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Praise for Loop

“A glorious tapestry of ideas . . . Brenda Lozano is among several contemporary Mexican writers whose playfully innovative work has met with acclaim in the UK . . . Let’s hope more of [her] work will follow”

Guardian

“Loop sits comfortably amongst such award-winning experimental narratives (like Milkman by Anna Burns, Flights by Olga Tokarczuk and Jennifer Croft, and the recently Booker-shortlisted Ducks, Newburyport by Lucy Ellmann) as a clearer espousal of truth to life than something that is, ironically perhaps, more familiar to our tastes . . . Loop is, quite honestly, faultless”

Books and Bao

“Like Rachel Cusk herself, who has said in recent years that she is ‘not interested in character because I don’t think character exists anymore,’ the narrator is fed up with conventional storytelling: ‘To hell with Second World War novels, sir; to the Devil with historical fiction, madam; forget all those stories about middle-aged European men. Plots come and go, action is secondary. The voice is what matters. Listen to your voice, however it sounds’”

New York Times

“It can be read as a lament for a species whose greed and obsession with success has made it lose perspective and exaggerate its proportions, and which now threatens to erase itself from history like writing on the sand. It can be read as a manifesto for realist magic as opposed to magic realism. It can be read aloud between lovers or in solitary silence. But most important of all, it should be read, period”

The Quietus

“Lozano’s playful prose and imagery propel the book forward . . . A delightful meditation on waiting, love, and the inevitability of change”

Publishers Weekly
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Best Witchcraft is Geometry

To the magician’s mind—

His ordinary acts are feats

To thinking of mankind.

Emily Dickinson

The nameless is the origin of Heaven and Earth.

The named is the mother of all things.

Tao Te Ching
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It was six at night when Guadalupe came to tell me they had killed Paloma. I don’t remember times or dates, I don’t know when I was born because I was born like the mountain was, go ask the mountain when it was born, but I know it was six at night when Guadalupe came to say they killed Paloma as she was getting ready to go out, I saw her there in her room, I saw her body on the floor and the shine for her eyes on her fingers and I saw her hands they were two in the mirror and the shine was on both like she had just put it on her eyes, like she could get up to put some on mine.

Paloma loved many men who didn’t love her back and she loved many men who did, they came one after another to her vigil and her vigil was like a vela. My sister Francisca and I had Paloma from my father’s side, she was the only thing we had from his family, she was the daughter of my father’s brother Gaspar, who also is dead. Paloma was the only one who carried the curandero blood of my father and my grandfather and of my great-grandfather the curandero, she was the one who taught me what I know, she was the one who told me, Feliciana, you’re a curandera because you carry it in your blood. She told me, This is how you do this thing or the other and that’s not how you do that, and she told me, You have the Language, love, she was the one who said, Feliciana, you are the curandera of the Language because yours is the Book. Paloma cured many men who didn’t love her and many men who did, she cured many people and told others their future and told them the future of affections in bloom or of affections that had wilted and turned to hate, and people liked her for that, because she was good at giving advice about love, people laughed with her and they went to her because she was good at giving advice about love.

Death called to Paloma three times. The first time it called to her was when she fell in love with a politician, death laid its egg in her then. It called for her the second time when she loved a loveless man and that time death trilled its song in her ear. The third time death called to her was when she loved a man from the city who had a disease still unborn but soon to be, and death sang to her as clear as the sun that it would come to her at six the night Guadalupe came to me to say they killed her with the shine on her fingers and I saw her in the mirror two times and two times she looked so alive except for the stain of blood spreading under her. A terrible hour, I remember that terrible hour. For me, it was six at night everywhere in the world, six at night today and yesterday and tomorrow, and for all time, and even though each place has its own clock, its own time and its own tongue, for me the only time and tongue and the only words were those ones because Guadalupe had come to say they killed Paloma. It was six at night and shadows fell across the milpa, it was exactly six at night when the Language left me.
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I agreed to write the article about Paloma’s murder because gender violence sends me into a rage. I couldn’t take the unending stream of news stories about femicide, rape, and abuse anymore – or the sexist jokes I’d hear around the office, for that matter. Any situation or remark that targeted a woman or someone who identified as one would set me off, and I wanted to do whatever I could from the trench I’d dug at the newsroom. Plus, I wanted to meet Feliciana. I was fascinated by her. When I took the assignment, I didn’t know any more about her than anyone else did: I knew she was the legendary curandera of the Language and the most famous shaman alive. I knew that the words she used in her veladas, the ceremonies she performed, had miraculous healing powers and I knew the stories about the artists, writers, directors, and musicians who’d travelled halfway around the world to meet her. The professors and linguists from other countries who’d gone to see her in the mountains of San Felipe. I knew that books, films, songs, and paintings had come out of these visits – I didn’t know exactly which ones, but I knew they existed. I received a photo of Paloma lying on the ground in a pool of blood next to a bed draped with a peacock throw.

A co-worker wrote me a two-line email saying that Paloma was related to Feliciana and had initiated her as a curandera, but that was all the information he had.

I’ve never been into supernatural stuff, definitely not fortune tellers or whatever. Making money off a person’s faith always felt like a scam to me. I’ve never had my Tarot read or looked up my horoscope in a magazine. Someone once explained to me what a birth chart was. I couldn’t focus on what they were saying, I just kept wondering how they could have gotten so interested in astrology. Someone else once asked me what sign my two-year-old was. I had no idea, so they looked it up right there on their phone, and that was how I learned that Felix is a Libra. One time, when Leandra and I were kids, a drunk with a gravelly voice “read our palms” in the park. The only thing I remember is the alcohol on the breath of this so-called psychic, who wore enormous square sunglasses and spat when he talked. I’ve always been a sceptic, but there were a few moments with my mother and sister that made me wonder about the power of intuition. Where it came from, how to explain it. I wanted to learn more about this famous curandera of the Language and I wanted to cast as much light as possible on what had happened to Paloma, to find out who she was. I’d like to say that Paloma’s murder led me to Feliciana – at least, that’s how the interview began. But this isn’t the story of a crime. I’ll admit that I thought I was going to make a difference with my article, that I was going to help someone, but I was the one who found help through my conversation with Feliciana. I had no idea how badly I needed it. All this, everything that’s written here, is what I came to understand because of her. This is the story of who Feliciana is, and of who Paloma was. I had wanted to get to know them, but I realised right away that the people I needed to know better were my sister Leandra and my mother. Myself. I came to understand that you can’t really know another woman until you know yourself.

Before leaving, I tied up a few loose ends at the office. I made a plan with Manuel and my mother: he would take Felix to daycare on his way to work and my mother would pick him up and take him to her job at the university, where she would watch him as long as necessary, even take him home with her, until Manuel came to get him. That was more or less how we organised things while I was in San Felipe. I had no idea what I was in for. I couldn’t anticipate the power of Feliciana’s presence, not even remotely. She’d known my real reason for being there from the first night I interviewed her, which might have been why she started asking me questions back, questions that drew me out of my scepticism and into her ceremonies.

The first things I found on the internet the afternoon I agreed to write the article about Paloma were images of Feliciana with a well-known film director and a series in black and white of her smoking, taken by a photographer who’d been famous in the nineties. I came across the same portrait of her with Prince several times – he’s dressed all in white and has his symbol, a combination of masculine and feminine, hanging from a chain around his neck – along with several photos of her with a banker from the United States named Tarsone, some Wall Street big shot married to an eminent pediatrician; I read that they had played a large role in introducing the world to Feliciana after seeing the first documentary about her life and ceremonies. In one picture, she’s standing between the banker and his wife and doesn’t look more than five feet tall. When I met her in person, she turned out to be even shorter. I only found one photo of Paloma, standing with a rock band from Argentina – I’d listened to their Unplugged thousands of times when I was thirteen, while practising on my drum set in the garage I shared on Saturdays with my father, who’d be in there taking apart and putting together cars or appliances that belonged to my mother or his coworkers – and I was surprised to discover, in that same search, that a song of theirs I’d learned by heart and had always thought was about space travel was dedicated to her. I tried to figure out how old Feliciana was and searched for any record of where or when she was born, but there was nothing.
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I don’t know when I was born, what day I came into the world, but it was in the last century. I know that my mother was almost thirteen when I was born and my father was sixteen, maybe a little more or less, and then my sister Francisca was born a few years later and we were the only ones because my father died when my sister Francisca was just learning to walk and my mother never wanted another man. I didn’t know my father much, time passed and I heard he was hard-working, I heard he sold the harvest from our milpa at market one town over, and that at night he was a curandero, just like my grandfather and great grandfather were curanderos. Paloma helped my father in the ceremonies. Time passed and I heard he’d healed many people and when I was a girl they came to me again and again to thank me for something my father had healed, one time someone thanked me on their knees blessing my grandfather’s name for the fog in their eyes that he’d healed.

What you say about your mother was the same for me, when I was a girl I had the intuition. People would ask my mother things and I would answer, the people wouldn’t see me and I would answer and they would feel afraid. One time a man came to visit my mother, a man named Fidencio who sold thatch. Fidencio was sad and his face was heavy like thatch grows heavy with rain, my mother served him a plate of beans and I touched his arm and when I touched Fidencio’s arm I closed my eyes and I saw a white dog near a mountain, and I told him that the dog was small, Just this big, I said, and I said that I saw a boy walking toward the mountain and the dog was following the boy. Fidencio cried and cried, How do you know, he said and I told him that I saw it when I touched his arm. I remember that time because Fidencio cried and he got angry. I already knew when I was a little girl that I was a curandera because I carry it in my blood like Paloma, from that side, from my father and my grandfather and my great-grandfather, I carry it in my blood but it wasn’t until I was Nicanor’s widow did I know this was my path. What is your husband’s name? Manuel. It was Paloma who showed me my path, my father pointed me to it, he passed it to me in my blood but it was Paloma who showed me. I was twenty years old when I became a widow, or maybe I was more than twenty, I don’t know but I already had my three children Aniceta, Apolonia and Aparicio, I took care of them and of my sister Francisca and of my mother, and then later I took care of Paloma even though she didn’t live with us, she lived with José Guadalupe, her husband, and she couldn’t heal people anymore because she chose nights with him over the ceremonies. Yes, he has two names. It was José Guadalupe who came to say they killed Paloma at six at night, at exactly six he came to tell me and I know because that is the only time now and that was when the Language left me.

I never met my grandfather or my great-grandfather and I have few memories of my father, but it was those three who received me when I was initiated as a curandera. I never met them, my grandfather and my great-grandfather who were known curanderos until the day of my initiation, I saw them there at the ceremony when I was initiated, I was already a widow, and in that same ceremony I saw how my youngest grandson, who is named Aparicio like my youngest son, looks most like my great-grandfather. Paloma stopped being a curandera when she started to love men, but that’s not a thing you can take or give away, it comes with you, it wakes up in the night like a dog at the slightest noise. Paloma said to me, Feliciana, love, if I have to choose between being a curandera and going with men at night, and if the world’s ending anyway, then I choose to get laid. And so she stopped making ceremonies, from one day to the next. People went to One-eyed Tadeo, people crossed the milpas and the cane fields and they crossed the gullies and the mist and they went to see him in his hut before I was initiated, they went to see him so he could throw his kernels of corn and tell them tales in exchange for liquor, and then later the people from town came here to see me, and then from other towns they came, and then from the cities and even from other tongues they came.

I am a shaman but most call me curandera, that is how I am known. Some call me a bruja, a witch. Yes, there’s a difference between being a curandera and being a shaman, a curandera heals with elixirs and herbs, a shaman does this also but a shaman can heal things that are not of the body, a shaman can heal things of deeper waters. I heal things people have lived in the past, so I heal what they live in the present. And so people say also that I heal their future. I look at you and see that Paloma brought you here, but others bring you also, others led you here by the hand. Paloma once said to me, she said, Feliciana, love, shaman, curandera, witch, those words are all too small for you because yours is the Language, you are the curandera of the Language, and yours too is the Book. And Paloma also said once, Feliciana, love, it’s not always necessary to cure mankind because men aren’t always ill, but men are always necessary and good for what ails the Muxe in me, dear.
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