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Josefina waited until the last members of the choir had shuffled 
into their raincoats, dipped out the side door for the mad dash to their Ubers 
on the corner. She was alone in the church now. 

She peeked outside. The rain came down like the waves of a vertical 
ocean. The sidewalk was already soaked, and the gutters overran with blackish 
water. Bottles, an empty packet of Takis Fuego corn chips, an old shoe; all 
whooshed past in the current. 

Through the breaks in the rain she could see the low-slung red 
public housing across the street, the windows gated in grey steel. They 
were interspersed here and there with new concrete-and-blue-glass luxury 
apartments for the lawyers and doctors and designers priced out of Manhattan.

Josefina sighed. The air outside was thick and warm. The rain 
would soon be over. Storms here were like that: they spent themselves in 
bursts of brutality. She would wait until the rain let up, then go and catch 
the bus. She gave one last look outside. Somehow the city never seemed any 
cleaner for the rain.

Her choir never seemed any better for the practice. She did not 
want to be ungenerous. They made up in enthusiasm what they lacked in 
talent. But there were days when this was no longer enough. She was not 
yet old, not yet sixty. Her hair was still black as a girl’s. Yet she longed for 
something simpler; she didn’t want to have to search so hard for beauty. 

In Brooklyn, she often felt, this was impossible.
She sat for a minute in a pew. It was almost a beautiful church, 

one hundred years old this year. The Italians had built St. Anthony’s, with 
its pink marble columns and Renaissance-inflected Marys. The century 
had exhausted it. There was scaffolding around two of the great columns in 
the nave. She could not remember a time before it. Now, the church served 
mostly Mexicans. A plaster Guadalupe stood before a marble Mary’s feet, 
surrounded by flowers, carnations and lilies.



Josefina took a dollar from her handbag and went to light a votive. 
She lit a long-stemmed match and set it to the wick of the flat white candle 
in the red glass sconce. She was glad for the small reality of the flame. Not 
like at her last parish, where the candles ran on batteries, and flickered for 
ten minutes. Click.

Edward, her husband, would be puttering about the kitchen. 
Probably roasting a chicken for their supper. Wearing his maroon slippers 
that slapped the hardwood floor to drive her mad. Blanching the vegetables 
because the doctor had told him to be wary of salt.

Edward. He was her second husband, though not in the eyes of the Church.
The candle took the flame. 
The first, Ángel... He was a bull rider from Ciudad de México, a 

strong handsome man. Thick black hair and beautiful brown eyes, like a dog. 
He made love with a ferocity like the bulls that he rode. He had taken her, 
still just a girl, and left her with one. Their daughter, Estrella, had died as a 
child. Josefina had mourned too long still to be angry. God, she had been told, 
called back to Him the most precious of His glorious creation. She said this 
to herself sometimes, to see if it felt true.

Ángel. He had left her in México. There was a terrible accident, a 
bull gored him in the thigh, near his groin. He was never the same. Never 
before had he struck her, always he had been gentle. When his manhood was 
struck down, he did then. He drank. He left her for a campesina, a border girl 
who slept with the truckers for American dollars. She too may have been 
American. When he left, Josefina was glad. 

When her daughter died Josefina was still only seventeen years 
old. She made her return pilgrimage to Texas on foot. There was the life she 
knew from her girlhood and the life she had lived with Ángel. In both she 
was moving, always moving.

She found her family picking tomatoes on a ranch in west Texas. 
If they knew her they did not betray it. Three years she had been gone. That 
much she had changed. She knew she had shamed them, bearing a child 
outside of marriage. She knew as perhaps they did not know, that we are all 
sinners. God, the priests said, loved sinners. Her parents, they feared God. 
God’s love was incomprehensible to them. When she had held the girl, at the 
beginning and at the end… it had not been so incomprehensible to her, then.



Josefina was still pretty, with long glossy black hair in plaits along 
the sides of her head. She took a bus to San Antonio where she got a job as a 
waitress. At night she went to the community college. She lied, said she was 
American. San Antonio, its land once had been Mexico. So, she was American.

In defiance of all good sense she had studied music, learning the 
words for the sounds that her ears already understood. Major scales, modes. 
The circle of fifths. Polyphony, meaning many voices. All this her heart had 
always known.

She spoke good English. Half her life or more she had walked 
through Texas, she and her sisters and their mother and father. Sometimes, 
when there wasn’t work, she had gone to the schools. She was intelligent, and 
she knew hard work. When she graduated from community college, she took 
a job teaching music at a small Catholic middle school in San Antonio.

At a Catholic teachers’ conference she had met Edward. He was 
much older, almost forty. He taught mathematics at a school in Brooklyn, 
New York City, so she had moved there to be with him. They married in the 
church and right away had two sons, healthy boys, Irish twins. They were 
married five years before she told him about Ángel, about México. About 
Estrella. He had wept and left the house but returned the same night with 
ice cream and roses. To ask forgiveness, not to offer it. For this reason, she 
had stayed with him.

Her sons were now grown. The elder, Ed Junior, lived in California. 
He was a computer person. She loved him with all her heart. She did not 
understand him.

The younger, Carlos, was in a rock band. He played guitar, not the 
beautiful music that she had taught him on her lap, but harsh, simple stuff 
that grated for its violence, its strutting, empty bravado like the lesser bull-
riders. She had his band’s CDs on her shelf. He had showed her several times 
how to put them on her computer so that she could listen that way. 
 When he was home with her he played the music that she loved. 
Canciones Méxicanas.
 Josefina went to the back of the church, climbed the spiral staircase 
in the atrium. She sat at the organ and set her feet in their soft-soled shoes 
on the pedals. It was a beautiful organ. Some years before, when they were in 
the bigger apartment, before the boys left home, the church had refurbished 



the thing. Before her time, before they retired to this small corner of Prospect 
Heights, before the one bedroom where the boys when they visited were 
forced to sleep on the couch. She played for the masses on Sundays while 
Edward went golfing at Dyker Beach.

She struck a note, two notes, then played Bach’s Toccata in D 
minor. How could she resist? Father Don would leave her to play. He would 
be upstairs, eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in front of the news. 
Three or four fingers of whiskey on the rocks in a tall glass on the side table 
by the recliner. To each of them, a small indulgence.
 She struck another chord and had begun to play a second piece, 
when she heard the creak of the side door. She rose from the organ and 
peered over the balcony. Below, a woman had come in from the rain. She 
wore a long dripping white raincoat and her hair was covered with a cream-
colored scarf.
 The woman moved hurriedly, glancing repeatedly behind her at 
the doorway. Josefina descended the staircase and walked down the nave. The 
woman had disappeared into one of the chapels near the altar. Josefina went 
to stand at the doorway and she heard weeping.
 “Hola?”
 “Soy yo,” said the woman.
 Josefina went in. The chapel was dark. Josefina nearly stumbled 
over a tall vase stuffed with lilies. The woman was crouching in the corner 
beside St. Anthony, her hands clutched at her mouth, her teeth biting hard 
into her knuckles.
 “Ysidra!”
 “Santuario. Necesito santuario!”
 Josefina knelt before her friend and held her head to her chest. The 
woman’s fingers dug hard into her arms. “Pero por supuesto, mi amor. ¿Qué te 
ha pasado?”
 “La migra.”
 Josefina understood at once the nightmare.

•
 Josefina filled a kettle for tea. Ysidra sat at the narrow kitchen table. 
She was using the landline, weeping into the receiver as she spoke to her 



daughter. Josefina took her coat and scarf, which she saw now was dotted 
with cherries, hung them in the parlor closet with her own things. She waited 
there until the kettle whistled for her return.
 Ysidra, off the phone, was filling the teapot. She worked at St. 
Anthony’s, too, the closest thing Josefina had to a colleague. Ysidra was a 
whiz with the computers. She could not read English but she prepared the 
weekly bulletin for the church from the text that Josefina provided. It was 
very smart, very professional.
 Because she was undocumented, Josefina and Father Don were 
engaged in a minor money laundering scheme, through which Ysidra was 
paid for her work. Her husband was the breadwinner, such as it was, but 
Ysidra was invaluable to the parish, to the community. Father Don liked to 
joke that she had made too many promises on the parish’s behalf. But mass 
attendance among the undocumented was the highest in the diocese, and the 
bishop had marshaled resources to serve them.
 “Y tus hijos?”
 “Seguros.”
 They were safe. Ysidra’s children were safe. 
 “Josè?”
 “Tambièn.”
 “Dime todo.”
 Ysidra began to speak. At that moment Father Don came 
downstairs. He was a tall man, over six feet, just about seventy. His hair was 
white, mussed in the back from the cushion of his recliner. He was dressed 
in black, save for his socks, but he had removed his collar. Josefina could 
see the long white hairs of his chest where the shirt was unbuttoned. He 
was surprised to see the women there so late. That it was the two of them 
he accepted without question. He went to the refrigerator but seemed to 
understand that there was something different about the circumstances of 
their gathering.
 He spoke enough Spanish to get through a mass on his own terms, 
but he could not follow Ysidra’s rapid flow. He stood for a moment with the 
fridge door open before Josefina glanced to meet his eyes.
 “She has asked for sanctuary.”



 His eyebrows shot up and came just as quickly down.
 “Of course,” He was Irish. His accent clung to him like the 
lingering scent of his whiskey and pipe tobacco. “Javier? Ginny?”
 “Her family is safe.”
 “I can get them now, if she’d like. I’ll take a cab.”
 “Quieres que recoja a tus hijos?” 
 Ysidra’s wide black eyes were glassy with tears. Josefina was struck 
by how poised she was, how beautiful. Her hair too was still black, worn back 
with dignity in a low bun. Josefina approved. She was modest, too, for her 
beauty. She dressed smartly, appropriately for her figure. There were stories 
that her husband had wooed her on horseback, riding to her window in the 
country at night to sing at her window. Always a beautiful story, a man on 
horseback. If you do not listen ‘til the end.
 “No. Por ahora, no. Tienen con ellos sus pasaportes.”
 The children were teenagers, just a few years younger than her own. 
They were American, born at Brooklyn Methodist. They had birth certificates 
and social security cards.
 “May I sit?”
 “Sì.”
  Father Don took a seat between the women. After a moment he 
rose to grab a tin of butter cookies from the cupboard. He set them down in 
the middle of the table.
 “Tell me what happened.”
 Ysidra spoke in Spanish, slowly. When she needed to, Josefina 
translated.
 She was just coming home from visiting with one of her friends 
in the neighborhood, Manuela, they knew her, she always came to the elev-
en-thirty mass. She had left her husband, he beat her, and she had taken their 
three children. Ysidra helped her sometimes when she could.

She saw the men from la migra before they saw her. She stopped 
where she was walking, stepped into the bodega on the corner. There was a 
bad energy there; no, not a bad energy – it was empty. None of the staff were 
there, only the owner, a Chino. 
 



 He told her they were inmigración. Said that she could leave 
through the back door if she wanted to. She did, stepping through the thick 
garbage smell – plantains, cat food, garlic – splashing through hallucinogenic 
green fluid in her heels. She knows why this detail sticks in her mind: because 
for the first time since she has been in America, since she has been in Brook-
lyn, she felt dirty.
 Somehow, they had seen her, when she was walking back the other 
way, away from the apartment, away from the children. Towards sanctuario.
 They called to her, the men from la migra. They called her by her 
name on the streets, the men in black vests like armor. They called her name, 
but she prayed with all her soul and God must have heard her prayers be-
cause she was here and her children were safe.
 They sat for a time in silence.
 “You’ll stay as long as you need,” Father Don said at last. “Puedes 
quedar con nosotros. Quanto tiempo necesitas. Hablaré con el obispo.”
 “Gracias, Padre Don. Gracias.”
 “I’ll prepare the guest room,” Josefina said. She rose and climbed 
the stairs to the second story landing. There was a small, spare bedroom there. 
Mostly it was used by visiting priests, when Father Don was on his annual 
vacation. It contained nothing beyond the necessities. 

There was a linen closet in the hall with sheets and bedding. Jose-
fina took what she needed, made the bed. In the bedroom closet on the shelf 
was a Ziploc bag filled with unused airline toiletry kits. Josefina set one on 
the bedside table.
 Josefina clenched her jaw, cracked her knuckles. The mother bear’s 
instinct was strong in her. She seethed with anger. It was only too easy to 
imagine Ysidra’s fear. Her own children were gone, each in his way. There was 
great pain and sadness in this. Yet it was not the same thing, of course. She 
spoke to her boys by telephone. It was not enough, but it had been their time 
to go, and she was proud of the men they were becoming. 

It was her daughter who had been taken from her, torn from her 
arms before her time. Never before had she returned to the place where her 
daughter lay buried in the black earth of her homeland. In the darkness of the 
church there was a votive to ease the permanence of her grief.



 She stared for a moment at the crucifix over the flimsy wooden 
headboard. Was there in it truly some consolation?
 My yoke is easy and my burden light. His own words, so simple, so 
slippery. She had mulled them often in the moments of her greatest darkness, 
like holding up a sweater to a window to see with the light where the moth-
holes were.
 She shook off the thought. Now there was only to help Ysidra 
through the night, through the days that followed.
 She went downstairs. Father Don had withdrawn to give Ysidra 
some space. His instincts in this respect were good. Josefina could hear him 
on the telephone in the office. She lay her hand upon her friend’s, and then 
together the women ascended the staircase. Ysidra knew the rectory well; still, 
Josefina showed her the room, the bathroom. Found a set of clean towels.
 “¿Puedo traerte algo más? ¿Hay algo que necesites?”
 “No, gracias. Por ahora, solo quiero dormir.”
 To sleep. Josefina kissed her friend on the forehead. Wiped away a 
tear with her thumbs.
 “You’ll be safe here.”
 “I know.”

•
 Father Don was in the kitchen. He had retrieved his glass, topped 
off the whiskey. Josefina almost missed him, but he called her name. Said it 
in the way he always did, like she was a man, Joe Sefina.
 “Do you drink?”
 “From time to time.”
 “Whiskey?”
 A pause. “Yes.”
 “Ice?”
 “No.”

Father Don poured a fingerful into her empty teacup.  
“There’s plenty.”

 “This is enough.”
 She sat across the table from him and took a sip. He was looking at 
her but his gaze saw beyond her. He could be like this at times. It drove some 



people crazy, especially when he took a few minutes to warm up to his homily. 
Josefina did not mind. Better to say the right thing, to choose the right words, 
than to flap your mouth like a fool. 

She could hear the rain battering the small dark kitchen window. 
Edward would be playing SuDoKu on his iPad. He’d know she was waiting 
for the rain to subside. In a few minutes he would begin to pick at the chicken.

“I was in El Salvador when they killed Archbishop Romero.”
Josefina was silent. Her skin prickled.

“I was a wee priest at the time, hardly out of the novitiate. Had no 
idea what was going on. My Spanish wasn’t much better then, even immersed, 
as we were. It was all I could do to follow the news.”

He was silent again for a long time. He held his glass in his fingertips. 
The sides had begun to sweat. Josefina could see the spots around his mouth 
and nose where the white beard was already growing back.

“I was naïve. I thought the church would do the right thing. It was the 
privilege of being at a remove. I had no idea how closely the bishops travel to 
political power. And I’m Irish!” He grinned with large yellow teeth.

Josefina smiled at his self-deprecation. 
“When they shot Romero in the church, that tore the wool off my 

eyes. I saw what my vows really meant, the demands they made of me. I was 
terrified. I thought about abandoning the priesthood. Once you’ve seen the 
truth, you can’t pretend any longer that the safe and comfortable path is the 
one required of you. 

“I went to the church where they gunned him down, saw the blood on 
the altar. I was terrified to join him. At my age, you have a little gnawing sense 
of your own finitude, but then, it was unimaginable. I don’t even know what 
I was afraid of. The pain? The pain of a bullet, the pain of knowing your life 
is leaking out of your body. That’s not really it. What I feared was that in that 
moment, I’d somehow confront my fundamental unbelief, secret even to myself. 
That I’d have been an atheist all along, and death would be simple finality. Not 
even a chance to make apology for my hypocrisy.

“Christ himself despaired at the hour of His death. Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani.”
Father Don sat for a moment breathing deep. Josefina watched him. 

The whiskey had opened the gates to his self-understanding. If she listened, too, 
she felt she might hear the susurrations of her own discontentment. 



“My thirst for Christ overrode my fear. Romero was a martyr and 
there was an intoxicating power in that. I had become a priest because I 
longed for sainthood. A trite thought, to be sure, and not uncommon. We’ve a 
forgiving Father, else most priests I know would be bound for the other place.”

He winked, but seemed to think better of the gesture, and shook 
it off as if in apology.

“I was standing there working through my cowardice when two 
women came in and began to scrub the blood away. A mother and daughter, 
I believe. Working on their hands and knees, with buckets of soapy water. The 
world was collapsing around the church, and yet they worked to restore the 
peace at the altar. At any rate, I knew at last, at the tender age of thirty-four, 
where I stood. Whose side I was on. I’ve tried in my small way to live in the 
light of that new truth.

“I went up there and said a mass, just a small mass for the three of 
us. Then I helped them clean the blood. 

“The daughter was killed at Romero’s funeral.”
He slugged what remained of his whiskey.

 “I’ve an idea. Nothing dangerous, only a bit of sleight-of-hand. A 
finger in the eye of la migra.”
 He was smiling, less in the mouth than in the eyes, which had 
receded like hot black embers into the flesh of his brow.
 “You’re an American, aren’t you? Never even thought to ask.”
 Josefina deflected with a nod. She too knew where she needed to stand.

•
In the church the votive had expired. The only light now was from 

the runners along the nave, dimmed almost to dusk.
 She stood for a long time in the darkness, her heart pounding, from 
what she did not know. The air in the church was alive; she moved in it.
 Several times before she had felt this way, the way of the living air, 
neither good nor evil. The night that she had first gone to lie with Àngel. Three 
times again, in the moments before her children came furiously, gloriously 
into the world. It was expectancy; it was abandonment. It was neither, really, 
of these things. It was vulnerability, a being seen. It was communion.
 



 She had felt it too the night that the sickness took her daughter. 
She had crouched beside the small bed with the mattress of straw, bathing 
the girl’s head with a wet cloth. Had there been a storm that night? The 
country air rang with a storm of bickering frogs. There had not been enough 
blood on the lintel.
 Josefina took from her handbag some money, then all her cash. Not 
more than a few dollars. She folded the bills and wedged them into the slot 
in the small brass collection box.
 To five wicks she set the flame. Three children. Àngel. Ysidra.
 Then, moving quickly through the living air, she stepped outside 
into the semi-darkness. It was still raining, not heavily. Josefina took from the 
white raincoat pocket Ysidra’s scarf, cream-colored, emblazoned with bright 
red cherries. She pulled it over her hair, tied it snug under the chin. She 
moved off through the rain, not towards the bus stop on Vanderbilt, but in 
the other direction.
 The plan was simple. She would leave the church in Ysidra’s clothes. 
The immigration police would see her and follow. She would lead them as far 
as she could from Ysidra and then reveal her true identity: Josefina Gomez-
Carter, American Citizen.
 By then Father Don would have spirited Ysidra away to a friend’s 
house, where she would be safe. Her children and her husband would join her there. 

This was the plan as Father Don had envisioned it. Simple. Or, it 
might have been if she had been American.

The immigration agents caught up with her on the third block, just 
before the Halal corner market. A long-limbed boy in a Dante Cunningham 
jersey was lounging on the stoop. When he saw what was happening he 
stood up wide-eyed and went inside.

How many of them there were, she did not know. They made a 
circle around her so that she could not move. For a long time, they asked her 
questions – What was her name? Did she have papers? Where was she born? 

– and she stood without answering. The rain fell heavily enough to drip from 
her nose, from her lips and chin. She was cold.

She thought of Edward, no doubt beginning to wonder where she 
was. He would call her. Call the parish. Her phone was in her handbag at the 



foot of the closet, together with her house key, her wallet. Father Don might 
find it there one day. He might not. 
 “What is your name, ma’am. Habla espanol? Señora, ¿cuál es su nombre?”
 There was unease in the faces of the men from la migra. How many 
Mexican women, they must wonder, wore cream-colored scarves and white 
raincoats? Were they all this fierce? Did they all know peace? 
 “Señora, ¿su nombre?”
 “Me llamo,” she said, the Spanish delicious on her tongue. She 
could taste the living air. “Me llamo Ysidra.”

•
Never before had she returned to the place where her daughter lay 

buried in the black earth. 
Josefina stood there now, trembling, a living votive.
If ever there had been a headstone, it was gone. Then, it had all 

been too painful. To commemorate the spot, impossible. Yet she was not the 
only person to have loved the girl. The women of the village might have…

Josefina knew the cemetery of the small church from memory. So 
long ago. Yet Josefina was not so old; and she had been so young. Estrella 
would be only forty.

In the distance she could hear the nickering of horses on the neigh-
boring ranch. The view was obstructed by the ficus aureae, which stretched 
like ghostly sentinels over the wooden railing of the cemetery’s border.

The village had telephones now, and internet. American tourists 
came here, sometimes, to acquaint themselves with rural cuisine, rural music. 
She was staying in a room in a hostel. Edward, confounded, furious, bro-
ken-hearted, had wired her money, the ancient wound reopened. He said he 
was not sure that he would come to her, a small claim at dignity. She knew he 
would come, would stay until the Americans sorted all this out and she knew 
whether she could come home.

Ed had written only to say that he worried for her safety, that he 
didn’t understand. He had offered to come and visit. He knew someone who 
worked at the consulate. She had emailed him to say that she was content. 
This place, she had said, it was simple, beautiful. A sanctuary. He promised to 
take her at her word.



Carlos had sent her a song, attached as a file in her email. With it 
he sent instructions, step-by-step, for how to download it, even recommend-
ing which program on the small hostel computer to use to listen to it. He told 
her that she inspired him, and that the song was for her.
 The church bells began to chime. Josefina knelt and set a lily filched 
from the Easter altar of La Iglesia de San Antonio on the patch of rocky 
ground that held her daughter. Perhaps in days to come she would weep. For 
now, she would go. Carlos had sent her music.
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