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Praise for Mothers

“Propulsive . . . [A]n insightful and sprawling book, clever enough to turn its formal contradictions into a strength. Heather Cleary’s translation from the Spanish has the wit and charm of the riginal . . . In a story that is conscious of its own telling, Cleary seizes the opportunity to add yet another metafictional layer, to great effect.”

—Bruna Dantas Lobato, The New York Times Book Review

“Mothers is Lozano’s most propulsive novel, a thriller with a social consciousness that takes an unapologetically feminist look at the pleasures, pressures, and terrors of motherhood in a patriarchal society beholden to money and access.”

—Cory Oldweiler, Southwest Review of Books

“From the get-go, Mothers, deftly translated from the Spanish by Heather Cleary, puts the reader on alert.”

—Esther King, Words Without Borders

“Smashing.”

—Sophia Stewart, The Millions

“Smashing . . . Equal parts detective story, family drama, and social novel . . . Lozano crafts a darkly comic and deeply human narrative. It's an unforgettable portrait of maternal envy gone mad.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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perhaps it was left there one summer,

when the world was as white as a feast,

before I had learned that a dreamer

must dream like the trees, be a dreamer

of fruit to the last.

INGER CHRISTENSEN,

Alphabet, translated by Susanna Nied

Just as Jacob slept and Judith slept, Boaz lay there

Underneath a bed of leaves and gently closed his eyes.

For when the gate of heaven opened over his head

A dream went out and drifted downwards through the skies.

And in this dream Boaz saw an oak tree grow out of

The middle of his stomach and ascend into the blue.

A nation climbed upward like the links of a chain:

A king sung at the bottom and a God died above.

VICTOR HUGO,

“Boaz Asleep,” translated by Steven Monte

The sea

smiles from far off.

Teeth of foam,

lips of sky.

FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA,

“The Seawater Ballad,” translated by Scott Horton




PART ONE




We hear this is what happened:

1.

THE RAIN WOKE HER THAT NIGHT. GLORIA FELIPE, who could be stirred by the slightest noise, managed a few more hours of sleep. It was still dark the next time she awoke, and still raining over the vast, sleeping city, but it slowed to a drizzle and stopped entirely before daybreak. The January sun was no match for the wind blowing winter’s cold down the almost empty avenue outside her window. The bad feeling that stirred in her, like all bad things, had only one possible interpretation.

On the morning of January 22, 1946, Gloria Felipe left the house wearing a pale blue dress with a matching bolero jacket and a navy hat; she carried a white purse under one arm and with the other held the hand of her daughter, the only one of her five children still too young to attend school. Little Gloria Miranda Felipe had turned two just three weeks earlier and that morning had gone with her mother to drop her siblings off in a new white dress with yellow flowers embroidered on the chest, made especially for her by her grandmother Ana María as a birthday gift. Gloria Felipe thought the dress was too elegant for everyday wear, but the little girl had refused to leave the house in anything else and Consuelo had given in. They had just reached one of the iron gates to the building’s courtyard when they ran into Hortensia, a young girl new to the block who enjoyed playing with the neighbors’ children.

The Miranda Felipe family lived on the second floor of La Mascota, a French-style building on Avenida Bucareli in Colonia Juárez. Gustavo Miranda kept his moustache neatly trimmed and always wore a suit and a hat, like his colleagues at the national telephone company. Mrs. Gloria Felipe, who was in charge of the household, had worked for her mother, Ana María Felipe, at the beauty salon and in the atelier where her mother designed evening and wedding gowns; she even helped with the administration of a few of her mother’s properties. Which is to say that she worked, only without pay. The couple lived in a large apartment in La Mascota with their five children and Consuelo, the domestic worker—who back then would have been called a maid. Their firstborn, Gustavo, was twelve years old and had a large, heart-shaped birthmark on his right hand that he was teased about at the all-boys school he attended, and which he had poked a few times with a drawing compass in the hope of distorting its form; he was loyal to his brothers and liked to give them a hard time, though his siblings were the center of his world. To Ana María Felipe’s great chagrin, her first grandson was the one who most resembled the Spaniard whose name we will not speak, Gloria Felipe’s father. They sometimes called him Tavo, to differentiate him from his father. Luis, at eleven years old, was the skinniest of the five and liked to read, which was unusual in a house with so few books; he was the most introverted and enjoyed standing under an umbrella on rainy days. Jesús, who was nine, looked most like his father. As a matter of fact, the family had a pair of photographs that seemed like an image and its copy but were actually pictures of the father and son as young boys. Jesús even made the same facial expressions as his father and, in an attempt to gain still more of his approval, he dreamed of working for Teléfonos de México like him. Carlos was five and had just learned to read; trying to emulate his older brothers, he liked to play with his new words, even though he used many of them like he was blindfolded in a game of pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey. Gloria, the youngest, was the only person in the world identical to Ana María Felipe: she had honey-colored eyes, thick lashes and brows, beautiful features, and freckles scattered across her arms and back. Gustavo, who invented nicknames to annoy all his siblings, sometimes called her “chile-dusted jicama.” Gloria was just learning her first words; she put simple sentences together as if she were piling wooden blocks on top of one another, and the pile often came crashing down.

Consuelo had arrived with few belongings at the Miranda Felipe residence from Tlalpujahua de Rayón, Michoacán, at the age of twenty-four. She moved into the servant’s quarters in less than half an hour and began to work like day breaks and night falls. She had a daughter named Alicia, who was being looked after by her grandparents. Consuelo had arrived a few weeks before Luis was born and since then had prayed every night with the same rosary she’d had in her hands when Gustavo and Gloria came home with him in their arms. Her face spoke volumes; she couldn’t lie, and it never crossed her mind to do so. At thirty-five years old, she looked either twenty-five or forty-five, and that was the only ambiguity about her. She loved to sing rancheras and braided her long hair into a thick plait every day while it was still wet. No one ever saw her wavy locks at the end of the day, since she never let her hair down in front of anyone but Jesus Christ, who hung on the wall beside her bed and to whom she prayed every night. In her mind, he was a living presence in the room, and she felt comfortable with her hair loose in front of him, as if he were her husband, someone who knew her in her most private moments.

While we’re on the subject of introductions, I should probably present myself. I wouldn’t want you imagining me as some male omniscient narrator. I’m not a third-person know-it-all who controls the story, the voice of a white male saying this is like this and that is like that and these characters are going to say blah-blah or blah-blah-blah when I want them to because I’m in control of the vertical and the horizontal. Not at all. I’m not some abstract voice, either—I have a body. I’m a woman, and also a third-person narrator. This is my job. You’ll lose sight of me sometimes, but I’ll still be here. I’ll step aside and listen when someone else speaks, and when all this mischief is over, I’ll just say THE END instead of slopping more crema on the taco. Oh, and don’t think I’m some generic woman: I’m Mexican, which means my words dance the jarabe tapatío; don’t expect me to talk like a Miami anchorwoman. You’ve probably already noticed that I like to dip my spoon in the story, but you might not know that, like Consuelo, I also know my way around a ranchera. Now that all that’s out of the way, let’s get down to business.

Gloria Felipe opened the heavy iron gate to the building’s courtyard and leaned against it while her daughter said something to Hortensia, who asked Gloria if they could play. Little Gloria stretched her hands toward the older girl before her mother even gave permission. Seeing this, Gloria told Hortensia to stay in the courtyard, where she could keep an eye on them. They could play for a little while, but Gloria needed to go to the market soon and, she added unnecessarily, bring her mother some documents at the shop. As her daughter squealed and clapped at the sight of Hortensia taking a piece of chalk from one of the large pockets on her dress and drawing the first box for a game of hopscotch, Gloria Felipe thought she could use the time to do a few things before going out again. Though Hortensia seemed to enjoy herself during these games, too, her patience with younger children inspired confidence. Gloria thought she was the daughter of the doorman across Bucareli, a widower, but she had never asked.

Gloria Felipe was inside her home for sixteen minutes. She used the bathroom and checked what was left in the pantry, the refrigerator, and the kitchen baskets to make her shopping list. Consuelo was washing dishes. Gloria began to tidy a few things her children had left lying around but did not finish the task, thinking that she shouldn’t leave her daughter outside any longer, and besides it was time she got moving and maybe she ought to see her mother first, so she grabbed a small but heavy blue wool peacoat that Ana María had made for her only granddaughter, with its big golden anchor buttons and rounded collar flaps, and hurried down the stairs. She was certain her mother would approve of her granddaughter’s outfit.

When she opened the door to the courtyard, Gloria Felipe saw a little airplane drawn on the ground and two stones on different numbers of the hopscotch court. Fear swelled in her. She looked in every direction and the fear sharpened. A cry broke free and she shouted her daughter’s name, which was her own. She shouted her daughter’s name, her own name, as if by losing her daughter she had somehow lost herself. Thinking that perhaps the girls had gone to the shop a few blocks away, she set off in that direction, shouting her daughter’s name as she crossed the avenue. Despite her hope that she would find them there, Gloria Felipe had a bad feeling, which resembled the one that had unsettled her in the middle of the night or was the very same one. The widower doorman poked his head out like a mole from its burrow, and when Gloria Felipe asked him if her daughter was with his, as if pulling a line taut, he replied that he had only one daughter, who was grown and married now, and Gloria felt a bolt of lightning run through her body, announcing the storm to come, and like the thunder that follows lightning, she screamed her daughter’s name. But who was supposed to hear her? Her daughter didn’t seem to be listening; she didn’t even seem to be nearby. To whom was she shouting her own name? To herself, or to her daughter?

A man approached her, trying to help, but Gloria couldn’t speak and pushed him aside. He was wasting her time; in fact, everything that didn’t bring her closer to her daughter was wasting her time. But was she getting closer to her daughter? Was she getting closer, or was she moving farther away? How could she know if she was closer or farther? How could she know? Gloria crossed the avenue again, ignoring traffic, and someone swerved to avoid running her over. She managed to knock on the door of Josefina López, the building administrator who lived on the first floor and knew after taking one look at Gloria that something was terribly wrong.

“Hortensia took Gloria,” she managed to say. It was like trying to hold water in her hands.

Josefina told her that the girls had probably just gone off to buy sweets. Without answering, Gloria rushed up to the second floor, taking the steps two at a time, and opened the door to her apartment, moving as she had never done before: racked with doubt, with fear. She acted like someone who suddenly finds they’ve been cast as the protagonist of a tragedy, but she didn’t want to act, she didn’t know how, she had no interest in acting in a tragedy, much less in a tragedy that was her own life. And yet there she was, stepping onstage, opening the door to her home in desperation, not knowing what would happen in the next minute, moving like the tragic protagonist she now realized she was. This was her only certainty because it was about her daughter who had been taken; now it was clear that her sense of foreboding that morning had been right, that her bad feeling had been right and now it and her reality were like the sea’s fury and the wind pounding against each other, recognizing themselves in each other. The distance from the front door to the telephone had never seemed so vast as when she tried to cross it to call the police, because it would be better if they, if not only she and her husband and mother, were looking for her daughter. She wanted, she desperately needed, more characters on this stage.

My daughter was kidnapped, sir, said Gloria, struggling not to cry as she named what she had not wanted to name before that moment but named now because she needed to know that the person on the other end of the line understood, really understood, what had just happened. Captain Rubén Darío Hernández, head of Special Operations, better known around police headquarters as Two Poems, had just begun his shift and was enjoying his breakfast of an egg sandwich and sweetened atole, which he was drinking from a mug that he set on his desk when the phone rang.

“Where was your daughter kidnapped, ma’am?”

“She was taken from outside my home, on the corner of Bucareli and Cuauhtémoc in Colonia Juárez. She was right there, outside.”

“Did you see the person or persons who took her?”

“No, I left her playing with another little girl.”

“How old is your daughter, ma’am?” Captain Rubén Darío asked her serenely, setting his egg sandwich down beside his typewriter and cradling the receiver between his shoulder and his ear to take notes.

Gloria Felipe gave him her daughter’s date of birth and the exact time escaped her lips, too, as if that detail marked the girl cosmically as her daughter, and only hers, as if God could hear her speak with such precision, as if that were the key to bringing a daughter back to her mother, knowing the exact hour and minute when she came into this world before dawn two years and three weeks earlier, a detail only she knew because Gustavo, not wanting the boys to spend a night without him in the house, had not gone to the hospital with her, a fact she complained about and would continue to make passive-aggressive comments about whenever the opportunity arose. He had chosen to be with his four sons rather than with her, his wife, as she gave birth, yes, her fifth birth; he had left her there just before she split open and began to bleed, she had been the only one to feel that pain in her body, and as if one pain were being piled on top of another, Gloria sobbed as she answered the questions that followed. Captain Rubén Darío tried to calm her with clichés. He needed more information. He asked for the minor’s full name and asked Gloria to bring photographs of the girl down to headquarters in order to open a case file.

After hanging up with Gloria Felipe, Captain Rubén Darío Hernández of Special Operations wrote on his typewriter: “Mexico City, January 22, 1946. Report: kidnapping of Gloria Miranda Felipe, born December 30, 1943 (at 1:34am!!)”

Mrs. Gloria Felipe called her husband at the national telephone company and then called her mother, who was at the atelier, attending to a film and theater actress who required a dress for a party. Beatriz, Ana María’s assistant, was calling to her with one hand over the receiver when Josefina knocked on the door to tell Gloria that she had gone to the corner store and had asked around the building if anyone had seen the girl, and that Consuelo was out in the street looking, too. Gloria closed the door without saying a word and returned to the phone, where her mother waited on the other end of the line.

A wave of kidnappings had swept across the country. In 1946, Mexico City had a population of two million, and just four thousand police officers—as grossly underpaid then as they are today—who divided their labor in three shifts. Special Operations was the only state organ that worked kidnappings; Captain Rubén Darío Hernández had investigated several such cases, some of which had been solved while others remained open. Since the police were overrun, the Charitable Organization Against the Theft of Infants was formed in response to a group of parents searching for their children. It was, however, a new organization and had fewer resources than the police. On January 22 of that year, Special Operations had eleven cases open, children ranging in age from three months to five years, while the COATI had fifty-four; the file they opened on Gloria Miranda Felipe was their twelfth. In those days, the media offered two main hypotheses to explain the rampant abduction of minors: the missing children were either being sold to families abroad or they were being forced to beg in the streets of the rapidly growing city by vagrants or immigrants as their sole source of income.

Ana María Felipe had removed her ex-husband’s name from her only daughter’s birth certificate and had registered her as an “extramarital birth” after divorcing him when Gloria Felipe was five years old. Gloria’s father, whose name Ana María refused to speak, so we will do the same, was a Spanish refugee with blue eyes and many words, a torrent of words he couldn’t control when he drank, as if he were a burst pipe. His voice made an impression wherever he went. He had an explosive laugh like that moment when a plate breaks in a restaurant and everyone turns around, and he spoke a rapid peninsular Spanish that many people in Mexico had trouble following. He was an alcoholic, and he was violent. Ana María was five months pregnant when the Spaniard beat her and she miscarried, discovering right then that there were two babies inside her rather than one. Ana María Felipe was twenty-eight years old when she lost the twins. After the miscarriage, she had a hysterectomy, a five-year-old daughter, and a mother who was, like her and her child, financially dependent on the Spaniard. She also had a suitcase, which she filled with clothes, and another little bag for the odds and ends she took before leaving.

Gloria Felipe grew up with the stigma of being the daughter of a divorced woman who, to make matters worse, worked for a living. An unthinkable combination at the time. None of her classmates from elementary or Sunday school ever invited her over. Her mother is divorced, their parents would say. She’s a bad influence, they would say. Her mother works, they would say. She’s not a good example for this household. God forbid she bring the misfortune of divorce upon our family, they would say. God forbid she pass immoral ideas on to the other girls. Little by little, Gloria Felipe began to feel ashamed of sharing a surname with her mother and for not knowing her father. Sometimes she used her married name, but her mother had urged her to keep her maiden name, an unusual choice for that era, and in the end, that’s what she did. She had a few grainy recollections of her father, which she had remolded so many times in her memory that she transformed him into a good man and couldn’t understand why her mother had deprived her of his presence. She was angry with Ana María Felipe throughout most of her adolescence. Why wasn’t she allowed to use her father’s surname? What even was her father’s surname? Why wasn’t she allowed to look for him? Why had she been denied the chance to live with both of her parents, like the other girls did? Why had the geometry of her family been broken? And why didn’t she have siblings like the other girls? As a teenager, she would scream at her mother, demanding to know why she was so selfish, not realizing that she had lost siblings, the twins—a fact Ana María would reveal to her many years later in a single terse, even cryptic, utterance.

When she divorced the Spaniard whose name will not appear in these pages, Ana María knew how to sew, embroider, and cook. With these basic skills, she began to work as a seamstress in a shop that sold women’s clothing and nightgowns. Over time, she distinguished herself and was promoted to the role of assistant to the designer of formal day wear. To speed up Ana María’s story, which we’ll return to later on: she started her own business specializing in evening and wedding gowns, and by the time Gloria and Gustavo were married, she was a famous designer and traveled the world attending runway shows, purchasing all kinds of textiles, buttons, and thread for her designs. Ana María Felipe was the first female designer in Mexico to achieve international renown. She also owned a beauty salon that enjoyed an excellent reputation and a loyal clientele because, in addition to being a celebrated professional in the world of fashion and beauty, Ana María was tremendously charismatic. Her employees and her clients all adored her. In fact, her charisma and her professionalism were like fire and air, one fed the other, and people approached her at parties even if they didn’t know her. She had a wonderful sense of humor and treated her wealthy clients no differently than the employees who depended on her. This warmth of hers generated tremendous loyalty among the women who worked for her. Ana María had a policy of hiring only women so those in situations similar to her own would have someone to turn to after running from the insults, shouts, and sometimes the fists of their former husbands. Word got around that if a woman wanted to get divorced, Ana María would find her a job. Her businesses were booming. Maybe she was like a lotus, which can grow from mud to become one of the most beautiful flowers in the world: a woman who blossomed after experiencing adversity and loss.

The apartment in Colonia Juárez was a wedding gift from Ana María to her daughter and son-in-law, and the luxuries they afforded themselves as a big family were also thanks to her. When her daughter called that morning, Ana María told her that she couldn’t leave the atelier right then, but she would be on her way in just a few minutes; she’d also send her assistant, Beatriz, to pick up her four grandchildren at school so her cook could watch them. Even as an adult, Gloria was hurt that her mother didn’t leave work immediately, given the situation. Time had not healed the wound of abandonment. The few times she had managed to express this, clumsily, her mother had replied that it wasn’t that she cared more about work but that she cared so much about her daughter that she worked to give her everything she might need. It was one of the ways she showed love, but Gloria wanted her mother. She wanted her mother to leave work that instant and run to her side. Together with the anguish she felt at not knowing where her daughter was, it was all too much. She burst into tears like a five-year-old. Maybe because time stops there, right at the point we’ve been most deeply wounded.

Gustavo came home. He almost always wore a pin with the Teléfonos de México logo on his lapel, not because it was mandatory but rather out of gratitude to the organization that had hired him as a telegraph operator at the age of sixteen. His wife, who sat weeping on the toilet, blamed herself for leaving their daughter alone. How could I have trusted Hortensia with her? she managed to whimper, her nose running into her mouth. Who’s Hortensia? Gustavo asked, as he cleaned his wife’s face with toilet paper. Flagellating herself with every word, she answered: I’m an idiot, an imbecile, I thought she was our neighbor, I thought she was the daughter of the doorman across the street. Gustavo leaned her against the toilet, stood, and brought his hands to his hips, then he joined his hands behind his back, released them, brought them to his ribs, and scratched one shoulder where he had an itch, as if he didn’t know what to do with his body, where to put it, what to do with his long and useless arms; his hands seemed extraneous, extremities that could do nothing to remedy the situation, so what did he need them for? He looked at the clock. His sons would be in school for another three hours before Beatriz went to collect them and bring them to Ana María’s house. He dialed the school to let them know who would be picking up his sons. With one hand, he played with the pencil they kept beside their rotary telephone—to put those ridiculous hands to some use, at least—and as he hung up with the other hand and waited for the tone before dialing the number of Special Operations with the back of the pencil, he asked his wife the name of the officer who had helped her. Like the poet? he asked.

Captain Rubén Darío Hernández asked Mr. Miranda to bring a few photographs of his daughter to headquarters as soon as possible. Gustavo went to the closet in their bedroom where they kept linens and removed three pictures from the family photo albums stored in a trunk: one from when little Gloria was a baby, and two of her with the cake at her recent birthday party. Then he went into the bathroom to coax his wife to her feet; without her sweater and purse, she stepped into the street on her husband’s arm. Consuelo, who was just on her way back, crossed herself and clasped Gloria’s hand once she saw the look in her eyes. The couple got into a taxi and rode silently in the back seat, holding their emotions back with reason, as if rational thoughts were or could be a dam, while the taxi driver told them how he had gotten out of a traffic jam caused by an accident, a young man selling fresh rolls from his bicycle had been run over by a streetcar. He mentioned the bread scattered across the pavement, and as Gloria pictured the white rolls against the black pavement, white spots against a black expanse, a starry abyss, she was reminded how small she was, how little control she had. Even worse than the knowledge that she couldn’t control the situation was the fact that she couldn’t control herself. Looking out the window, she thought about all the dangers her little girl was exposed to now, like the young man with his rolls, and burst into tears. It seemed there was nowhere to hide from worst-case scenarios.

At the far end of the first floor of the precinct, in a strikingly narrow office with an enormous oak desk that held a heavy black typewriter and a few documents in apparent disorder, Captain Rubén Darío Hernández chose one of the girl’s photographs and shouted to a young policeman named Octavio, who had a crew cut, a cleft lip, and rigorously polished boots, that this was the photograph they would send to police headquarters all over the country and to the authorities in the United States. Octavio left the office, and Rubén Darío stared at the remaining photograph, which was identical to the other except for the smile. He was certain that the press would love the image of a little girl smiling in front of her birthday cake, with her parents standing behind her, and suggested that the newspapers use it to get the word out. It was, in part, for this kind of sensitivity that he was known around headquarters as Two Poems.

Gustavo asked permission to sit beside his wife, and from that perspective was able to see the food stains on Rubén Darío’s shirt, right where his belly bulged. It was for this kind of thing that the captain was also known as Two Tacos, but around headquarters they usually called him Two Poems. Mr. Miranda told him that his wife had left their daughter playing with Hortensia in the courtyard of La Mascota, and even on the sidewalk on Avenida Bucareli, on several prior occasions without any issue. Captain Rubén Darío Hernández took notes and asked Mrs. Felipe to describe in detail Hortensia’s appearance, how she had come to meet the girl, and what had occurred that morning. Meanwhile, Mr. Miranda read the names of the other kidnapped children from the papers on the desk and, when the interview with the captain had ended, he suggested to Gloria that they leave a copy of their daughter’s photograph with the two biggest radio stations and the newspaper with the largest circulation. Rubén Darío suggested a newspaper and even offered the name of a reporter, but they did not seem to hear him.

Gloria Felipe asked her husband to call her mother first. Ana María was already at her daughter’s apartment
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