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DOLORES-BORN-WITHOUT-EARS

Calmallí
Baja California
1883


Sand arrives at the gold fields of Calmallí, blown across the desert on Pacific winds grain by grain, coming to rest against low interior hills where the mesquite, the brittlebush, the creosote, the palo verde discover the moisture and slowly seize upon the mounds, anchoring them into place with their thirsty roots. The miners do the same. They seize upon the gold, riveting Calmallí into a settlement.
At Calmallí there is nothing to relieve the eye. The surrounding hills of sand are like the swells of an ocean, if a man were abandoned upon a raft. Only the giant cardón and the Harris’s Hawk rise above the landscape, and the solitary windlass at the wooden house of Don Tránsito, the one man who has made good in the gold diggings. To unburden the eye there is only the brief sight of Don Tránsito’s wife, who the miners must address as Doña though she will never hear anyone honoring her.
Every morning, in the house of Don Tránsito, Doña Dolores comes downstairs to the small store and stands behind a counter of ironwood and sells goods at four times their value: beans and chiles and café, dried beef, dates, tobacco, and water from the well. She pushes bottles of aguardiente upon the miners, who become drunk and careless, speaking love to her. But Dolores can hear nothing. She has no ears at all, or inner workings of ears. Her ear-holes are like exploratory mines, abandoned and leading nowhere. When the miners stumble away, she scrapes the cracks between the floorboards and retrieves the fallen gold, even the very dust. She amasses her own stash unknown to any man, even Don Tránsito.
She has not lived with him long. Only the previous year did he pass her father’s ranch at Pabellón, conducting business on the way to Calmallí. By the end of the visit, her father Elote was motioning for Dolores to go with him. She did not understand. She kept looking at Elote until he looked away, and Don Tránsito took her arm.
Her father did not come outside to watch her leave. Don Tránsito lifted her into the wagon and she kept looking back until they drove over the rise. Then she turned ahead and covered her eyes. But when she looked through her fingers, she saw for the first time what happened to the trail when it went over the hill. She saw the broad mouth of the arroyo and the sea. She had not known that water could gather in such amounts. At first she did not believe it was water; she did not know what it was. Don Tránsito took her to the shore and let her touch it and taste it, and then he touched and tasted her.
After he helped her back into the wagon—for she had again covered her eyes—they rode south along the coast. When they came to the village of El Rosario, Don Tránsito bought two skirts and three blouses and took her to the house of a devout woman to bathe and dress her. Dolores did not want the woman to braid her hair, but the woman caught her and pulled two heavy handfuls away from Dolores’ ears. The woman jumped back in surprise and blessed herself. Dolores made a rude gesture and took the skirts and blouses outside where Don Tránsito stood, enchanted at the sight of her.
He brought her to his house at Calmallí, and he became black with envy. He shot at miners and miners shot at him in return. He taught Dolores that she must never turn her back on anyone who came into the store. He taught her how to weigh gold dust on the scale with its tiny bowls of brass and counterweights, and how to put the earnings into a box of iron beside the bed. He taught her how to disable a man by kicking him in the groin. And he taught her what he liked in his own groin, before he became disabled by a bullet.
Now he lay upstairs in bed, beset by a wound that would not heal, listening to men in the store below and fretting. At night he clutched Dolores and wept. She could smell death about him. Soon she would take her stake of gold and go home to Pabellón, where her father sat braiding rope all day under the eaves and talking to her mother Ana, long since gone. Her father’s lips were always moving, until he fell asleep, and Dolores would wake him and lead him to bed.
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[bookmark: _Hlk41307610]In the late afternoon, a falluquero—the traveling trader of goods and story and song—rode over the hill and saw the goldfields of Calmallí laid out before him. He sat atop his black mule with the pack-donkey tethered behind and he watched the miners laboring like ants below. He saw the dark circles of their cookfires, the caves where they lived half-buried in their own tailings. The miners had carved the ground into a great pitted grinding stone, dotted with shafts. Even a mule would stumble, even a donkey would be lost. But the miners went afoot. They carried only the horn spoon and the bucket, the bar of iron and the batea—the winnowing bowl. And their own breath.
The falluquero sat above them, watching. The mule and the donkey huffed and stamped. The sun was low and he shaded his eyes and spied a water-well and a windlass, turning in the hot breeze, and a solitary wooden house with two stories and a low fence and true windows of glass. The house stood above any earthen home, any mud home in which he and all the men he knew were born and lived and died. It rose above the desert, which could not even supply wood for its own making. He wondered to whom the house belonged. He had seen such homes in prosperous towns, belonging to prosperous men, and though the people of the sierras esteemed him for his trade, men of the towns overlooked him as they might a goat or a dog.
He imagined himself living in the wooden house, looking out from the glass upon the gambusinos, those hand-miners laboring under the power of their dreams with gold dust leading them on. Following a vein, a dike, pulling earth from the ground without knowing what was there. Spinning and tossing their bowls, throwing the earth to the wind, aiding with their breath until the dust was winnowed away. Their faces ashen from the soil. Digging beneath a white-hot sky while he looked on from the upper windows of the house.
The miners straightened up to see him; some called a greeting to the new man. He lifted a hand. The mule shook its head and the donkey pulled at the tether, smelling water below. Then he heard someone curse. On the lee of the hill, in the small campo santo, he saw a dusty form struggling to dig a grave among some cairns of rock. The exhausted man stood beside a hole not yet big enough.
The falluquero rode over. A wrapped corpse lay on the ground, and a bit of blood had seeped through at the neck. The mule arched away. The digger pushed back a frayed sombrero and gazed up at him.
—I knew him from a boy, the old man said. Until Don Tránsito shot him.
He wiped his eyes and pointed to the wooden house.
—He owns everything, the old man said. The house, the store. The woman.
 At this the falluquero smiled.
—Put that thought away from you, the old man said. It’s lucky Don Tránsito doesn’t shoot me, just for knowing this poor fellow.
He sat down beside the body and put a hand on the head.
—I guess you’re here to make it rich too, he said. What were you before?
—A falluquero.
The old man shook his head.
—That’s a good business, he said. Look at your animals. Look at your gear. Soon you’ll be trading right down to your shirt, just to live. You’re new here, you don’t know how it is.
—I know how it is, the falluquero said.
He secured the mule to a fencepost and took a shovel from his pack and climbed into the grave. The sun was failing and the animals put down their heads. Cookfires began to appear on the flats, one after the other, red coals like open wounds. Disconsolate snatches of song rose up and fell away on the wind.
The old digger lifted the head and shoulders of the corpse and the falluquero took the legs.
—Come on, hombre, the falluquero said. You won’t dance here anymore. No use waiting for the ladies.
[bookmark: _Hlk43308633] They lowered the body into the hole.
—May God remember the hour, the falluquero said, dusting his hands. And now, how about a drink.
—Have you any?
—The sweetest aguardiente flows from a woman, the falluquero said.
The old man shook his head.
—Isn’t one man buried enough? She is Don Tránsito’s woman.
—I thought you knew, the falluquero said. Every woman is the falluquero’s woman!
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[bookmark: _Hlk43308692]Don Tránsito lay tangled in his blankets, sweating and bright-faced with fever. He held his revolver in hand. He wore no trousers because of the wound and he had pulled at the bandages. Dolores sat beside him on the rawhide bed and smoothed the hair from his brow, coaxing him to sleep. But he would not sleep. He took her hand and placed it on his chest and wept. She had never seen a man weep except her father Elote, who wept for Ana, her mother. Don Tránsito’s hands were agitated, clutching her skirt. She looked at his eyes. The fearsome Don Tránsito was himself afraid of dying.
She went to the window to watch the new man. He had a fine mule and a donkey, a pack of gear and good boots. He sat at his cookfire, full of talk and vigor and plans. He had come to Calmallí to grow rich, though he never would. The miners began poor and grew poorer. They were badgers and coyotes ducking all day long into their dens, anxious and scurrying. Gesturing to her as she went to the well. They feared Don Tránsito, but soon they would learn he was dying, and another man would rise up to stake her as his wife. She thought of her father under the eaves at Pabellón, talking to himself. The desert would overtake the ranch, and wild birds would snatch the corn. Coyotes would eat the chickens, and overcoming their fear, coyotes would eat the body of Elote.
She watched the trader gather branches for the mule and donkey. He kept looking at the house, moving easily, loping along like someone who would try to trick her. But she would not be tricked. That was something else Don Tránsito had taught her—how to fire a pistol into a man’s face. He had given her a gun of her own, small enough for a pocket. But she hoped it would not come to that. In not many days, when the trader did not grow rich, he would become tired and dispirited. Like the others he would come to the store and surrender what little gold he had found, his nuggets and even the very dust. When she had taken all he possessed, she would purchase his animals and go home to Elote.
She turned and Don Tránsito was beckoning. He reached for her hair, twisting the heavy strands in his fingers and gesturing with the gun to the window. His mouth moved with worried talk. She took his hand and tried to free it but he pulled her close, his mouth moving all the while. He held the revolver to her cheek, as though he would take her into death with him. But she did not believe the intention was true. She saw something of Elote in him, only wanting his Ana, as husbands want their wives when they are afraid. She lay beside him, unmoving, until he tired and let loose. When he fell asleep, she took the gun from his hand.
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The falluquero had caught two hares and was skinning and laying them over the coals. Some of the gambusinos had gathered and the falluquero sat on a tin pail, a little above them, and tended the meat. He handed around smoking pieces of flesh and gave a second portion to the old man. The men got up a song and passed the bottle.
—No one has ever seen her ears, a miner said.
—They say she has none.
—But beneath the hair . . .
—Ay, to lay wrapped in such hair.
—Don Tránsito traveled all the way to Pabellón for her.
—It wasn’t his songs that won her—she can’t hear a thing!
—He’s singing his death song now.
—One can’t kill a man like Don Tránsito.
—For days no one has seen him.
—Yet his revolver sees you!
The men laughed. The falluquero looked out. Lights of cookfires lit the night. Songs rose across the land and flames flared where men were careless with the aguardiente.
—You say Don Tránsito is dying, the falluquero said.
—Some say, but who wants to find out?
—Someone must take his place, the falluquero said. And who better than a falluquero with a keen mind for business? Who better than a falluquero with a keen hand for a lady?
—¡Ándale! cried the miners.
The old man looked up.
—You’ll make use of her like all the rest, he said. Or else she’ll use you, one or the other.
The falluquero handed him another scrap of meat. The miners shook their heads and said the falluquero was well-born and generous and he smiled to himself and passed the bottle to the next man. The old man pulled his hat low and the falluquero began to sing: Ay Dolores, Dolores, eres más linda que las flores . . . 
He looked toward the house and saw a candle extinguish in the lower window. A light appeared upstairs. A shadow came and went, a small form going by.
—That poor woman, the old man said. She’ll never get back to her place.
—Is that what she wants? the falluquero said.
—Every woman wants to go home, the old man said. Husbands be damned.
The men talked over one another.
—One day she’ll up and go.
—In what? Don Tránsito sent the wagon to the coast.
—I would take her!
—I would carry her!
—¡Oye, falluquero! Don’t you have a woman somewhere?
The falluquero lowered his head and poked the coals.
—What does that matter? another said. Somewhere is not here!
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[bookmark: _Hlk43308755]She kept the store closed and some of the miners began to gather beneath her window. When she looked out, they took off their hats and ran their hands through hair thick with dust, jostling one another. She kept the curtains drawn, but through a small rent in the fabric she watched the trader’s comings and goings. In the morning he went with the old man into the ravine, and in the evening the two returned with a troubled gait that assured her they had found nothing. One evening she saw the falluquero go to another man’s fire circle and trade his good boots for water and aguardiente and tortillas. Now he wore poor sandals too large for him. Once he stumbled, going back to the cookfire. He gave the tortillas to the old man. She kept watch until the sky grew dark and she could only see the red dot of him, illumined by the coals. His hands flashed as he talked. When the fire died, he disappeared.
Don Tránsito lay unmoving on his cot. His eyes were open. She put her fingers beneath his nostrils and felt a slight breath. She searched his face to foretell the hour or day of his passing but could read nothing there. He shuddered. She left him and went down to the store in darkness and did not light a lamp. Kneeling beside the wall, she pulled a board from its place and took out a small bag of cloth. She felt its weight in her hand. She took a second bag, smaller than the first, and poured out a measure of dust, holding her breath so that not a single flake might be lost. She returned the larger stash to its place in the wall and kept watch at the window with the little bag in her hand. Once, a man passed by and stopped to urinate but it was not the trader. Perhaps he slept or perhaps he had gone out by night with the old man. Before dawn she hid the bag in her pocket and took the bucket and went out, though she needed no water.
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The falluquero sat on the hill, keeping watch. The stars were bright, like countless small moons, and he smoked a cigarillo in the shining night and examined the house. The miners already looked to him as a juez or a magistrate, and he might in time construct a balcony on the house to which men would come and see him. He was lost in these thoughts when the woman came out with a bucket in her hand. She looked left and right, as though searching for someone, and she went toward the gate and the windlass. Such was the length and blackness of her hair that when she turned, she disappeared into the dark. He heard the gate open and close, and he got up and picked his way down the hill in the near-dawn, hurrying, scattering pebbles as he went.
He stole to the wall that enclosed the water-well. He meant to speak to her as a good man with a good manner, though he knew she could not hear him. But when the gate opened, he feared startling her and he stayed in the shadows. She set the bucket down, inhaling the morning air, very near him. She seemed small under the vastness of the sky, the world upon her too large. Perhaps to please her he would take her home to Pabellón to visit her relations after all was settled.
The sun was coming up. She lifted the bucket to go back. He followed and did not know how she heard him but she turned.
—I would talk to you, he said.
She stood examining him: the soiled trousers, the fraying sandals, the poor shirt he had traded for his good one. She set the bucket down and put her hand into the folds of her skirt and took out a small bag. She offered it to him, her flat palm like a shelf holding it. He opened the bag and tipped it toward the first light and looked inside.
—No, he said. I don’t want your money . . .
She indicated with a nod that he should take it. She pointed to where his animals were standing. The mule lifted its head and the donkey shifted in half-sleep. She looked back at him.
He said no. He said he did not intend to sell his animals but he did intend to stay. That the common opinion held that Don Tránsito was dying. That she should not worry because he was here to care for the house and the store and for her. For this he needed his animals. He said he knew he had not yet succeeded in the gold fields but he was a man adept at business and had much to offer. He stepped closer.
She looked at him darkly and he saw that she did not want another man loving her but he was not another man. He put a hand upon his heart and held out the bag and she took it and turned. He caught her arm and she shook free and he moved back, holding up his hands.
—I want to help you, he said. He reached for her again.
She took the bucket and brushed his hand away, and at the door of the house she paused to make a gesture which he well understood.
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Dolores pulled the dressing from Don Tránsito’s wound. The shredded tissues were darkening; his flesh was preceding him in death. She brought the basin and washed his face and neck. While working she used her voice a little, which sometimes made him smile. But he lay without expression, his hooded eyes half-closed and his breathing shallow.
The trader wanted to speak love to her and now that course was ruined. Even if he sold the animals to her, he would want to go along. She knew the kind of man he was, one to want what other men wanted simply because they wanted it more.
She would go on foot; in the night she would take the road and at every small ranch she would ask to purchase an animal to carry her to Pabellón, even an old mount so she would not spend much of what she had saved for Elote.
Don Tránsito blinked and blinked again and she looked up. A tiny stone hit the window. And another. She got up and looked out. Two men stood below, calling to her. One held a pouch. She did not know if the bag contained gold, or whether the man only sought to draw her. She covered Don Tránsito and took the little pistol and went down the stairs.
She stood at the closed door, her hand on the frame. She could feel the knocking and she turned away, but at the stairs she thought of one final portion for Elote and she went to the door and opened it. 
The two men came inside. They nodded to her, talking all the while. One wore the boots of the trader on his feet. The other removed his hat and kept it in hand. The booted man smiled and she did not like the look of his fingers, which would not stop moving. She stepped behind the counter and indicated the man’s pouch, that he might show her what he carried.
The booted man came boldly around the counter and took a bottle of aguardiente. She shook her head and put her hand on the container but he eased it away and poured himself a drink. The hatless man nudged him and leaned over the counter, murmuring and blinking his sad eyes. The booted man took a sip and edged the bottle along the counter toward her. He put his hand over hers and in a moment the pistol was out.
She pulled back the hammer and the men backed up. The one with sad eyes kept talking. With the pistol she pointed to the door, but they did not go. Instead they came slowly forward, gesturing as men do to animals to calm them. The man with the sad eyes held a hand to her. The other was shaking the little pouch and he took two quick strides and she raised the pistol and pulled the trigger. She saw the men duck and the wallboard behind them split with a small cloud of dust rising into the air. The booted man came at her and she raised the pistol again and this time the man flew backward, falling against the wall with a ragged hole through his cheek, twisting so she could see his surprised eyes as he went down. He lay twitching, a dark pool beneath his head, while the sad-eyed man stood gaping only for a moment before making for the door. She ran to shut it behind him and she stood trembling, shaking out her hand and walking the room. The man on the floor lay still. She pushed him with a foot and covered her eyes. Then she knelt beside him, taking the pouch from where it had fallen. She emptied the bag into her hand. Small stones of the most ordinary kind, without any color at all.
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[bookmark: _Hlk43308822]The falluquero heard a shot from the house. He looked up and heard another and it seemed but a moment and he found himself at the door and did not remember crossing the yard. A miner stood outside wiping his brow and spoke some kind of warning but the falluquero went past. The door handle gave. Dolores was half-sitting on the stairs as though she might flee. She held a pistol and a man lay on the floor.
The falluquero held up his hands.
—I’ve come to help, he said. He took a step and she shook the pistol and he ducked without thinking and straightened up again. There were others behind him, men who had come running as he had. They crowded the doorway and Dolores’ eyes flicked from one man to another. One of the miners said he had a gun of his own and the falluquero told him to put it away.
—Stay out, he said. Váyanse, todos.
The men did not go. Dolores kept the weapon raised and he knew she was watching his eyes and hands and he was careful to look at her face alone. He heard the subdued talk of those behind him and he did not move. She kept the pistol upon him and watched his mouth and he did not know what she might understand. Perhaps her own name.
—Dolores.
He started forward and something spun him and threw him down with a whipcrack and he lay breathless on the floor between the wooden walls with the ceiling turning above him. His vision washed red and he was confused, imagining that he looked into the fire. Somewhere a woman was keening but it was not quite the sound of a woman. A fox or young rabbit caught. He lay pinned, ears ringing, blood decanting from his shoulder and the thirsty wood beneath him taking it up. When he opened his eyes, time had leapt again and the feet of men thundered around him and he put his hand to the shoulder where the bullet had passed through. His palm came away bloody and the world took a turn and he found himself standing inexplicably in the campo santo, high above the valley floor, the miners like tiny men with their eyes raised to watch him. The wooden bowl was in his hand. He threw earth into the air, winnowing and catching, and gave a loud huh! when it landed.
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