Iselda

To each length of the churchyard she walks, a figure cloaked in black from head to toe. Obsidian tresses dance to the breeze’s whim; charcoal orbs stare through nonblinking eyelids from rustic, bloated sockets; and sable fabric clings to pale, reddish skin. Tortured, web-like hands flicker through the air, weaving unrecognizable patterns through the soupy fog.

As grass and sagebrush nip at her heels, Iselda remembers better times, when she was a girl of means and beauty. From as far as the ranches in Santa Fe young men would come to court her. Some won her favors, others her smile, and still others something more, until at length she was a woman and the courtiers returned no more.

One year after she had become a woman, Iselda bore two sons with eyes as dark as hers. Only her mother, an ancient, gnarled woman who spoke in soft, sporadic whispers, loved the babes. The townsfolk, held in a feverish corset by the town priest, gave Iselda no quarter, no respect. Wherever she walked they spat; wherever she looked they shunned. One morning, a delicate twig inside her head broke, and Iselda took her babies to a ditch, where with one deft movement she placed them in the water and set them free.

Iselda likes ditches best, for she can walk on the cool water and watch insects float about her head, their multicolored eyes oblivious to her transparent skin. But ditches forever bring depression, so she takes to the churchyard to set her mind at ease. She touches each radiant flower in the garden, only to watch it wilt in her once-delicate hand. She watches as men, women, and children avert their gaze, even though they cannot really see her. And she trembles so when someone cries in the night. So much suffering grieves her, and her wail tears at the flesh of even the strongest believer.

Some say that this so-called crier can make evil eat right from her hand. Iselda smiles when she hears these words spoken from ignorant tongues. She cannot make evil eat from her hand. However . . . she can make the guilty lick her fingers.

Many men and women, walking late after a long day’s work or a late-night visit, often report that they have seen a shadow watching them in the dark. In the midst of their fear, they hear a shallow, almost guttural sound, as if someone no longer has the strength even to weep. Some run, others merely cross themselves and go on.

Iselda feasts on their guilt.

The wind begins to howl in the churchyard. In the distance, the sun begins to rise. Iselda takes her leave of this place, with the two tiny headstones that read “Tino” and “Salvador,” and the empty earth underneath. As she moves toward the receding darkness, she takes the wind’s howl with her, leaving her incessant tears glistening with the dawn.
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