


[image: image]






[image: image]





Copyright © Verónica E. Llaca, 2021

English translation copyright © Mark Fried, 2024

The right of Verónica E. Llaca to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

Mark Fried asserts his right to be identified as the translator of the work

First published in Spanish as La Herencia in 2021 by Planeta México

This eBook edition first published in 2024 by

Mountain Leopard Press

an imprint of

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Cover design by Tatiana Parcero

ISBN (eBook) 9781914495205

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise

Dedication

Epigraph

FIRST FRAGMENT

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

SECOND FRAGMENT

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

THIRD FRAGMENT

MACABRE MORNING

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

FOURTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

FIFTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

SIXTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

SEVENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

EIGHTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

NINTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

TENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

ELEVENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

TWELFTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THIRTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

FOURTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

FIFTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SIXTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

SEVENTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

EIGHTEENTH FRAGMENT

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




About the Author and Translator

Verónica E. Llaca has worked for many years as a journalist and a playwright. She was the winner of the ninth edition of the Premio Nacional de Novela Negra. She lives in Madrid and Querétaro.

Mark Fried is a literary translator living in Ottawa, Canada. He is known for his translations of the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano and the Mexican crime writer Élmer Mendoza.




Praise

‘Verónica E. Llaca is James Ellroy’s literary sibling. This crime novel astonishes with its handling and use of language, time and voice’

Guillermo Arriaga, Academy Award-winning screenwriter of Babel

‘Based on a horrifying true story, Verónica E. Llaca builds a thriller around two timelines about blood ties and difficult decisions with consequences that may destroy more than one life’

Diario de México

‘A raw and exciting thriller’

Modernidades





To Ana, Luisga, Montse and J.P., who have flown

the nest and are multiplying as I write.

To Luis, always.

To all who have known depression and anxiety.







Anxiously we nurture one yearning: the need to know,

Not where we’re headed, only that we are headed somewhere.

Once we arrive, we remain anchored for a time,

Until we again grow desperate

Ramón Córdoba, Cada perro tiene su día

The poor man, knowing he could not fool

an ogress, took his enormous knife

and went up to little Aurora’s room

Charles Perrault, “Sleeping Beauty”






The wind buffets the body, plays with the chestnut curls, seems to infuse them with life. Observing the scene, a man exhales a lungful of smoke that is quickly dispersed by the breeze. He drops the butt, rubs it out carefully with his shoe, then picks it up and puts it in his pocket. Approaching the teenager, he tries to smooth her hair, but the wind won’t let it lie. He raises the camera, brings the body into focus. A few seconds later, out pops a snapshot. The streetlamp flickers suddenly and the wind stirs up a few leaves and deposits them in the girl’s lap.

The man moves away, climbs into his car, and is lost in the night.




FIRST FRAGMENT

Once upon a time, there was a woman the press called the Hyena-Woman. Infant Annihilator. Witch. Child-Chopper. Butcher of Little Angels. Monster. The Ogress of Colonia Roma.

Julián and I called her Mother.

Her name was Felícitas Sánchez Aguillón.

Your grandmother.

I’m not sure what motivates me to tell you the story of my mother, our story. No-one recalls her life except in fragments, nothing but snippets of the play in which we were obliged to act.

I ought to tell you the story from the upper balcony, far from the front row and hidden in the crowd, nowhere near the stage on which I played the son of a murderer.

She was born in 1890 on what was then Cerro Azul hacienda, a perfect name for the cradle of a fairy-tale princess, not for the birthplace of an ogress.

In that hamlet, deep in the region of La Huasteca, where a wave of the hand chased away both flies and heat, people cultivated corn, beans and lethargy as a way of life. The workers on the hacienda, most of them Huasteca Indians, were so oppressed by the conquistadors that they fell prey to the stupor and enervation fostered by a climate that rendered poverty more intense with every urge to move. No wonder this part of the north of Veracruz became known as Sleeping Beauty. It’s a coincidence that continues to amaze me: Perrault’s story “Sleeping Beauty” gave us literature’s first ogress.

The mother of Felícitas, my grandmother, had some mental defect at birth, which prevailing ignorance took to be the exhaustion common among her relatives. At the age of fifteen, with a mentality of seven and the ripe body of a woman menstruating every twenty-eight days, she was raped by a cousin. From which act my mother was born. Then mother and daughter were enclosed in a corral by order of the master, who was offended by my grandmother’s groans and moans, which rose above the birdsong, the quacking of ducks, and the howling of coyotes.

No. It wasn’t like that. I’m imagining. I’m making it up.

My grandmother gave birth squatting over a blanket spread across the dirt floor, then lay down with the infant on a filthy reed mat and slept as the blood drained from her body. The next day she was dead. The girl grew up naked on that same peed-on, shat-on mat, raised by my great-grandmother, who supported the two of them by begging, and once in a while offered her a bottle, but never picked her up . . .

That wasn’t it either.

I’m trying to invent a past of which I know nothing. I know nothing of my mother’s birth, her childhood, her adolescence, or a large part of her adulthood. I have a general picture of the extreme poverty of the hamlet where she was born, on that hacienda perched atop an enormous underground lake of oil, whose owners were dispossessed with an iconic turn of phrase: “Either you sell to me or I’ll buy it from your widow.” Peasant farmers were obliged to become oilfield workers who dug wells, laid railroad lines, built housing and roads, as the population multiplied and the hamlet became unrecognisable.

Her family certainly had never imagined that this hot country, isolated from the world by voracious and exuberant nature, surrounded by mountains and beset by temperatures that made the hours stretch and melt, would become a bustling town.

When I decided to research my mother’s roots, I tried to make contact with members of her family. I was able to find her birth certificate in the civil registry, as well as the names of my grandparents, but I had let so much time go by that I could not locate a single living relative. Lacking information and imagination, I cannot recount how she managed to become such a freak.

Sociologists like to list the ingredients that mould a murderer, as if it were a recipe: a failed family environment, violent and alcoholic parents, maybe a close relative with mental illness. Serious abuse in childhood, physical and psychological. A negligent mother, uninterested in physical contact or affection. Various traumas besides child abuse: bullying in school, drugs, sexual disorders. Let’s add to that inherited traits, the roulette of genetics. There ought to be an alarm bell that rings every time such a monster arrives in the world, so we can keep an eye on it or dispose of it immediately. Maybe my grandmother foresaw her daughter’s future and was trying to save her when she gave her that happy name.

My mother never grew more than a metre and a half tall with a broad face, outsized hands and feet, eyes bulging from their sockets, and a pronounced crocodile jaw. In the early morning mists, her carnivalesque body and diminutive stature must have made her seem like a hallucination, an ogress even before she became one. Or maybe she always was.

In 1907, at the age of seventeen, in the midst of the Huasteca oil boom, Felícitas left Cerro Azul to work in Xalapa, the capital of Veracruz State; a cousin had recommended her for a maid’s job in the home of a physician. Since the doctor’s wife found her size, her irritable temperament, and her habitual silence intimidating, the doctor put her to work in his brand-new clinic, where among other ailments he attended to births. She studied assiduously under the doctor’s supervision, without ever guessing what a prosperous business she would have twenty years later. And one day she exchanged her coarse cotton clothing for a nurse’s uniform and her sandals for shoes. In fact she developed a fascination with footwear.

I confess – and here I pause this, what? biography? – I confess I have uncovered a rather dark motive for writing the story of my mother’s life: to justify my own actions to you. I write to expiate, to extirpate.

After a year at the clinic, Felícitas was bringing children into the world. After two years she returned to her home town. Twenty-four months of nursing instruction and experience made her an authority in a place where people rarely got through primary school. She herself never got beyond third grade.

While the winds of the Revolution swept the rest of the country, geography protected La Huasteca, where the rising number of barrels extracted daily, with the encouragement of the dictator Porfirio Díaz, marked the rhythm of the town’s growth. Foreigners, mostly American, arrived, some with their families, as well as people from other parts of Mexico, all working for the Compañía Huasteca Petroleum Company. Growth meant more births for Felícitas to attend to, children of the new families, as well as the progeny the oil workers sowed all over what people now called the Gold Belt.

Our lives must be written on some part of our bodies in a language we cannot yet decipher, in the lines of our hands, the whorls of our fingerprints, the wrinkles, moles, or freckles on our skin. I think about the trunks of trees, a ring for every year, wide or narrow depending on whether it was rainy or dry. Some of my mother’s rings must be wider than others, especially the one that ought to come with background music or sound effects to announce that everything is about to change. A man entered her life.

Carlos Conde was a well worker in San Luis Potosí when he came to the attention of Edward Dawson, an oil company contractor. My father made an effort to stand out. Rather than wear an enormous sombrero like most Mexicans, he preferred a modest hat. He learned some rudimentary English and imitated as best he could an American style of dress. Son of a single mother, he laboured from the age of fourteen in the mine at La Concepción, until a fire in the shaft closed it down. By that time the oil boom was under way and he found work with Dawson’s drilling company. When Dawson moved to Veracruz and settled there with his wife Dorothy, the American took Conde along.

In November 1910, at the outbreak of the Revolution, Dawson ordered Conde to find a midwife, since Dorothy was already in labour. The baby had come early, and disruptions caused by the war meant no foreign doctor could possibly arrive in time. Dorothy Dawson took one look at my mother and sent her away, insisting that no Indian was going to touch her. However, the accelerating contractions left her no choice. Felícitas took charge. It was a complicated birth, and the baby, a girl, lived only a few days.

When my mother returned home, she looked in the mirror and felt very Indian, outrageously so. She did not like the feeling. Taking a pair of scissors, she lopped off her long black braid.

From that ill-starred birth, something strong and healthy was born: Carlos Conde’s somewhat morbid interest in the midwife. He appreciated her skill and assurance in attending to a woman who did not speak her language and who scorned her for who she was.

He began to visit her, drawn by the force of the black hole that was my mother, unaware that nothing, neither matter nor energy, not even light, could escape it. Felícitas, hardly accustomed to male visitors, did not wish to receive him in her room. So she put on the shoes she had bought in Xalapa and let herself be swept away by someone’s unexpected interest in her. I do not understand what flowed between my parents, whether it was love or even related to love. What did exist was an unofficial partnership, an obscure arrangement.

The first in the chain of events that decided my parents’ fate involved a woman, barely out of girlhood, who refused to keep the baby daughter born to her after she was raped by one of the oil company men. “I don’t want her. Sell her, find another mother, another family, do whatever you want with her. I’ll pay you to get rid of her.” The mother was a dark-skinned Indian, but the baby had white skin and blue eyes like all the American engineers working there. Carlos Conde offered her to Dorothy Dawson, and to his surprise she bought her. Word got around and other women, each with reasons of her own, came to the door and paid Felícitas to dispose of their babies. My parents found the infants new families and sold them for a price.

Felícitas and Carlos were married on June 6, 1911, the year the Mexican Revolution brought down the Díaz government and the Mexican oil market along with it. Rail lines were sabotaged, trains were destroyed, and many foreigners fled the country. The Dawsons remained and raised their daughter — half gringa, half Mexican — in La Huasteca, where possibilities still seemed limitless.

One morning in May 1914, days after U.S. forces disembarked at the port of Veracruz, Felícitas gave birth to a girl, my sister. In La Huasteca, anti-Yanqui sentiment was stronger than revolutionary fervour, and those with guns were bent on driving the foreigners out. Rather than an army, the movement consisted of isolated bands of thieves who roamed about robbing and threatening the towns and oilfields. Five men with pistols and machetes showed up at my parents’ door in the middle of the night, pulled my father from his bed, and beat him to a pulp. The men were drunk, but they knew my father worked for Dawson. “So you like sucking gringo prick? You bastard, your bitch is gonna like mine.”

He tried to get up, blood pouring from his forehead. He never saw the quick and precise movement that fractured his right arm. He fell to the floor, curled around that arm, and a kick to the face knocked him out. Darkness. He did not see when they attacked my mother, nor did he hear her screams or the howling of the men. When he came to, she was sitting amid the tangled sheets, her face swollen, scratched, and bruised. In her arms she was rocking what looked like a crumpled blanket.

He crawled to her side, bleeding profusely from where the bones had come through his skin. She raised her eyes, then looked down at the bundle. A little leg slipped out from between the layers of cloth. What happened after, I never learned. How they reached the rudimentary clinic for oil company employees, or when they returned home, or where they buried their five-month-old daughter under shovelfuls of silence and horror.

Twenty-seven years later, lying on the floor next to the bars of her prison cell, my mother screamed that they had to let her out, so she could care for her daughter.
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