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my first, startled glance, I'd taken it for Angelica because of the black knitted
shawl, the black braids wound around the head, and the heavy, dark skirts
covered by a white apron. But as I stepped nearer, I saw that in spite of the
black hair, the woman at my feet must've been closer to forty than Angelica's
twenty. The features were different too — broader, more Indian.

"That was my sister," said a soft voice in Spanish from the doorway of the
middle house. I turned and saw a woman who looked a few years older than
the one stretched out on the ground in front of me, with a few gray strands
weaving through her braids, no apron, and a gray shawl instead of a black one.

"Your sister, or your sister-wife?" I said, not to be impolite, but because I
imagined it was the kind of thing the police would want to know.

"Both," she said. "When Hyrum Black came to Puertas Prietas he asked
my father for all three of us, and Father said all right. It has been easier that
way, I think. We were already used to each other, used to never having any-
thing that belonged to one alone. It was easier that way, I think. Or at least
it was in the beginning."

"What's she saying?" The detective held the microphone of the tape re-
corder toward me.

"She says the dead woman was her sister," I said.
"Would you like to come inside?" the woman with the gray shawl asked

politely.
"I'd be honored," I said.
"Your Spanish is very good," she said, and because this was a statement,

not a compliment, I said nothing. When my eyes adjusted to the dimness of
the interior, I had to bite my lip to stifle a sudden urge to laugh that rose up
inside me, because as I looked around the one large room in which I found
myself, it reminded me of nothing so much as the living room at the Ponderosa
on TV. There was a stone fireplace in one corner, a wooden table, half a dozen
pine chairs, a stool, a rocker, a cradle, a churn, a loom, all in the appropriate
places. At the far end of the room, a curtain was carelessly drawn over a sort
of pantry stacked from floor to ceiling with mason jars filled with canned
goods, and in the center of the room a braided rug covered the wooden floor.

"Please sit down," the woman told us, her features impassive and more
Indian than not.

We pulled up the pine chairs around the table; and as the detective with
the tape recorder searched vainly for a place to plug it in, I looked around the
room and realized with a start that there was someone in the armchair near the
empty fireplace. Someone with black braids wound tightly around her head
and covered from neck to feet by a heavy quilt, knees drawn up to her chest,
chair turned slightly away from us. Angelica. I pulled nervously at my shirt
sleeves, but she didn't even glance my way.

The tape-recording detective gave up on finding a plug and fumbled in
his coat pocket for some batteries. At last we were all ready.

"Please tell the woman that I am Detective Keller and this is Detective
Charles." The uniform was apparently waiting outside, guarding the bodies or
something. I repeated the information.
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"Ask her to tell us, in her own words, what happened," Detective Keller
said. I repeated the request, and so she began:

"My sister, Veronica, killed our husband, poisoning his postum, and then
she drank from it too, killing herself. I can show you the poison. And the
cup." She stopped as though she had said everything.

"But why?" Detective Charles exploded. "What could make her do a
thing like that? And why didn't the rest of them stop her? You've got to find
out more." Something in the way he asked the series of questions triggered a
memory in me. The mission president himself sitting at my bedside in Chichi-
castenango saying why, why why, over and over again. But I never answered
any of his whys except the most superficial ones.

I repeated the questions to the woman before me.
"Hyrum wasn't always like these last few years," she said, thinking, I sup-

pose, that this was some kind of answer. "In the beginning you've never seen a
kinder man, when the three of us came to live with him. Then when we were
all expecting our first babies, practically at the same time, well you've never
seen anybody happier." Her voice was becoming more sure now, like a wheel
that's been standing for a long time, but that, after the first few spins, finds it
can still turn.

"I was the first one to go into labor. It was a hard labor, and I had nobody
to help me except Veronica and Ester, and both of them were ready to deliver
any day themselves. But at last he was born, and they told me he was a boy
and there was a whoop of excitement from outside the door where Hyrum was
listening, but then Veronica was washing him and suddenly she made a little
gasp. What's wrong, I asked her, but she didn't say anything, just brought him
over, a tear falling from each eye, and laid him in my lap. Magdalena, she
told me, here is your son. It was one of those times when you can't ignore what
you least want to see because it was obvious. The baby was an idiot. That was
my Abel." The word she used to describe the child shocked me, and it was a
few seconds before I realized that she had been describing the birth of the tall,
retarded boy who accompanied his father on the deer hunts. I repeated the
story to the policeman, who looked less than interested.

"Then Veronica had her baby. Angelica." The woman pointed vaguely
to the corner. "At first we were all relieved because she was such a beautiful
child, especially her eyes, not like Abel's eyes at all. But then Hyrum started
worrying about her, and finally we all did and he tried some tests and declared
to us that she was an idiot too."

"Angelica!" I burst out in surprise. "But that's impossible! You just have
to look into her eyes to . . . to . . . . " I stopped, suddenly embarrassed.

"We didn't want to believe it," Magdalena said. "But as the months went by,
we began to in spite of ourselves. It was obvious she was not like other children."

"You should have taken her to a doctor!" I said without really meaning to.
"Veronica wanted to, but Hyrum said she was our shame, and we would

bear her, and Abel too, at home."
"What happened to the other baby?" I asked suddenly. "The third one;

Ester's baby?"
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"It died." Magdalena stopped, then went on again, unwillingly. "Hyrum
said it was a curse on our first fruits. Then Ester got pregnant again, and when
she had the twins, things seemed to be all right again. Nothing prouder than
an old man who has fathered twins."

I quickly relayed all this information, and Detective Keller told me to get
on with it, to hurry her along to the important parts. I shrugged helplessly,
then turned back to the stern-faced woman. "But what about Angelica all of
this time! Nobody helping her! She was not retarded, was she!"

"No," the woman said shortly, "she was not retarded."
"Then what about her?" I demanded. "Nobody helping her to learn

things! All of you treating her like she was," I paused and then spat out the
word, "an idiot! Didn't you know that if you treat a person like something
then they can become it!" I'm not like that, I told Elder Gray, my companion,
over and over again. But you are, he kept telling me, and in gradual despair
I began to believe him.

"Who are you to judge us!" The woman's fury snapped out for a second,
but she gathered it back. "I am sorry. You do not mean to be cruel, but you
cannot know what it has been like, what these last years have been like, for all
of us." As she pronounced these words, the front door swung open, and framed
against the light of the outside was the tall, pointed figure I'd seen years before
in the same posture: left thumb hooked over his belt buckle, right elbow resting
on it, propping that thumb up to his mouth.

"Abel!" Magdalena burst out, then turned to me. "I told Ester to keep the
children all together in the house, but Abel is hard to control sometimes. The
only one who could really do it was Hyrum, and now that he is gone . . . ."
She trailed off, and I tried gently to get her back on track. Meanwhile Abel,
thumb in mouth, walked over to the armchair where Angelica sat and towered
over her protectively.

"Tell me about these last years," I said. "Tell me what happened."
"None of it would have happened," she said in a hidden tone, "none of it,

if we had stayed in Mexico where we belonged, if we had stayed what we were
meant to be, but Hyrum found it more difficult every day to be instructed by
anyone, to be answerable to anyone. He wanted to be Hyrum Black, prophet,
seer and revelator, and not just for his family but for everyone. One by one he
shut out all the other families who lived near us, and then he got the idea of
coming up here, with a handful of people he claimed were behind him, but I
don't know really if they were or not. After we got here, he forbade us to learn
any English, to go out of the house or to let anyone in. Even the others from
Mexico we saw less and less often. Are they still here? I don't know. It was
inevitable that with only each other all the time things would eventually
go bad."

How did they go bad? the mission president asked me. I have sinned,
President Peterson, I said. How? he said. What does it matter? I said. They
are just different faces of the same thing, and they are all ugly. What does it
matter so "much which one? "What went wrong?" I asked the woman be-
fore me.
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"A lot of little things. The way we made the clothes, the way we sat at the
table, the way we worked in the garden. He criticized us all. But the one he
was the hardest on was Angelica. He loved her the best, but at the same time,
could hardly stand to look at her. After he decided that she was not an idiot
after all . . . ."

"Fine," I burst out.
"You are not so smart as you think." Magdalena gave me a cold look.

"Hyrum decided that she was not an idiot after all and then one day he had
realized that she was . . . ."

"I can't believe this," I said to the detectives, to their odd looks. Then I
caught hold of myself. Magdalena was eyeing me, hands calmly folded in the
lap of her dark skirt, but clearly offended at being interrupted twice.

"I am sorry," I managed to say. "Forgive me for interrupting. You were
about to say that Hyrum decided she was . . . ?"

". . . possessed," Magdalena concluded, after a slight hesitation. "That
is when he started the exorcisms, the long days of prayers for all of us, the mid-
night purges." The incident of the cold November night years before came
back to me. "But nothing satisfied him. We should have stopped him, Veronica
or Ester or I. We should have stopped him. But maybe we had half started
to believe it ourselves. She was so . . . odd." I struggled and remained silent.

"At last we thought he had satisfied himself that he had cast the legion out
of her because for a long time he didn't say anything more about it. And she
was attached to him, poor, strange little thing, in spite of it all, and so who
knew . . . " she checked herself abruptly, then went on as if she had turned a
sudden corner, "who knew what he was thinking?" Veronica told him he
should take her to Mexico and marry her to someone there, and if only he'd
listened to her! But he said it was something he would never do. How can I
do that to one of my brethren, he would shout. She is our pain, and we will
bear her alone." Magdalena paused, apparently thinking, and I took advan-
tage of it to catch Detectives Charles and Keller up on the story.

"Less Dallas and more details," Keller said with asperity when I'd finished.
"See if you can't get her up into this decade at least."

"Hermana," I said softly, slipping into the mission lingo without being
aware of it, "I just don't see how that explains Veronica killing her — your —
husband, and then herself." And I don't understand the way you tried it either,
President Peterson told me. For pity's sake, that's a woman's way, and I said
well, you had to use what you had on hand, didn't you, and one thing about
Mormon missionaries is that we all shaved every day and he said Elder, did
you sleep with a woman, is that it?

"It was Hyrum's idea," she said, "when he found out what she'd done he
said that that was something we couldn't bear within the family, although the
Lord knows he was blind to it the longest of any of us, because even Abel
had noticed before Hyrum did! There's no blind man like he who will not see!
But when he finally did, he raged around the house for a week or more shout-
ing that God had punished his family enough and that he, Hyrum, would not
stand for it any more, and that the only way to put things right was for Angelica
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to pay the ransom, and that the only way she could pay it was with her life."
"What! What do you mean, ransom! And what had she done!" What

does it matter, I told President Peterson. What does it matter which of the
masks it was that we read in high school to be hated needed but to be seen!
What does it matter which one it finally turns out to have been!

"What is it!" Keller wanted to know, and I told him quickly, and then
Magdalena went on:

"We talked about it and cried about it for days, and finally Hyrum called
a council, the four of us, him, Veronica, Ester, and I. Angelica sat over there
in that chair in the corner while we talked. We all cried, even Hyrum, but
in the end he decreed it by the power of his priesthood, and we all agreed to it,
that the three of them would eat dinner together, and afterwards that it would
be in the postum so that she would die with her mother and father there, be-
cause another way would be too cruel." She looked silently at her hands as I
repeated the story to the tape recorder.

"God, it's just like Jonestown," Detective Charles breathed.
"But why!" Keller burst out. Why, they asked me in the hospital, why,

asked President Peterson, why asked my father when I got home. I only want
to know one thing, he said to me tears running down his face, why?

"Why?" I asked Magdalena.
She looked at me in a way I had seen somewhere before. In the mirror?

Then she began slowly to talk again, picking up the thread of the story where
she had left off. "So then it was settled. We all went to the other house and
sat together praying while the three of them ate dinner in here alone. We were
all together in Ester's house, so we knew it was just the three of them in here,
and nobody else. After a couple of hours I couldn't stand waiting any longer
and came over, expecting to find Angelica dead, but instead she was sitting
over there in that chair, just like now, and Hyrum and Veronica were the ones
who were dead, faces slumped forward onto the table.

"Veronica had said she was going along with it all, but at the last minute
it must have broken her heart. At the last minute she must have decided that
rather than kill her own child, she would kill her husband, because there was
no other choice, and then herself."

I repeated this to the detectives. "But why did they want to kill her?"
Keller repeated. "Ask her that!"

"You still do not understand!" she responded with a sniff when I passed to
her the question. "All right, I will show you everything. I will make you
understand." You still don't understand? I said to my father. All right, I'll
spell it out for you. Father, I told him, I have slept with another man, now
how about that? Doesn't that clear everything up? Doesn't that make you feel
better for knowing? Doesn't that make everything all right?

"You still do not understand." Magdalena got up and walked slowly to the
empty fireplace in the corner of the room and shooed Abel from the way gently.
With a slow, certain movement, she helped the girl in the armchair turned
slightly away from us to bring her legs down to the floor and throw off her
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quilt and stand up. I don't know much about that kind of thing, but guessed
she must have been about six or seven months pregnant.

"Ask her who the father was," Keller told me. "The retarded boy? Or
was it old Black himself? Or was it somebody else we don't know about?"

"What does it matter?" I turned on him. What does it matter, I said to my
father, when all of the faces are ugly.

I turned back to Angelica, and she looked into my eyes, but not with the
terror I had seen that night long ago at midnight. Angelica! I thought. You
behind your wall and I behind mine! If I had known how to talk to you then,
if I had known you were waiting for me, if you had known I was coming back
to you . . . . She looked at me as if she understood. There was no shame in her
look, and I felt mine falling away before her pure black gaze.

"Ask her who the father was."
I turned to Magdalena again and repeated the question.
"I do not know," she said simply. "Only Angelica knows that. Or maybe

Veronica knew it was Hyrum. Maybe that's why she killed him. We'll never
know.

"Why don't you just ask her?" I said. "Nobody ever gets around to doing
that, do they?" I stopped surprised, because Magdalena was looking at me
with what, if I hadn't known better, I would have interpreted as triumph. I
turned to the detectives and relayed the information.

"Wait a minute," Charles said as I finished. "Magdalena wasn't there at
this dinner, was she?" I shook my head. "Then how can she be so sure that it
was Veronica who changed her mind? You said that Angelica was here in the
corner the whole time they talked about it. How can she be so sure that it
wasn't Angelica herself who switched the cups?"

I repeated the question, Angelica de mi alma, although I knew already that
it wasn't true. I had seen from your eyes that you were like me and you knew
what it felt like to look at that straight on and not care. We were not born the
way we were, Angelica and I, but made. Made to be something that we
wouldn't have been, not really, if things had been different. That's what I
thought or knew or thought I knew before Magdalena opened her mouth to
answer me. Then when I heard the words I remembered again what it felt like
to be at the point of knowing everything then to find it turned in on itself and
ugly like a rubber Halloween mask.

"How do you know that it wasn't Angelica who switched the cups," I said
for form's sake, "if she was sitting right there listening to everything?"

"But she wasn't," Magdalena said with the suggestion of a smile. "She was
sitting right there, but she wasn't listening. She couldn't have listened.
Angelica is deaf."
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