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Epigraph
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CHAPTER 1

The Children

Soon it’ll be night and the crickets will start throbbing. This whole place will turn into a pile of nothing for the darkness to swallow with its monster mouth. Only Grandma is brave enough to walk around when the sun is gone. She’s not scared. She’ll start hunting the crickets because she hates them, hates how they wail like a sick child. But there are no sick children here. On the hacienda, we follow the rules, say the Lord’s Prayer, and go straight to bed before it gets dark. We’re just like the sad hens in the henhouse: they cluck like crazy in the daylight, but as soon as the sun stops shining, they’re just dead meat with feathers.

The crickets are smart enough to run when they hear Grandma’s footsteps, because even with her aching bones, she’s fast. Her left hand, the one by her heart, hurts more. Your bones are real bastards when you’re old, she always says. Once, around this time last year, she dreamed that the forest pulsed red again. And then she woke up all panicked, disgusted by the old world, disgusted by herself and her memories, and for a second, she wished her brain or her heart would just stop. She wished the pain would build in her breast until her chest burst open. She shot out of bed shouting, crying out for Benedicta and Lázaro, then started wandering, naked and confused, through the dark, empty hacienda.

We heard her step through the halls and then go back to her bedroom when she realized her nightmare wasn’t just a nightmare. The forest was hungry.

Fuck the fucking forest, she said. Fuck fucking everything. She returned to the hall and, a few seconds later, stepped out to the veranda.

Ifigenia peeked through the window. Grandma’s naked, she said. Even with her bad eye, Ifigenia has night vision like a wild animal. She’s naked and there’s no hair on her hoo-hoo, she whispered. We bit our pillows so our giggles wouldn’t slip under the door for Benedicta to find, because if Benedicta heard us, she’d start whaling on us with a belt or a riding crop until she beat the laughter and wickedness out of us. There’s no hair on her hoo-hoo and she keeps looking into the forest, Ifigenia said, trembling.

We stopped laughing. We don’t laugh about the forest. Juanquito went pale and started sweating in his bedsheets because he knew that his time had come, probably. Ifigenia peeked through a crack in the window. All of us asked what color the forest was. Is it red, is it red, is it red, we wanted to know. But Ifigenia shrugged like it didn’t matter. Everything looks normal, she finally said.

You thought everything looked normal last time too, we argued. Remember how it was red but you couldn’t tell in the dark. Why do you bother spying if you never see anything.

But Ifigenia just shrugged again. She didn’t care if we threw the mistake in her face. We heard footsteps coming towards the room, so we jumped back in our beds and covered our mouths. Our hearts started racing in the dark. Juanquito’s was racing the fastest, we could even hear it.

Ifigenia peeked through the window again.

Get down, we hissed at her, Grandma’s gonna see you. Almost immediately, Ifigenia obeyed. She flopped onto her bedbug-ridden mattress and announced: there’s no red in the forest, Grandma’s just getting even more crazy.

On the hacienda, we never say crazy. It’s a bad word. The kind of word that shouldn’t exist. Bad luck. And that night was no exception, because the instant Ifigenia said crazy, we heard Grandma cry out and fall to the ground: she crashed against the wood and there was a horrible cracking sound. But none of us got out of bed. Better to let her lie there than reveal that we’d been spying and that Ifigenia had even seen her bald hoo-hoo exposed to the cold night air. But we prayed for her. The Lord’s Prayer. We said it twice, then a third time. Eventually, Benedicta went to help Grandma. Benedicta never sleeps, and she’s the only person besides Grandma who’s brave enough to walk in the dark. We heard the rusty creaking sound of her bedroom door, and then, a little later, their quiet conversation.

Why aren’t there any fucking lights in this shithole, Grandma said. I almost busted my goddamn head.

You were the one who said we couldn’t have lights, Ma, just so y’know. Don’t you remember?

Grandma sighed.

Fuck’s sake, Benedicta. I might be a crazy old lady but I’m not an idiot.

Another crazy. Leave it to Grandma to spit that wicked word out like she’d swallowed a cricket. We made the sign of the cross in bed. Even Ifigenia – Ifigenia, who never says the Lord’s Prayer with us because she says she gets bored – was so frightened that she crossed herself and then covered her bad eye so she wouldn’t see the world’s horror through it.

Outside, they kept talking.

Well, Ma, there are no candles. What do you want to do now?

I want you to help me up, dipshit.

Benedicta tried hoisting her to her feet with a series of groans, even though Grandma’s meat was slippery with sweat and grease. You’re too heavy, Ma, you’re getting fat.

Grandma chewed her lip. I am not fat, Benedicta. I am old. Your bones get harder when you’re old. That’s what makes you heavy. Then she complained about the pain in her left hand again. It was a sharp pain that shot through her chest, across her spine, and even down the middle of her hoo-hoo. Benedicta had a hard time lifting Grandma naked, because there were no clothes for her to get a grip on, but Benedicta is strong.

My heart’s just gonna burst right open one of these nights, just wait, my heart’s gonna burst from all these goddamn nightmares.

Benedicta didn’t ask Grandma what nightmares she was talking about.

All right, Ma, just try not to think about it and go back to bed, okay. The sun’ll be up any minute now.

Grandma hocked a fat loogie into the darkness.

Fuck dreams, she said.

Shh, don’t get the way you get, Ma, you’ll wake the whelps.

Are you some kind of dumbass, those crumb-snatching little shits are wide awake and listening to this whole conversation.

We held our breath so Grandma wouldn’t know that us little shits were, in fact, wide awake, listening to their whole conversation. Ifigenia had even seen Grandma naked through the window and we’d giggled at how she doesn’t have any hair down there.

All at the same time, we turned to look at Ifigenia, who had covered her bad eye with the sheets and wasn’t saying anything. She just stared back at us through the dark with the other eye. Then she smiled at Juanquito, who was still trembling.

Ifigenia isn’t like us, even though sometimes we sleep in the same bed and even though she calls our Grandma her Grandma. We’ve always known.

Quit clucking and go to sleep, little shits, Grandma yelled from the hall.

Instead of obeying, Juanquito stood on his mattress and peeked through the crack in the window. He had to make sure, with his own eyes, that the forest still looked normal.

Deep down, we understood Juanquito. Sooner or later, all of us would feel that same fear. Outside, Grandma went back to complaining about the pain in her left hand.

Maybe you’re having a heart attack, Benedicta asked.

I’ll have a heart attack when I goddamn say so.

Just then, a cricket dared to start singing. Grandma crushed it with relish.

Juanquito went back to bed. He was safe, for now. No one was going to eat him, for now.




CHAPTER 2

Benedicta

No one was going to eat him, for now. Not her Lázaro. Benedicta banished her dreams and rolled over in bed. She was not yet fully awake, but her clothes were soaked in sweat. The bed was a hot, salty shroud. She had nightmares like that sometimes. Nightmares where they fed Lázaro to the forest like a hunk of meat. What do the forest’s jaws look like when they’re chewing on a person? In Benedicta’s nightmares, they formed a gaping cavity that reeked of old age and hunger, an enormous open mouth waiting for its chance to snap shut. Her dreams smelled like exactly that – a mouth lying in ambush.

She shook the nightmare from her body and sat on the edge of the bed.

It was a sweltering morning. A scummy, sweaty film had formed over her eyes. Dawn: too early to feed the whelps, but never too early for a migraine. The pain drilled into half her skull and one eye. Hooks and hammers in her right temple, hooks and hammers across the right hemisphere. The same pain that had been with her since she stopped bleeding, since she stopped birthing. Since Lázaro stopped sleeping by her side and instead spent the night on the terrace, possibly because she was no longer young and no longer bled. Or possibly because a bloodless Benedicta stank like an old woman, and she couldn’t smell it but Lázaro could.

The stink of old woman is nothing new. It’s her mother’s smell, the house’s, the forest’s. Nearly twenty years bringing whelps into the world was too long for Benedicta, too long for anyone. Women aged faster on the hacienda.

The whelps were so appealing, Benedicta should’ve eaten them then and there.

Better not to think so much. She splashed water on her face and walked to the latrine. More throbbing. Hooks and hammers in her skull, as if her ancient ovaries had migrated to her cranium. She would have preferred a swarm of mosquitoes suckling her from head to toe, draining her of blood, bad dreams, exhaustion, and her eager appetite for whelp meat.

Benedicta knows the stench of premature aging. It’s in her skin, in the sweat that stays soaked in the sheets when she wakes at dawn and wanders blindly through the pitch-black halls, guided by instinct and her memory of the floorboards. Maybe the hacienda is like her: not young, but not so decrepit that it’s unfit for use.

Now no one cares if she walks through the darkness alone. Not anymore. It was dangerous for a pregnant woman to approach the tree line, seeking relief from the gestational heat that cooks rookie mothers from the inside, especially in the final months. But they don’t worry about her now. If Benedicta trips on one of the terrace’s protruding beams – one of the beams they’ve repaired a thousand times that still wiggle like a loose tooth at the first taste of moisture – no one will give a shit. If she falls, it will be an empty blow: Benedicta’s belly harbors neither danger nor life.

The stench of premature aging is also the fragrance of sweet freedom.

It has been more than two years since Benedicta last became pregnant. Three years earlier, she noticed she was barely menstruating. During their routine inspections in the latrine, her mother would sit across from her on the floor, scrawling dates onto a board and scheduling insemination for the opportune time of month. She would weigh Benedicta’s breasts like udders in her hands, probe her nipples for changes in texture or tenderness, squeeze her hands to test for swelling, and catalogue any pimples she found along the contour of her chin. With millimetric precision and regularity, her mother ensured that nothing went unrecorded. Benedicta answered every question, even when her period abandoned its reliable thirty-one-day cycle and her mother flew into a rage.

I’ll know if you take one of those evil herbs that gunk up your womb, her mother threatened. Don’t you fucking do that to us, you know how important you are here, the good work you’ve been doing all this time.

Benedicta didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know anything about evil herbs. Didn’t understand how a womb could get gunked up, especially when her own seemed to chug along with the relentless momentum of a well-oiled machine.

The observations continued. Wherever Benedicta went, there was her mother’s gaze, her eyes wide and watchful lest her daughter hasten the arrival of old age through some secret act of herb-based treachery. And Lázaro scrutinised her too, even when they were making love, with his eyes like a feral dog’s and the smell of smoke in his throat. His gaze, too, seemed to accuse her of something, but what? Benedicta spread her legs, mounted Lázaro, and imagined the dance of her sweat-soaked ova. At moments she defied herself and wished she were pregnant again, wished she could be fat and bloated again, anything to dispel the incomprehensible questions behind Lázaro’s eyes. Why do women age. Why does youth die so abruptly, with no fanfare or swan song. Why do women suddenly decide to have migraines instead of children.

That month she bled twice. Maybe a miscarriage. Maybe the whelps weren’t sufficiently implanted inside her to continue growing. It had happened before – not to her, but to other women her mother had known in those years, women who miscarried by accident as if blood were an expendable resource. After that, she didn’t menstruate for four months. On her mother’s board, the formerly reliable timelines twisted into useless knots, and Benedicta’s peak fertility became unpredictable. In fact, practically everything about Benedicta became unpredictable: she would wake up hot and sweaty one day, nauseous the next, plagued by migraines, and incensed like a she-devil, with her heart throbbing too fast to count the beats, and sometimes she would sob in the dark forest at night, then yearn to mount Lázaro and shred his entrails with hooks, smash his insides with hammers.

Lázaro stopped sleeping with Benedicta because she sweat profusely at night. It was the thick sweat of the old who fear life, the thick sweat of a post-foaling mare, the thick sweat of yellow fever and poisoned blood.

She was sick from the hooks and hammers of early aging.

As nature and time wrought havoc on Benedicta’s body, her mother tried to suppress the wrath in her eyes, but she failed. The fury was still there, hiding like the wild beasts of the forest. But she said nothing, because if she did, Benedicta may have blown a gasket. Nature, too, was wild. Nature believed only in its own progress, its own laws. Nature did not negotiate. Nature did not care that the finest womb on the hacienda had said that’s all.

The price of freedom: a woman without blood between her legs must rise with the mosquitoes at dawn and splash water on her face.

As if water could change anything.

As if water could refresh the absences.

As if water could diminish the migraine that lodged its hooks in her eye, banged its hammers first on her forehead, then on her jaw.

The price of her particular freedom: Lázaro’s absence. He looked at Benedicta as if she had no eyes, she realized; he looked at her as if she were a void hungry for voids, as if it was only now, for the first time, that he had spotted the grays on her scalp and cunt, the wrinkles at the edge of her mouth, the crow’s feet by her eyes.

And despite it all, Lázaro was a good companion. He played with the whelps. He even helped feed them, kept them nimble and healthy, almost happy, until they hit their expiration date. For Lázaro and Benedicta’s mother, the whelps’ happiness was not just about satisfying the forest. It was about continuing a way of life on the hacienda, something reminiscent of civilization.

We aren’t butchers, we are survivors. We pray the Lord’s Prayer. But we get the same shit as everyone else, Benedicta thought. Lázaro still had time for her, occasionally. He would brew two cups of bitter herbal tea, then gaze at her as he smoked with his arms resting on the table. Even the tea reeked of rot, of decrepitude.

Every morning, Benedicta still inspects her underwear in the latrine to confirm the blood has not returned. Things like that can happen in the early years. Benedicta remembers clearly when her mother stopped bleeding, when her mother used to look at her as if all love and beauty resided within her daughter. I’ve stopped bleeding, Beni, she said one day. Now it’s up to you two. I’m old and useless as shit.

This had struck Benedicta as atrocious. Old, she wondered, how could my mother be old, she has such young eyes, she’s as strong as the forest itself.

But on the hacienda, reproductive capacity was the sole measure of youth.

And now, from one instant to the next, Benedicta had become an old woman, just as her mother had before her. She felt old. She saw with old eyes and craved with an ancient hunger. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and pulled up her unsoiled underwear.

Another day in the litany of days.

On the terrace, Lázaro was still asleep in the hammock. The forest, shrouded in mist, seemed calm. That’s exactly what daybreak meant, a mix of mist and vapor. A lone mosquito had stayed the night. It was perched on Lázaro’s forehead, feeding on his blood, engorging itself for a few happy seconds, a parasite drinking from the chalice of life and youth. Because men age more slowly than women. Men do none of the bleeding, birthing, rearing. Nature is good to them. Benedicta did not shoo the insect away. She felt as if the mosquito were avenging her, as if the blood it drank was precisely the blood that Benedicta craved on her tongue or between her legs. The one thing she had enjoyed about pregnancy was how Lázaro never left her side. No other aspect of that state appealed to her: not the unshakeable weight of her feet and body, not the godawful pain of pushing, not the forest’s jaws gnashing and grinding away at what was rightfully hers, blood of her blood, meat of her meat, stench of her stench.

The whelps’ meat was off limits.

To everyone. Even to Benedicta, who had brought so many whelps into the world.

That was the first rule of the hacienda.

The rule that established the border between civilization and voracity, between civilization and the chaos of the crazy.

The rule that, like the Lord’s Prayer, her mother imposed on them all.

Hooks and hammers on her forehead. Hooks and hammers on her jaw. The migraine had reached the roof of her mouth. She could not endure the sun’s immense light as it transformed the mist into an ornate tapestry. She half-closed her eyes. Lázaro opened his.

‘Y’look awful,’ he said.

Benedicta was going to nod in agreement, but at the last second she held back, fearing the motion would aggravate her migraine.

‘Y’look like shit,’ Lázaro continued.

He squashed the mosquito on his forehead.

‘The bugs are having a feeding frenzy, just so you know. Go sleep in the room,’ Benedicta said, turning her back to avoid looking at any particular part of the man’s body. ‘Who cares if the bed is sweaty, at least you won’t get eaten alive.’

‘Somebody’s bitchy this morning,’ he yawned.

Old women don’t sleep, Benedicta thought, and she was about to laugh in Lázaro’s face, because laughter was all she had left now that she was naked, hooks and hammers, in the forest of the migraine. In the end, she stayed silent. Men didn’t understand words. They were beyond the reach of a woman’s words.

They were beyond the reach of an old woman’s words, anyway.

Benedicta felt the same hunger she felt every morning. She thought about whelp meat.

The sun was crowning like a fiery migraine.




CHAPTER 3

The She-Dog

The sun was crowning like a fiery migraine.

Most of the mosquitoes swarm back to the forest, but the persistent ones don’t. They stay right where they are so they can bite you, console you, sing their sweet mosquito song, pipe the music of oblivion into your ear. Some mosquitoes are about as faithful as dogs. But not quite as faithful, because a dog changes your life, a dog takes a big bite out of your heart, a dog makes you a mother, and if they kill a dog, the rage deep in your gut lives on. From the gut, it throbs day and night. From the gut, it thrashes and howls until it’s your turn to either die or surrender to the forest.

Some she-dogs are crazy. Like you.

Or maybe they’re not quite as crazy as you, maybe they’re just desperate, clinging to a memory that the mosquitoes can’t suck from your blood no matter how completely they drain you night after night.

A she-dog can be the mother of disgrace. A she-dog can mean trouble.

Your bones make a cracking sound. The same sound as the urn with Choclo’s remains. One day you opened that urn to see if the bones had grown muscle and hair, because that’s what bones ought to do after a period of repose. Otherwise, what are they good for? Desperate little doggie that you are, you sniffed the urn to check. Because everyone knows the god of the dogs is merciful. If there is a Heaven for men, there must also be one for virtuous beasts: men kill men but dogs don’t kill dogs, and that makes them the superior species, more deserving of paradise. In the urn, the bones sat bare, the same as ever, clean and splintered, round and angular. It was disappointing, seeing them like that. You batted the urn back and forth and the bones made a rattling sound. Or maybe they barked – better to say they barked.

You don’t calm down when you see Choclo’s remains, but it is reassuring, in a sense. It’s better to know they’re in the urn, safe from the sick fucks on this hacienda, and not scattered among the trees with no dignified resting place. You get up every day and, as the clouds of mosquitoes alight on your legs, you pick up the urn, open it, grab a piece of Choclo – perhaps a part of his skull or his paw – and kiss it, certain that everything will be okay as long as the remains remain with you.

That fuckwit old woman tried to take them from you once, but you scared her by snapping your jaws. She approached you affectionately, said you’re my baby girl, my little sweetie, love of my life, so cute you drive me crazy. She called you a name you would never use again. By saying that name, she was trying to evoke something in you, some desire or fear of this condition that makes you bark and bite. She wanted to take Choclo away, wanted the urn. She called all the other sick fucks over to help her, and the sick fucks came because they get off on the spectacle of disgrace; they like the sound a dog makes when they tear away what’s left of her pup. You’re tough, but the sick fucks are tougher. The old woman left your pen with the urn, convinced you’d no longer be the mother of a dead dog, but her daughter, like before, the one with the name.

Howling with fury after they pillaged the only thing you held dear, you leaped onto the foul, piss- and shit-stained mattress, climbed up to the window they’d covered with iron bars precisely to stop you from escaping. If they wanted some docile little doggie, they weren’t gonna get one. You snarled, spat, and thrashed in anger when she walked to the tree line and dumped the contents of the urn.

What she and those sick fucks didn’t understand was that you’re a bad dog with a black heart. Even in captivity, you could see Choclo’s bones lying abandoned in the forest. Even in captivity, you growled at the knowledge that a piece of Choclo could be lost forever. That would be the real disgrace, a disgrace as enormous as the murder, because if all dogs do in fact go to Heaven, then the god of the beasts would need those remains to resurrect Choclo.

For seven days you sat on the bed, contemplating the bones and shitting your brains out. Shitting on your already-shit-smeared legs, pissing into puddles of piss, scraggly hairs smelling like death. When you refused to eat or drink, they beat you, tortured you, pried your paws away from the window so you’d quit barking. They forced you to drink water, which you proceeded to spit out. Forced you to eat some of that human mush, which you also spat out because everything tasted like Choclo ever since the sick fucks made you eat him.

Shit, baby girl, you’re going to starve to death, the old woman said. She tried to pet your feces-crusted fur, tried to break through to your piss-stained heart. You snapped your jaws so hard that if she hadn’t pulled her hand away in time, you would’ve taken it off.

They shouldn’t underestimate the grit of a wild she-beast orphaned of her children.

It was the old woman who told them to leave you in peace. That afternoon, you were allowed to go to the forest and the children cried, Look over there, it’s a dog, it’s a dog, it’s a dog, when they saw you.

You gathered Choclo’s bones from among the trees. One by one. They seemed to cling to you as if they were still alive, until the old woman gave you a new urn – or maybe she just cleaned the old one – and let you gather the bones, let you count them three times in case you missed any of the smaller pieces. She even scratched your shit-caked head through your tangled fur, and you didn’t try to bite, didn’t rip out her jugular, because you aren’t a sick fuck, unlike everyone else in this godforsaken place.

Maybe the old woman could see how you yearned for the forest. There was a look of fear and grief in her eyes. Beasts are like that, unpredictable: one moment they’re letting you scratch them behind the ears, the next they’re darting into the trees. The old woman ordered you to return to the hacienda now that you had the bones. She promised you could keep them. They’re yours forever, Ananda, but you have to go back to your room nice and calm. Then she burst into sobs at the tree line, at the foot of that god that feeds on the world’s tears. The broken old woman wept because at that moment, she saw no trace of Ananda left in your eyes, just like there was no meat left on Choclo’s bones. Her only hope was to train this animal, get her to overcome her fear, keep her clean, and treat her like a pet instead of a daughter, because her daughter was dead.

Something began to throb inside you when the old woman berated the sick fucks who came to watch the spectacle. She blamed and abused them. We do things my way or no way, she said. Shit, look at Ananda, look what you’ve done to her. If any of you has ovaries enough to say it was a fucking accident, I’ll tear your cocksucking mouth open with my own two hands, I swear to the forest I will.

The threat had the desired effect, because the sick fucks fell silent and, for the first time, they looked at you as if you were a dangerous beast. The old lady’s favorite pet. Just like you had been her favorite human daughter.

That would have been the moment to flee for the forest, to that world beyond the world, where all the best dogs go. You didn’t do it because you were afraid of losing Choclo’s bones, all that was left of him. Because you were a she-beast, but in the depths of your heart, you knew the forest was fearsome. So, you stayed with the old woman; you became better trained and better behaved than you’d care to admit, and when all the sick fucks lowered their heads and the ancient woman tired of screaming with rage, that rage that can’t get out any other way, you began to bark.

Since then, you have barked every day, for yourself and for Choclo, whenever the fleas of memory begin to bite, whenever it feels like you could reach out and touch that thing that was once Ananda if you wanted to. But memory is superfluous. What does a dog need memory for except to remember to piss in a corner and to eat with her two front paws. What does a dog need memory for except to know what they did to you.

To know and never forget.

They took Choclo.

They took Ananda.

And they left you, a wild, growling she-beast, to wait for daybreak, because the old lady is coming, and sometimes, when she’s in a good mood, she takes you out on a leash to get some fresh air. Biped or quadruped, to her you will always be her crazy little girl. Her broken, lost little girl.

From behind the bars of your window you howl at the forest, at that colossal dog that years ago stuck its snout through the tree line to sniff you out, and at the girl jumping in the yard. It’s her, she’s the one that smells like death.




CHAPTER 4

Ifigenia

It’s her, she’s the one that smells like death. Or maybe the stench comes from the forest, where things no one has ever seen by daylight rot. Or from Benedicta, who beheads her hens better than a hired butcher. Ifigenia doesn’t call Benedicta Ma or Mom. Ifigenia doesn’t call Benedicta Mother. It’s too late to use those terms for a woman so skilled at decapitation, who has been avoiding Ifigenia’s gaze since the day she was born.

A whelp always knows her place.

Ifigenia has been living on borrowed time for a while now. She hates every member of this household. She hates Benedicta. She hates Lázaro when he returns from the forest with terror in his eyes and sits down to blow smoke out his mouth. She hates the dog with a woman’s eyes who barks from the threshold of her madness whenever Ifigenia steps outside. She hates all the other whelps like her, trapped in this place between life and death, where they pray the Lord’s Prayer and wait for the forest’s tummy to rumble.

Even when they named her, they were hypocrites. It doesn’t matter what Grandma says, naming her was cruel. When you name a living thing – whether it’s a human or a hen, a hog or a mare – you’re giving it an identity, a sense of dignity, a place in the world. With the name comes the gift of time and the right to make choices about your own body. Nobody would slaughter a mare named Ifigenia. Not on this hacienda, anyway. But a child named Ifigenia? That’s a different story.

She knows this, and Grandma always says it’s liberating to know things. It’s better than not knowing, even if deep down it hurts the same.

It’s different with Grandma. Ifigenia doesn’t hate her quite as much. She has wondered why, considering it’s her grandmother that lords over this place, keeping constant watch like the butcher she is. Ifigenia ought to hate her. But she can’t bring herself to do it. Maybe because she remembers being cradled in Grandma’s arms at night when she was little, and how, when the mosquitoes were at their fiercest, she would carry her away. Ifigenia could never tell if Grandma’s touch was tender, cruel, or both.

In her grandmother’s eyes, Ifigenia could sometimes even feel love. Whenever she tried to summon some sense of loathing, she would remember snuggling with the old woman, rocking back and forth like the leaves on the trees. Back then, her grandmother used to sing softly in her ear, lulling her to sleep.

She hasn’t learned to hate her. She can’t. She knows this, and knowledge is liberating, knowledge is the key to every door in the world. Even to doors Ifigenia will never see because her time is running out. Soon enough, Ifigenia will not be Ifigenia. Soon enough, Ifigenia will be a slab of meat served as an offering, placed deep in the throat of the forest, where no one – except, on rare occasions, her grandmother – ever sets foot.

It isn’t breakfast time yet. Ifigenia likes to walk outside while everyone else is sleeping. Almost everyone else, anyway. Benedicta is out back in the fowl yard, cracking cartilage and wringing necks, releasing some of the rage that gnaws at her insides. Here, chickee chickee, she calls to the hapless hens, batting her most motherly eyes at them. And the idiot hens believe her, strut right up, surrender themselves. Then Benedicta gets to work. Sometimes she chops their heads off and leaves them to suffer, lets their decapitated bodies dance blindly, walking and even running a few paces as they gush a jet of black blood. Then Ifigenia sees Benedicta cackling, because other people’s pain mitigates her own. No one realizes that her laughter conceals a secret madness even deeper than the she-dog’s.

Why don’t the hens run? Why don’t they make a break for the forest? Why do they surrender?

Ifigenia hears the morning’s first voices, but she ignores them. She fears the idea of death, but she’s also drawn to it. So every morning she creeps around to the back of the hacienda, hides behind some splintered boards, and stands perfectly still to watch wrathful Benedicta, already almost an old lady, doing to the hens what she wishes she could do to Lázaro.

Everybody knows: Benedicta no longer lays eggs of her own. Time has made her obsolete. This makes Ifigenia laugh, because laughter is part of her revenge, and she has every right to ridicule the pain of others – after all, she herself is pain in child form.

She once asked Benedicta if Lázaro was her father, if Lázaro had shed the kernel of corn that formed her body, her mouth, her good eye, and the useless bad eye, which she sometimes covered with a hand and sometimes left exposed. She wanted to know why everyone on the hacienda said that Lázaro was her creator, that Lázaro plus Benedicta made for good whelps, whelps that always came out healthy. But there were times when Benedicta had been left pregnant by outsiders who came from the forest, because Grandma insisted that too much genetic repetition wasn’t wise. No matter how good the combination, she said, replication always leads to rot.

Ifigenia wanted to know. Was she Lázaro’s daughter or a long-forgotten outsider’s? Was she a daughter of the air or of the forest?

‘How should I remember?’ was Benedicta’s only response. ‘Ask your grandmother, she knows more about those things than I do.’

Ifigenia trained her blackest stare onto Benedicta’s own shadowy eyes, and it seemed as though the twin darknesses of their expressions might swallow them both whole. Benedicta did not look away. Because it was true
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