to the ancient city of Teotihuacan? The great archaeological site covered about eight square miles, its massive pyramids, its Avenue of the Dead, and its history of human sacrifice attracting more than four million tourists a year, some of them eager to return home with more than photographs of ruins, or replica figurines of the Old God, the Fat God, and the Flayed God. 

True, some said that Mexico should not permit its treasures to be sold so easily (if not cheaply) by unscrupulous men. Others argued that the country had more than enough ancient pots and figurines already, most of them gathering dust in museum basements or university attics. What did it matter if a handful went to the United States, Europe, or the Far East? Señor Elizalde paid his taxes, contributed to the Church, and shared some of his bounty when a sale, legal or otherwise, was concluded. If one were to search even a handful of the houses in the locality, one might find similar items on shelves or by doors, discovered in the dirt by someone’s grandfather or uncle and kept for the family instead of being surrendered to the state. Let he who was without sin cast the first stone; if one was a thief, all might be thieves. 

So Elizalde went about his business undisturbed. He sold items of value not only from Mexico but also from Peru, Chile, Colombia, and Ecuador. They did not always come with paperwork, but their authenticity was unquestionable. Among collectors of a particular stripe, the name of Antonio Elizalde was a guarantee of quality and probity. His years in the trade had provided him with reliable contacts in shipping companies and ANAM, the Mexican National Customs Agency, but he could also arrange for purchases to be ferried across the border to the United States by car or truck, which avoided the kind of closer inspection that negotiating airports was wont to involve.

All might have continued as it was – regular sales of primarily small and easily transportable pieces, yielding an income designed to support a comfortable but unostentatious lifestyle – had those Marlboro cigarettes not caught up with Elizalde: first as a cough, then as chest pains, and finally, having ignored the early warning signs, as a tumor the size of a baby’s fist. Elizalde had never been seriously ill before, his family boasting a happy history of long lives followed by relatively quick deaths, and he had never seen any reason to invest in health insurance. That apart, he was also superstitious and regarded insuring his health, like writing a will, as a prelude to inevitable decline, an invitation to Death to take a seat at one’s table. Only when a brush with COVID had left him fighting for breath, convinced he was going to suffocate, and he found himself queuing with others at least as unwell at a local clinic, did he decide that some form of coverage might be wise, even if he kept it to the cheapest option. Now Elizalde was being forced to face the consequences of his parsimony. The quality of private healthcare in Mexico was excellent, and the hospitals in Mexico City, Guadalajara, and Monterrey were among the best, but the treatment he required was expensive, and even a lifetime of illicit dealing in Mesoamerican antiquities would not be sufficient to settle his bills while leaving him financially positioned to enjoy life afterward.

And so, immersion in various miracle waters having failed to heal him, Elizalde had instead involved himself in an act of theft and smuggling unprecedented in his history, one that had brought with it a payday large enough to cover the bulk of his treatment, albeit at considerable personal risk should his complicity become known. Then again, if he hadn’t agreed to take part, he would have been forced to take his chances with another bunch of crooks, namely his insurers. They had already made it clear that whatever they were prepared to offer would be enough to deal with perhaps only one of the fingers on that malignant fist, leaving the rest to be tackled by the public system. The choice, then, was between slow, painful treatment for cancer – which, with his natural tendency toward the pessimistic, Elizalde felt would lead only to a slow, agonizing demise – or the prospect of another decade or more of survival after the best medical treatment money could buy. The downside to the latter was the possibility of a differently agonizing death – slow by the standards of, say, a heart attack, but over with in the blink of an eye compared to cancer – should the victim of the crime connect Elizalde to its commission.

Elizalde took the second option, because only a fool would not, and all had proceeded without a hitch, because good things still sometimes happened to moderately good people. The payment was released upon safe receipt of the cargo in the United States, and Elizalde requested that the funds be forwarded directly to his oncologist, who knew better than to ask any questions about their source. Nevertheless, in case the Mexican tax authorities should take an interest, the money was funneled via a private non-profit foundation registered under Section 501(c) (3) of the Internal Revenue Code as a health charity, set up in 2022 through an online legal filing service and registered in Delaware, USA. On the advice of an anonymous client, Elizalde, poor and frightened, had written to the charity shortly after receiving his diagnosis, and in his possession was a copy of his original email, as well as the encouraging response he had received. God bless America. 

Thus, as the sun was setting, Antonio Elizalde walked back from what would be his final trip to Zitala for a while. The following day, he would take a plane to Monterrey, there to commence a course of therapy he had been warned would be unpleasant but was also likely to be successful. He had enjoyed a final paloma and bought a round of the bar’s best tequila for all present, who wished him good luck in the struggle to come. He had sold off – at knockdown prices, though still at a profit – whatever items of dubious provenance remained in his store, and arranged for a local family to take care of the building while he was away. In a brown paper bag from his favorite bakery, he was carrying three sweet breads, two of which he planned to eat for breakfast the next morning and the third on the plane, consuming a piece of sweet bread being a known remedy for fear.

In flagrant breach of both the law and his doctor’s advice, Elizalde was also smoking the remaining cigarettes in his final packet of Marlboros on the grounds that the damage had been done and a few more weren’t going to kill him. As though by divine provenance, he finished the cigarette just as he reached the Iglesia de Santa Maria. He entered the church and offered a prayer for himself. Later, at home, he planned to burn incense and make an offering to the Great Goddess of Teotihuacan, deity of the underworld, mother of creation, because one couldn’t be too careful, and the Great Goddess had probably been around for at least as long as Santa Maria.

Elizalde paused at the church door to button his coat before stepping outside. Ever since his diagnosis, he’d been feeling the cold more, which he ascribed to Death’s proximity. The town was silent; no children, no dogs, not even a bird pecking at the dirt. It was as though the rest of humanity had faded away, leaving Elizalde as the last man extant. He tried not to take it as a bad omen, a premonition of some future state of being in which he was reduced to a specter haunting the places he had known in life, invisible to others just as they were rendered unseen to him. A melody came to him, one beloved of his father, Antonio Aguilar singing ‘Nadie Es Eterno’:

Todo lo acaban los años

Dime, ¿qué te llevas tú?

Si con el tiempo no queda

Ni la tumba, ni la cruz.

Everything ends with the years

Tell me, what do you take with you?

If nothing remains after time

Not even a tomb, or a cross.

It was a song of suffering and loss, the kind, Elizalde reflected, that only a Mexican would find consoling. He decided to embrace the solitude and enjoy the emptiness of the streets as he made his way home. Upon reaching his store, he paused by the window and took in his reflection, almost relieved to find confirmation of his continued substantiality. A shape descended on his face, causing him instinctively to try to brush it away until he realized it was a spider spinning a thread on the other side of the glass, rappeling across Elizalde’s likeness. He watched it reach the bottom of the case, where it landed on a bayonet that had been used at the Battle of San Jacinto in 1836; there the arachnid joined more of its kin. To his disgust, Elizalde noticed that the window was crawling with small black spiders. He could only assume that an unnoticed egg sac had recently burst, freeing the young, even if these were unexpectedly large for newborns. If only he’d spotted the sac in time, he could have sprayed it with bleach and water and killed the babies before they could hatch. Now he’d have to turn on all the lights, take a vacuum cleaner, and try to suck up as many of the little cabrónes as possible before they overran the showroom. 

(But had he looked closer, Elizalde might also have spotted other insects alongside the arachnids: beetles, centipedes, woodlice, earwigs, and more. And while some were preyed upon by the spiders, most were ignored because the spiders, like the rest, were too busy trying to escape …)

Elizalde hurried to the front door, unlocked it, and stepped into the dark, where he felt small bodies crunch beneath the soles of his feet. He hit the light switch and saw that the floor was alive with spiders: house spiders, thankfully, and not widows, recluses, or hobos, which would have been a very different matter, requiring him to exchange his last night at home for the safety of a hotel room until the exterminators could take care of the infestation. Nevertheless, the spiders were revolting in such numbers and might require him to spend the night at a hotel anyway: he wasn’t convinced that his vacuum cleaner would be capable of dealing with all of them, and he couldn’t start throwing around buckets of watery bleach without damaging his floorboards, his walls, and – not least – his stock. However difficult to shift some of his remaining inventory might be, it would be harder still to offload if stained with streaks of white. But where had the damned spiders come from? Indeed, where had the other bugs come from, because now he observed them too, even as they scuttled by him to vanish into the night through the open door. Could it be a fire? Yet he smelled no smoke.

Elizalde heard movement from the store, accessed from the main hallway via a doorway to his left. The door opened into his office, which was little more than a nook in a corner filled with dusty paperwork. If there was an intruder, they’d gained access through the rear of the building, since the front door had been locked and undamaged, and the alarm had not been activated. Elizalde could see the glow of the lamp in his office, which remained lit day and night. Natural illumination did not extend far into the showroom, and his shins were already scarred enough from miscalculating the distances between objects without adding further darkness to the equation. His neighbor, Señora Cárdeñas, or one of her sons might have dropped by to check on him. If so, what were they doing stumbling around among the antiques unless they, too, were trying to discover the reason for the swarm?

Curiously, while the spiders were climbing the walls and crawling over the floor, they showed no interest in Elizalde and were leaving a clear area around his shoes, such that his clothing might have been treated with repellent. As he progressed toward the inner door, they continued to avoid him, perhaps having learned from the fate of their brothers and sisters crushed upon his return. Elizalde slipped his mini revolver from his jacket pocket. He’d had the gun for years and rarely went anywhere without it, as an aging merchant operating out of a small town might offer a tempting target for some pinche narco with a habit to feed. The NAA weighed only eight ounces, but it held five .22 rounds that would leave holes not easily filled. 

Elizalde didn’t announce himself before entering, since that was an excellent way to get killed. The door was slightly ajar, and the hinges were well oiled, so he made no sound as he opened it wider. The office nook beyond was empty – unless one counted the spiders and insects. The glow from the lamp, combined with the moonlight filtering through the muddle of stock in the window, served to render regions of the store semi-visible while leaving others in shadow. The lamp was angled away from the door, and Elizalde stayed behind it to avoid making himself too much of a target. However, he could pick up no trace of an intruder and heard no further movement.

His attention was distracted by an object on the floor, gilded by the lamplight. It was a figurine: the representation of the Great Goddess to whom he had intended to make an offering before going to bed. He kept it on a shelf in his office, hidden by files, pens, and stationery because he didn’t want prospective customers with the proper knowledge to espy it and begin making offers. The Great Goddess had been handed down from his great-grandfather, who found it at Teotihuacan long before the city became a UNESCO site. The beautifully preserved statue, which had been wrapped in cloth and placed in a stony hollow, more correctly belonged in a museum. But Elizalde, like his forebears, took the view that its heritage was as much familial as national, and as long as it was looked after and did not leave the country, he was doing his duty toward it. It could even be argued that the statue was performing its designated function as a household deity to be respected and worshipped, not trapped behind glass to be gawped at for a few seconds by the ignorant before quickly being forgotten. The Great Goddess wore a feathered headdress and her face was masked. From her nosepiece hung three fangs, while she held seeds in one hand and a pitcher of water in the other. Traces of red and yellow pigment were still visible on her. 

And all around the Great Goddess spiders scuttled, these ones larger than the rest, but they gave her a wide berth. Now Elizalde began to understand, even if it was an understanding born of a recognition of the numinous. The Great Goddess was frequently depicted in the company of night creatures – jaguars or owls, but oftentimes spiders, because they, like her, preferred the dark. Was it a sign, an augury on the eve of the commencement of his treatment? If so, did it mean he was blessed or cursed? And how had the statue come to be on the floor? It might have transported itself – if it could summon spiders, who could say what else it was capable of? – but Elizalde was more inclined to believe that someone had placed it there. This was confirmed when a throat was cleared and a man’s voice spoke from the shadows.

‘That’s quite the show with those spiders,’ he said. ‘She’s calling them for protection, the ones that haven’t tried to get away out of fear. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t witnessed it for myself.’

The accent was Anglo-American, but Elizalde couldn’t place it precisely. He’d dealt with gringos from across the United States and Canada, and this man sounded like all of them rolled into one; not neutral, but an assemblage of cadences, as of one who had traveled much, absorbing into his speech elements of what he heard along the way. Elizalde squinted into the ordered clutter of the store and thought he could pick out a shape seated on one of a pair of early twentieth-century hacienda armchairs in cocobolo wood, their glossy finish apparent even in the dimness. It struck him that the man was small for an adult, more like a duende or an imp. 

‘What are you doing here?’ Elizalde asked, adding: ‘I have a gun.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you do,’ came the reply. ‘You’d be unwise not to, what with all the valuables that pass through your hands. I don’t see much sign of them here, though. I’m no expert, but a lot of this looks like junk to me, and junk won’t keep a man in gravy. By the way, you can tilt that lamp some in my direction if it makes you feel better. I’d appreciate your keeping it more down than up, though. I don’t care to be blinded.’

Elizalde moved the light, but he stayed to one side of the lamp and made sure that the frame of the office nook offered him cover. The beam revealed a slight man, possibly no more than five feet in height, wearing a red-and-white-spotted shirt with its top button undone and a blue tie at half-mast. His navy trousers were held in place by suspenders, and he wore red-and-white two-tone shoes. He looked, to Elizalde, like a character who had strayed from a norteamericano Fourth of July parade and never found his way back again. His hands were folded in his lap, and Elizalde saw no gun within his reach. Relaxing slightly, Elizalde stepped from the nook. The man smiled encouragingly.

‘That’s it, I won’t bite. I can’t swear to these little critters on the floor, but they’ve behaved themselves so far.’

‘They’re house spiders,’ said Elizalde. ‘If they bit you, you’d barely notice.’

‘I might, if all of them took a nibble at the same time, but I’ll accept your word on them as individuals. And in answer to your question – and those to come, like who I am – let’s begin with the first two, the what and the who, which may be the easiest to answer. I’m here, naturally enough, to speak with you, Mr Elizalde. Forgive me for not addressing you as “Señor”, but I don’t speak Spanish very well and wouldn’t want to set up any false expectations in that regard. But from my inquiries, I guessed that you’d have good English, considering the business you’ve conducted with speakers of that tongue over the years.

‘As for who I am, my name is Seeley, and I’m a fixer. I help solve problems.’ He crossed his legs and leaned back. ‘I have to say, this is one comfortable armchair. It’s nice and low but not too deep. I’ve been known to struggle with chairs because of my stature – beds and tables also. I always thought Goldilocks erred on the smaller side, which may be why I like that story so much. The world takes the path of least resistance, or so I find. To those of us who deviate from the average, it’s unforgiving.’

Seeley caught the look of bewilderment on Elizalde’s face.

‘There I go again,’ said Seeley. ‘I’ve been advised that I have a predilection for garrulity. I used to think it made people relax, but I appreciate that’s not always the case. Call my loquaciousness a trick of the trade. I come out of sales, and the only quiet salesman is a dead one.’

Elizalde was happy he had a gun. The more he heard from Seeley, the more convinced he became that the man meant him ill.

‘And what are you trying to sell here, Mr Seeley?’

Seeley smiled sadly.

‘Why, Mr Elizalde, I’m trying to sell you an easy death.’




Chapter II

To the north now: cold, and bitter to boot because of the wind, but with an end to winter in sight at last. A thaw promised in the week ahead, and spring to advance gingerly in its wake, sidestepping puddles of foul water, all dark and oily, and mounds of compacted snow and ice, more black than white, that might linger until April, like the vestiges of some defeated army skulking in the aftermath of capitulation. 

But that was to come. For the present, the dying season was making its final stand: a fresh freeze, with black ice on the minor roads, thin skeins of it on the water where the Nonesuch skirted the banks, and a mist obscuring the Scarborough marshes, as of the smoke of musket and cannon after a fusillade. Such stillness, broken only by a car driving along Black Point Road, its driver taking the curves carefully, the beams of the headlights lent solidity by the vapor, so that it would not have been so surprising had they shattered upon encountering some obstacle in their path. Two figures in the car, were anyone present to observe: a man and woman, the latter driving, the former snoring. They were both middle-aged and long married, for better or – periodically (whisper it) – worse. Music was playing, and the car was cooler than was comfortable; the woman was afraid of joining the man in sleep, and the nip kept her alert. They were almost home, though, and she drove by instinct, as though the car were not powered by an engine but pulled by horses familiar with the route, the scent of the stable in their nostrils.

‘Jesus!’ 

The woman slammed hard on the brakes. Had her companion not been wearing his seat belt, he might already have been bleeding.

‘What is it?’

Now he was wide awake, and about time too, in her opinion. He’d slept since Kittery, aided by three beers, a pizza, and exposure to the conversation of friends who’d interested her more than him.

‘A child,’ she said, ‘a little girl. She ran across the road in front of me.’

The woman opened the car door and stepped into the night.

‘What are you doing?’ her husband asked. ‘It’s freezing out there.’

‘I’m telling you, I saw a child.’

Reluctantly, he exited the car and watched as his wife crossed the road and peered into the gloom. 

‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Honey, are you okay?’

But there was no reply and no movement.

‘I don’t want to say you imagined it—’ her husband began.

‘Then don’t.’

He closed his mouth, keeping any swearing to himself. Black Point Road was empty, with no other cars visible. Houses stood some way ahead and behind, but here it was marsh on both sides. He joined her as she moved onto the grass, and was alert enough to spot the depression she failed to notice, so fixed was her gaze on the landscape beyond, or what little of it could be discerned in the fog.

‘Careful!’

He grabbed her by the arm just as she began to slip, and the two of them nearly ended up on the ground. She stepped back onto the road. Behind them, the car beeped a warning about the open door on the driver’s side. If another vehicle did come along, it might well take off the door as it passed, and he’d be the one nominated to explain the damage to the insurance company. He recrossed and pushed the door mostly closed, but didn’t let it click. He’d once managed to lock a rental car with the motor running and the keys still inside – don’t ask – and his wife had never let him forget it, just as she’d never let him forget the time he went swimming with the keys of another rental car tied to the string on his swim shorts, which hadn’t ended well either. Add to that the occasion on which he’d lost the key of their own car while walking the dog, and you had an explanation for why the key was now kept on a lanyard, which he was under orders to wear around his neck if it wasn’t actually in the ignition.

When he looked back, she was using the flashlight on her cell phone to search the marsh, but she might as well have struck a match for all the good it was doing in the fog. 

‘Hello?’ she said again, but he could hear from her tone that she was beginning to doubt herself. He was sure, or pretty sure, that she’d briefly nodded off – one of those microsleeps drivers were constantly being warned about – and the child was part of a dream. He went for pretty sure because, well, there were stories, incidents, call them what you will, about the area between Route 1 and Prouts Neck, many of them involving a child, or a child and her mother: glimpses, flashes, but no more. He generally ascribed them to Mainers wanting to put the frighteners on flatlanders like him and his wife. They and their three kids had been living in Scarborough for nine years, ever since the bank had offered her a promotion if she moved to Maine from Boston. They’d done their best to involve themselves in the life of the community, but rarely did a week go by without some old fart reminding them of their roots elsewhere or asking them how they were ‘settling in’, when their eldest daughter had already made it through middle and high school and was now studying at Bowdoin. Those coots could take a running jump with their stories as far as he was concerned, but there were others, men whom he trusted not to bullshit him, who’d mentioned catching sight of figures on Ferry Beach or Western Beach when the night was clear. A woman and a child, seen and then gone.

His wife stared at him, and he knew from experience, born of twenty-two years of marriage, that she was thinking the same thing. 

‘Let her go,’ he said softly.

She killed the flashlight on her phone and put it away. Her husband thought she might be close to tears, so he hugged her. 

‘I wonder who she is,’ she said. ‘I wonder why she stays here.’

‘I guess she must have her reasons.’

‘I guess she must.’

They got back in the car and went on with their journey. Neither glanced at the driveway they passed on the left, or the silhouette of the house barely visible at its end, a single lamp burning in one of its windows, and only when they were safely departed did the ghost of a child continued walking in the direction of the light. 




Chapter III

In Santa Ana Tlachiahualpa, far from snow and marshes, Antonio Elizalde’s life, like all lives, moved inexorably toward its close. Had a clock been ticking off the seconds of his existence, he might have noticed the sudden acceleration of its cadence; without such a clock, he was conscious only of a sense of danger. He hadn’t let the gun drop, keeping it at waist height and directed at Seeley. Now he raised it higher, and the little man put up his hands in mock surrender.

‘Don’t shoot,’ said Seeley, his smile never wavering, broadening even, as though Elizalde’s threat was a welcome move in the game, an indication of his willingness to play. ‘Me good Indian.’

Seeley wiggled his fingers, then raised his elbows to let his hands drop down, like a marionette operated by secret strings, and shook his sleeves. 

‘I’m not armed, beyond what’s in here’ – Seeley tapped a forefinger to his left temple – ‘so don’t go testing out your popgun on me, not until you hear all I have to say. You don’t want to shoot an unarmed man. That brings with it all kinds of legal complications.’

‘An unarmed intruder,’ Elizalde corrected. ‘That brings fewer complications, especially down here.’

Seeley conceded the point with a dip of his chin and resumed his former posture, his hands once more clasped in his lap. 

‘I hear you’re ailing,’ he said. ‘Lung cancer, right? That’s a bad card to turn, but you can’t say you weren’t warned. I mean, I’ve seen the pictures on your Mexican cigarette packs, all those diseased lungs and women with one titty. I even saw a pack of Luckies with a dead baby lying on a bed of butts. That would surely make me think again – though you’re a Marlboro man, right? Bob Norris, that was the name of the guy who played the cowboy in those TV commercials. You know, he never smoked a cigarette in his life? Didn’t let his kids smoke either. Most of the rest of them Marlboro cowboys, they picked up cancers, or emphysema, but not old Bob. He just cashed the checks and tried not to think about Philip Morris’s name at the bottom. You got health insurance?’

‘Yes, I have insurance,’ said Elizalde.

‘You’re a wise man. You never know what’s going to come around the corner and hit you right in the kisser – or in your case, in the lower left lung. Typical carcinoid tumor, is what they tell me, which means it’s slow, and slow is good. Once they catch it early enough, a man might live to fight another day. Expensive business, though, getting rid of it. You got your wedge resection – that’s what’s on your slate for the week to come, according to the surgical notes – and then chemo or radiation, maybe both. If you don’t have good insurance, it all adds up, unless you’re lucky enough to win the public care lottery, and who wants to play those odds, right? 

‘Except your insurance isn’t so good, Mr Elizalde. Your insurance will barely get you in the hospital door. Fortunately, you also have a nest egg, thanks to all those treasures you’ve sourced for your customers down the years. They ask and you provide, given enough notice, so you’re not just relying on the local boys to strike it lucky on an illegal dig. In a way, you’re like one of those spiders there, building a web and sitting at its heart, but instead of hunting for delicacies you tap a thread and someone brings the spoils right to you: from a museum, a private collection, an official site. You know all the people that matter, and they know you. 

‘And because you’re very quiet and listen hard, you have an awareness of plunder that few others possess, information to be filed away for when the right client comes calling with the correct sum in mind. But you’re cautious into the bargain. You wouldn’t have survived so long, in life as in trade, if you weren’t. Only you stopped being careful because of the cancer. You gambled, because you had nothing to lose but a disease-riddled mess of days. In this matter, sir, you could say that I represent the house, and I’m here to give you the bad news: your gamble didn’t pay off, and now it’s a matter of how you choose to settle the debt.’

Elizalde didn’t bother with bluff or denial. The fact that Seeley was here made both redundant.

‘I could kill you,’ said Elizalde, ‘and worry about settling debts later. I have enough money to leave the country and seek treatment elsewhere.’

‘You could, you could,’ agreed Seeley. ‘Of course, apart from the unlikelihood of your being able to kill me – shooting a man is a lot harder than it looks in the movies – it also assumes that I came here alone. Which, being prudent, I didn’t.’

‘I see no one else,’ said Elizalde, ‘only you.’

‘That’s because you’re not looking in the right places.’

Seeley stood, or perhaps ‘uncoiled’ might have been more accurate, because there was a serpentine ease to the movement. Elizalde could see that, upright, the interloper was slightly taller than he’d previously thought, with handsome, intelligent features. He looked like someone a stranger might be inclined to trust: an asset for a salesman, even if you weren’t convinced you wanted what he was selling. Elizalde didn’t wish to die, making him a reluctant mark unless Seeley had something better to offer than a death, easy or otherwise. But the man’s patter was almost hypnotic. It demanded that one hear him out, one reasonable human being to another, and neither party could leave until he’d finished his pitch.

Seeley gestured to the statue of the Great Goddess of Teotihuacan.

‘Do you think the gods talk to one another?’ he asked. ‘Do they love, hate, fear, and mourn like we do? Me, I was raised Presbyterian, so one deity was enough, even if He had to be divided into three to spread Himself around better. The church doesn’t see me much now, not even at Christmas. I was a doubter from youth, and that hardened into atheism in adulthood. I figured we were all alone on this rock, with nothing above but sky and only damp earth below.

‘But since I was required to venture into your fine country, I must admit that Hamlet had a point and my philosophy may have been inadequate. At first, I thought it might be exposure to excessive sunlight, because I do like my shade and AC. Soon, though, I came to an understanding – a new philosophy, if you will. I’ve decided that gods may be just another kind of creature. I don’t think they have a form, or none beyond the ones we give them, which we create from what’s familiar to us, whether frightening or consoling. Some gods endure and some don’t. A few don’t even want to make themselves known to us, so we don’t get a perception of them, not ever. Others, they drift in and out of belief and can slumber like spiders, waiting to be jerked into life by being remembered again. Your goddess here, she’s pretty much all spider, which is why she’s surrounded herself with them. She summoned them out of fear.’

Elizalde glanced down at the totem of the Great Goddess. Now that Seeley had drawn his attention to it, he could see that the spiders had formed a mass around her, like a wall of bodies set against an approaching enemy. 

‘Fear,’ repeated Elizalde. ‘Of what? Of you?’

‘Of the one I came here with. To be honest, Mr Elizalde, I generally prefer to work alone, but the difficulty is that I’m not by nature a violent man. I don’t like inflicting pain, never have, although I’ll do it if I have to; if it’s them or me, so to speak. Like I told you at the start, I’m primarily a fixer, a negotiator, with a Rolodex for a brain and a talent for squirreling out connections that others have missed. I like to leave behind as little mess as possible – blood, bodies, widows, orphans – because mess attracts attention.’

Seeley sighed theatrically.

‘But unfortunately,’ he resumed, ‘it seems to me that this job is going to involve a great deal of suffering and no small amount of killing. It’s more than I can handle alone, reluctantly or otherwise. In fact, it’s already begun, and you’re next in line.’

Something struck Elizalde on the back of the head. His vision blurred and the office nook grew muddied around him. He crashed against his desk before dropping to his knees, the dimensions of his beloved store altering, its walls drifting away, its ceiling descending, so that he experienced simultaneous surges of agoraphobia and claustrophobia. It all happened in just a few seconds, from the striking of the blow to the pain of his knees hitting the floor, though Elizalde felt that he might have been falling for a long time – for all his life – and the landing, when it came, would be final. He kept his head still while he waited for the feeling of dislocation to pass. When he peered up, Seeley stood closer, and someone else was moving behind Elizalde.

‘I’d stay down there if I were you,’ said Seeley, as the other finally came into view. ‘After all, that’s how a man ought to greet a lady.’




Chapter IV

With the smell of salt in the air and the road through the marshes empty once more, the ghost of the girl stood before the house. She was present yet unsubstantial; the mist surrounding her had more solidity than she. The lamp in the window flickered beneath her gaze. It always shone in the night, even when her father was away from the house, because he kept it on a dark-activated timer. It burned, she knew, for her, so that she might know she was not forgotten.

However, she was aware that perhaps he thought of her less often now than in the past, and not only because she had been dead so long; more than two decades, even as it felt like less to her, time passing differently in the place where she waited, if it really passed at all. Sometimes, it seemed as though only days had elapsed since she arrived at the lakeshore, there to sit on a promontory between worlds, watching as the dead immersed themselves in the water, wading deeper and deeper before being lost to the great sea. At first, she tried to keep count of them, but they were too many and too similar; different, yet all the same. Some noticed her, but only momentarily, curiosity being for the living, the dead having no use for it.

She had learned not to wander beyond the environs of the water. Hills bordered it, and forests, but these were not uninhabited. They were largely the abode of the irretrievably lost: the angry, the insane, or those who, because of their pain, were unable or unwilling to surrender themselves to what lay beyond. A few, she thought, were somewhat like her – watching, waiting – but unlike her, they did not move between worlds. She believed they might be content to let her do it for them, so she became their agent, their intelligencer. Now and again, she caught some of them regarding her from the shadows, even if they did not approach. Those ones were always children. She felt they were frightened of her, even as they also desired what she desired: revenge. 

And she would think to herself: You have no reason to fear me. That’s for another. 

She entered the house, occupying its spaces, her fingers passing over chairs, books, scattered possessions, without disturbing even a single speck of dust. She paused by a photograph of herself with her father and mother, when all three of them were unruined. Mother and child had died together, leaving the father behind. The girl no longer knew where her mother was. She had hidden herself away: a disunited being, unpredictable, so that even her daughter was wary of her. But she had been beautiful once, as the picture showed. The girl could remember being held by her, read to, loved. No more. All gone.

On a shelf nearby stood another series of photographs, these of her father with his other daughter: Sam, the dead girl’s half sister. In only one were they joined by Sam’s mother, Rachel. There were, the girl noted with something like amusement, more pictures of the dog, Walter, who had left this house with Rachel and Sam to go and live with Rachel’s parents in Vermont. Walter was now gone from the world. Sam had been aware that he was dying, but she was unable to prepare herself because she had not yet been exposed to mortality on an intimate, personal level. She still had her parents and grandparents and had not lost any friends to death. She had been fortunate, but that luck lasted for no one. The blow, when it came, would hit hard. That was the first lesson death taught. The second was that so many of the losses to follow would hit even harder.

The dog had been with Sam since early childhood, and she was a teenager now, if not for much longer. When the dog was finally put to sleep, her childhood was laid to rest alongside him, and the bond between the girl and Sam had frayed still further. They had been close when they were younger, the dead girl shadowing the living, whispering to her, sharing some (though not all) of what she knew. But as Sam entered adolescence, the girl could not connect with her as before. The girl was both trapped in childhood and strangely ageless, but Sam was neither. Part of their growing estrangement, the girl understood, was a consequence of that awareness of difference, but she felt it more acutely than Sam because the latter was progressing toward an adulthood that had been denied the former. Sometimes, the girl struggled to contain her envy at the experiences Sam had already enjoyed and those yet to come, and her rage at the unfairness of it all. 

She had watched from the dark as Sam received her first kiss from a boy; had stood amid daffodils as Sam’s grandfather taught her how to fish for bass; and had crouched by the bathtub as Sam realized she was having her first period, its coming already prepared for by her practical mother but its arrival nonetheless greeted with a combination of embarrassment, discomfort, and pride. After every such event, the dead girl had retreated to her sentinel post by the water, where briefly she contemplated joining the ranks of the dead and embracing unknowing. It had taken all her resolve to wait for the urge to pass, aided by the glimpses of herself that she caught in mirrors and glass when she traveled to the other side: a bloody, ravaged creature, eyeless but not blind. The damage reminded her of her purpose and made her patient once more.

From above came the sound of bedsprings protesting, and the coughing of a woman: Sharon Macy, who was sharing her father’s bed that night, as she did once or twice each week. The girl had seen them becoming ever closer, ever more intimate. They shared secrets, whispering them to each other when the world was quiet; softly, body to body, though the girl could hear, when she chose to listen. Her father even spoke of her to the woman, which concerned her. It was unwise. But as with Sam and her progress toward womanhood, the girl was conscious of other emotions beyond fear of the harm that might result from her father’s sharing of confidences with his lover: jealousy, a sense of betrayal – and sadness. 

He no longer thinks of me as often. His pain is less intense.

The girl had never felt more alone.




Chapter V

The last of the spiders had returned to their webs, the insects to the gloom, and the statue of the Great Goddess lay in pieces on the floor of Antonio Elizalde’s store. Elizalde, too, was no more. His pain was over, his spirit departed. He had suffered at the end, but not as much, Seeley reflected, as he would have had cancer and the medical profession enjoyed their way with him. There was less blood than Seeley had anticipated, though he had decided to step away at the climax. By then, Elizalde had given up all he knew. What came after was pure punishment.

Seeley’s eye was drawn to the pack of Marlboros. He hadn’t smoked in years, but if he was ever going to start again, this would be the time. To avoid temptation, he crushed the pack in his gloved hand and disposed of it in the trash. It was time to leave, but first Seeley went through the shelves of rare books and manuscripts in Elizalde’s office in case they contained anything worth rescuing. To his pleasure, if not entirely his surprise – Elizalde’s taste, unlike his judgment, had never been in doubt – Seeley discovered a volume of posthumously published poems by the seventeenth-century Mexican poet and nun Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, part of an edition of her complete works printed in Madrid in 1700, just five years after her death from plague. The original vellum binding was in desperately poor condition and the leather ties were missing, but Seeley could work with what remained. He even had a buyer in mind. Elizalde might have approved, had he still been in a position to do so. Seeley swaddled the volume in paper, followed by a couple of layers of bubble wrap. He then found a suitable box, laid the book inside, and sealed the folds with tape. 

Seeley made a final check of his surroundings to determine that nothing obviously incriminating had been left behind. There was little he could do about stray skin and hair, but he wished the Mexican authorities luck with their investigation – should there ever be one, which he very much doubted. Seeley had already made a call about Elizalde’s body, and his employer would ensure that it was gone within the hour. As for the police, their attention would be drawn to the fact that Elizalde was a sick man, facing an agonizing struggle with illness. It may have been that his courage failed him and he had taken himself off to die. In the unlikely event that they persisted with their inquiries, pressure would be applied. Seeley’s employer would not want anything to impede progress and had a way of encouraging obedience. But should Seeley encounter further resistance, other measures were available. 

Briefly, Seeley regarded what was left of Elizalde, and the fragments of the Great Goddess, her subordinate position in the pantheon of deities now confirmed. Seeley reflected on the money he was being paid and decided it wasn’t enough to compensate a man for having his beliefs about life and the universe upended so spectacularly. Regrettably, it was too late to back out now, not unless he wanted to end up like Antonio Elizalde. Still, he was forced to admit to a particular curiosity about what was to come. 

‘Vámonos.’ 

Seeley couldn’t help but shiver. If dust could have spoken, it would have sounded thus. He hoped the current situation might be resolved quickly, leading his employer’s agent to return to wherever she’d come from. He also hoped he’d come out of it with his life, because he really didn’t want to die. Before he had taken this job, he had feared only the pain of death; now he was concerned about what might come after. He conceded the possibility that his employer might be so in name only, and he was in fact working for another, this other.

Which, Seeley decided, would be very unfortunate indeed.




II

And her being dead 
was filling her like fullness. 
For like a fruit all of sweetness and dark, 
She too was full of her immense death.

Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘Orpheus, Eurydice, Hermes’




III

But the day of the absolute is over, 
and we’re in for the strange gods once more.

D. H. Lawrence, Kangaroo




IV

What lonely death am I to die/In this cold region?

John Keats, Endymion




V

The modern artist must live by craft and violence … 
Those artists, so called, whose work does not show this strife, are uninteresting.

Ezra Pound, ‘The New Sculpture’




VI

Consider, brethren, what a wonderful honour this is. We men are cared for by angels … we who are so full of the miseries of the flesh that we cannot bear at times to be in each other’s presence are watched without ceasing by these glorious beings.

Gerard Manley Hopkins, 
‘On Divine Providence and the Guardian Angels’
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