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PRAISE FOR THE GIFTED GABALDÓN SISTERS

“Hilarious and intensely moving . . . When you put the book down, you know you’ve been somewhere that mattered: into the heart of a family bound by (beautiful, annoying, riotous, bold) women in love. What a brilliant, original, powerful book.”

—Heather Sellers, author of The Boys I Borrow

“A beautifully written, zesty family chronicle, THE GIFTED GABALDÓN SISTERS covers over a century of women’s lives, pieced together like a Southwest quilt.”

—Teresa de la Caridad Doval, author of A Girl Like Che Guevara

“Funny, fierce, and wise.”

—Judith Ortiz Cofer, author of Call Me María

“It has been a long time since I have cared for the characters of a novel as much as I care for the Gabaldón sisters. Their individual perspectives and personalities are woven together to create a three-dimensional world full of promise in spite of the daily obstacles familiar to us all. Lorraine López moves effortlessly between humor and heartache, opening us up to the possibility that what seems coincidental is truly magical.”

—Blas Falconer, author of The Perfect Hour

“THE GIFTED GABALDÓN SISTERS is about secrets and lies, dramas and scandals, big losses and deep resentments — the very stuff that makes life worth living. It’s been a long time since I’ve encountered such a rambunctious and motley bunch of characters. And in López’s hands, through her finely calibrated prose, they lift off the page with dignity and soul, and she makes you root and ache for each of them until the very end.”

—Alex Espinoza, author of Still Water Saints


For Debra López, Kenneth López,
 Frances López Whyte, Sylvia López,
 and in loving memory of Adelina “Luguarda”
 Martínez de López


PROLOGUE

LOS ANGELES — 1966

The Sea Breeze Bungalows, on Clinton Street off Alvarado Street in Los Angeles, were constructed in the early 1940s to provide housing for single working women and bachelors. Though the Sea Breeze units are some forty miles from the Pacific Ocean, the developer, clearly torn between Art Deco and beachcomber styles, compromised by constructing these peach-colored cottages with one porthole window apiece and then raising a sign decorated with painted seashells on the front lawn. The largest of the five bungalows, originally inhabited by the owner, sits at the tip of the pentagon, farthest from the street.

Two decades after construction, this three-bedroom home is now rented by the Gabaldón family: a widowed utility worker, with five children, and an elderly Pueblo woman. The four girls in the family share the largest bedroom, while the one boy, the middle child, sleeps in a youth bed in his father’s room. The smallest bedroom belongs to Fermina, the aged housekeeper. Crammed into her quarters are a battered oak dresser with mismatched knobs, a flecked and clouded mirror, an oval hook rug at the center of the dark wood floor, and a single bed, heaped with folded quilts, near the wall. Beside the bed and aligned with the outer wall, just under the window, sits a bird’s-eye-maple trunk. The blond trunk is draped with a Navajo blanket patterned with red and black thunderbirds against an emerald background.

The house, empty of its inhabitants this Sunday morning while the family attends mass, sighs now with a gust buffeting the curtains and then groans at the joists, like an exhausted woman loosening her girdle in a private moment, as it settles into the foundation. The worn and lumpy pieces of furniture moan softly against rusted springs and frames. Even the maple trunk seems to slump, readjusting itself and resettling its contents. Among these are photo albums, framed family portraits wrapped in newsprint, wedding and baptismal gowns encased in plastic, quilts, shoeboxes containing letters, an ebony case holding costume jewelry and some turquoise and silver pieces, a scattering of cedar blocks, stacked high-school yearbooks, a manila envelope in which marriage, birth and baptismal certificates, high-school diplomas, and report cards are stuffed, and a parcel of yellowed pages, printed in fading ink and bound together with twine.

The first page in this stack reads as follows:

 

SUBJECT: FERMINA/WALPI

Work Projects Administration: 6-8-38 —Data Collector: Heidi Marie Schultz

June 6, 1938

Words: 261

FERMINA

Fermina is a petite woman with a corona of braided gray hair coiled atop her head. Unlike many ancianos in the Rio Puerco Valley, her posture is upright and her neck long and graceful. Yet she takes small, uncertain steps when she walks, and she favors knee-length gingham dresses and thick white ankle-socks. Though she appears much younger, Fermina is in her seventies. She was born in the 1860s in Walpi, a Hopi village located on the First Mesa in northeastern Arizona.

When she was a child, her father contracted a fever and died. Soon afterward, her newborn brother also succumbed to an unknown malady that may have been measles. Her paternal grandmother blamed Fermina’s mother, a Tewa of Hano, for the death, claiming the young woman had encountered a snake. The Hopi believed a woman with child who looks upon a snake will deliver a baby born with spots. Raised blotches covered the infant’s body for the few days he lived. He died before he could be sung into the clan, before his grandmother could perform the head-washing ceremony.

Fermina claims to remember stroking the baby’s cold, pimpled cheeks and whispering her name in his ear, so he would know her when they met in the underworld. Later, family members, as dictated by custom, hurtled his swaddled corpse over the edge of a northeast cliff. The blanket unfurled like the wings of a hawk sailing a sudden current. A sandy gust stung Fermina’s cheeks. She cupped a hand over her eyes, and her brother was gone.
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DOG PARTY — LORETTA: 1966

The best thing about Randy Suela was his dog, Flip, a lanky Dalmatian mix, with pink-rimmed eyes and a long, rubbery tongue. Flip would jig on his hind legs, wriggling like a belly dancer, when he saw me and then roll on his back, so I could strum his liver-spotted belly. I’d invited both Randy and Flip to my tenth birthday party, but only Randy, wearing a crisp madras shirt, appeared on the threshold that morning. I barred the doorway, my hands on my hips. “Where’s Flip?”

“My ma said I couldn’t bring him.” Randy lowered his head. His black hair was so stiff with Brylcreem that combing had etched hard furrows clear to his scalp. He scuffed one loafer into the other, and brought his hands from behind his back to offer a cylinder-shaped parcel wrapped in pink paper. “I got you something.”

My eyes on the gift, I said, “You aren’t invited without Flip.”

Randy shook his head. “But, Loretta, my ma says dogs don’t go to parties.” He leaned to the left, trying to slip past me into the house.

“Yes, they do.” I shifted, blocking him. “Mr. Huerta’s bringing his Chihuahua to my party, and he’s the landlord, so he should know.”

“But my ma —”

“Tell your mama it’s my party, not hers. I can invite whoever I want.”

“Get the dog, boy,” called Fermina from the bedroom. Her voice scraped through the bungalow like a bad saw on green wood.

“What was that?” Randy backpedaled, stumbling on the black BIENVENIDOS mat.

“Never mind,” I said.

“That was spooky.” He peered over my shoulder into the house.

“It’s just Fermina, her voice. She’s a really old Indian.”

Randy’s eyes widened. “You have an Indian? Can I see?”

“Not unless you bring Flip. That’s the deal.”

“Maybe I can sneak him over.” He turned to leave.

I grabbed his elbow. “Give me that first.” Something sloshed against glass under the pink paper. “What is it?”

“Pickles.”

My mouth went juicy. “Ooh!”

Randy smiled. “You like them, huh?”

“Dile gracias,” called Fermina.

“Thanks,” I said, ready to push the door shut. “Now, go get Flip.”

When Randy returned with Flip, the dog lunged at me. His black claws raked my legs, scribbling chalky streaks on my thighs. I crouched, pulling him close, and he lapped my face with his fishy tongue. In the kitchen, I opened the box of dog biscuits I’d bought and tossed one for him before leading Randy to Fermina’s room.

The door whined open, and the floorboards groaned under the carpet, as we tiptoed toward her bed. “¿Estás durmiendo?”

“No, venga.” She propped herself up on the pillows. “Bring me my rosary, hija.”

I opened the top bureau drawer. “Glow-in-the-dark or wood?”

“Wood. Glow-in-the-dark is for night.”

I untangled the carved ebony beads from a nest of scapulars, thread, hairpins, and the greenish glow-in-the-dark strand.

“Dame agua, hija, with ice.”

Randy stood frozen at the heart of the oval hook rug, staring. His jaw hung so low that silvery fillings glinted from the back of his mouth. I swung my gaze toward Fermina and imagined seeing her, as he was, for the first time.

To him, she must have made the gargoyles in fairy tales seem smooth as babies. Her skin was the color of cocoa, but the texture of oatmeal, puckered and bubbled with clots and lumps. Her pleated eyelids had avalanched over her eyes, leaving dark wet quarter-moons from which she peered at us. The few snowy hairs remaining on her head were tucked under a hairnet, which made her look both wise and weird.

I was used to Fermina, how she looked and the creaky way she spoke. I enjoyed curling up with her in bed and reading Stories for Young Catholics to her. But when I spied Randy wrinkling his nose, I, too, whiffed the sour mustiness of her sheets, the dry old woman smell that overpowered the joss sticks burning in her shrine to Our Lady of Guadalupe. The tang of spoiled fruit wafted from Fermina’s mouth, like a cantaloupe husk at the bottom of the trash can. The same sweetish stench had risen from my mother’s blackened toes.

I handed Fermina the glass, and she sat up to sip the water. Had she always made these strangled, gurgling sounds? I turned to Randy. “Okay, let’s go outside.”

He didn’t move.

“Come on, Randy.”

“Can I . . . touch her?” he whispered.

Fermina set the glass on her maple trunk. “No.”

“How old are you?” Randy asked.

“Ten years old,” she told him with a wink.

I leveled my gaze at her. “Tell the truth.”

“Today is my birthday,” she said.

“It is not. It’s mine!”

“Entonces ven aca a recibir un besito.”

I leaned in and her lips rasped my cheek.

“Happy birthday, hija,” she said. “When I am gone, you will get a gift from me.” On our birthdays, Fermina always promised my three sisters and me that we’d receive our present from her after she died.

“You know what I want,” I said.

She nodded. “The glow-in-the-dark rosary.”

“No, not that.” Though I loved how the milky pellets absorbed light to gleam at night like the moon’s own lonely tears, what I really wanted was for Fermina to find my mother in that underworld and tell her that she never said good-bye to me. The morning they took Mama back to the hospital, I woke up late and threw on my uniform. My father yelled at me to hurry, and I had no time to slip into my mother’s bedroom and hug her before we piled into the car for school. She never kissed me, never said good-bye. I asked Fermina to find her in that place she calls Maski and tell her she has to come back, that she forgot something —something important. “I already told you what I want. Remember?”

Fermina nodded. She kissed the crucifix at the top of the rosary and mumbled her prayers. I tugged Randy’s arm and led him outside, where my oldest sister, Bette, stood with a cluster of her girlfriends. They’d just arrived, handing her cards and presents because Bette had lied to them, claiming it was her birthday.

For human guests, I’d invited Randy, only because of Flip, and two girls from school: Gloria Quon, who’d be late because of her violin lesson, and Nancy Acosta, a Jehovah’s Witness, who would not come at all because celebrating birthdays was against her religion. Mr. Huerta promised to bring his Chihuahua, Baby, and our neighbor Mrs. Lucas said she’d let me borrow her golden retriever for the party.

The day before, my father had bought a bakery cake, a burro-shaped piñata, bags of Tootsie Rolls and butterscotch disks with which to fill the donkey, two packets of balloons, and party favors from Woolworth. When Randy and I slammed out the screen door, we found him tossing a clothesline to string the piñata on the avocado tree.

This was the first birthday party since my mother died in February, and my father was trying to do it right, though he’d never before given a party by himself. My mother had been the one to write out the invitations, bake and ice the cake, weave pastel-colored crepe paper into the trellis over the driveway, and blow up the balloons. It felt strange to see my father boiling wienies on the stove so early that morning that now they bobbed in the cold salty water like bloated fingers, odd to watch his hairy-knuckled hands measuring jelly beans into pleated candy cups. When he’d catch my eye, he’d wink, saying, “Real nice, ¿qué no?” He didn’t even seem to mind that Bette had invited her friends, pretending it was her birthday. He was probably relieved to have more people for guests, as I had wanted to invite only dogs.

“Dogs?” he’d said when we first discussed it. “Like from the pound?”

“Not strange dogs —dogs I know, dogs from the neighborhood.”

“You won’t get presents that way,” Bette had warned me, shaking her head. “Invite all the dogs on earth. Not a single one will bring a gift.”

I couldn’t care less for gifts, though the pickles were nice.

I shoved Randy toward my father. “Help him put up the piñata.”

“Catch the other end of that rope, boy,” my father said as I skipped toward the house, my shiny new Mary Janes stiff and slippery on the pavement. Flip panted behind the screen door. I pulled it open, and he shot out almost tumbling me. I caught his head in my hands and kissed his cold, salty nose. Then we bolted, racing around and around —the house, the carport, the patio. I shrieked, and Flip barked, stinging my shins with his thick, ropy tail when he overtook me near the trash cans, and then I charged after him. My seven-year-old brother joined in, but Cary, a husky asthmatic, soon grew pink in the face, huffing and wheezing until he had to stop.

My father called me to eat, and I begged a few more minutes, please. He hollered, “Get over here, girl!” And Fermina called from the side window, “Stop running with that dog. You will make him sick.” I spun around to see Flip sink onto one haunch, panting. I tied his leash to a post near the trellis and refilled the water bowl for him to slurp while cooling his belly on the shaded concrete.

While Flip and I were racing, Gloria Quon had arrived. She, Bette, and Bette’s friends had finished eating and were whispering together near the cuartito that housed the washing machine, not far from where my father had set up the picnic table for the party. At the patio, Cary helped himself to a second hot dog and more potato chips while Sophie kept him company. I had no idea where my younger sister Rita was.

There were five of us children, but once there had been six. With one exception, my mother named all of us for her favorite movie stars. First she named my oldest sister and me, Bette Davis and Loretta Young Gabaldón. Then she named the brother that followed me the English version of her father’s name, Antonio Gerardo, to honor him, as he had died just before the baby’s birth. But she switched back to movie star names when she lost Anthony Gerard, naming my brother and the two sisters that followed him, Cary Grant, Rita Hayworth, and Sophia Loren Gabaldón.

My mother used to say she “lost” Anthony Gerard —never how or why —when telling how many children she had and their ages. When she said it, her lips barely moved. Her voice seemed to come from another place, like she was hypnotized or as if she were a ventriloquist without a dummy.

My sister Bette and I wondered about this. Babies are not that small, we reasoned, but even if you did misplace one, soon enough it would start bawling, and then you’d find it straightaway. How could you lose a baby? How could our mother have lost a boy? When we asked Fermina, she said our mother should tell us what happened to Anthony Gerard. “It is her story,” she said. “When it is time, she will tell you.” Then she told us that she, too, had lost her brother when he was a baby.

“Really?” Bette’s eyes grew round. “Where did he go?”

“Los riscos.”

“The cliffs?”

She nodded. “He flew from them like a bird. Espérense. Your mother will tell you about your brother. Wait and you will know.” Fermina would say nothing more about her lost brother or ours.

But Bette and I didn’t like to wait, so we tried on our own to solve the puzzle of our brother’s disappearance. We shut ourselves in our parents’ closet, and Bette pulled a sheath of dry cleaner’s plastic from my father’s gray pin-striped suit. Maybe Anthony Gerard had gotten tangled in something like this, the plastic molding over his melon-sized head like a membrane, sucking into his nostrils and mouth as he gasped for air. Bette supposed he might have gotten lost this way.

“I’m going to visit Anthony Gerard,” she said as we huddled in the leather-musky shadows between shoe trees. She pulled the plastic over her black curls and her face. “You coming?” She gathered the loose ends, knotting them under her chin.

I shook my head. “Nah, you go first.”

The plastic puckered and dimpled before clouding with her breath. After a few minutes, she swayed and then slumped into my lap. I wanted to shout for help, but it was as though the plastic shrouded my head, stuffing my mouth and jamming my throat. I stripped away the clammy sheathing and slapped her face. She cried out, raised her hand to strike me, but I caught her wrist.

She said, “I saw him! I saw him!”

“Who?” I’d forgotten the purpose of our experiment.

“Anthony, Anthony Gerard! I saw him. He was wearing a sailor suit.”

“Sailor suit?” I imagined the strutting Cracker Jack boy. “Where was he?”

“Long Beach.” Bette nodded. “Pacific Ocean Park. I saw him holding an orange balloon on a string.”

“P.O.P.? Nah-uh.” I flashed on the chaos of hawkers in peppermint-striped jackets and straw boaters barking attractions, the tattooed and unshaven operators mutely churning rides —the Ferris wheel, the roller coasters, the small boats circling a moat of brackish water, and the bumper cars that sizzled overhead, showering sparks when they collided. I envisioned Anthony Gerard cracking open salted peanuts from a red-and-white sack and lining up to ride the roller coaster. The unfairness of it soured my stomach. “How come he gets to go there?”

“Stupid, that’s where he was lost. I saw the Ferris wheel, the big one, near the water. That’s where Mama lost him.”

Being lost at P.O.P. hardly seemed a bad deal to me. “Is he still there?”

She shrugged. “That’s where I saw him.”

“What if he wandered out to the beach? What if he went too far out?” Even wading seemed treacherous. I would squeeze my aunt Nilda’s freckled hand as I stood quaking, ankle-deep in foam, the wet sand worming between my toes after each slapping wave. If a slimy lock of seaweed brushed my ankle, I’d shimmy up my aunt’s hip like a monkey. “Maybe he drowned!”

“Or maybe he flew off the Ferris wheel.” Bette hooked her thumbs together, waving her fingers like wings.

I thought of my lost brother now, imagining him here at my party, strutting among the guests in his sailor suit, as I crammed the last wedge of bun into my mouth and watched Bette and her friends hoist Gloria Quon atop an upturned trash can. They strung a shiny gold ribbon from one of the gifts diagonally across Gloria’s chest, crowned her with a tiara fashioned from tin foil, and sang, “There, she is, Miss A-mer-i-ca . . .”

Gloria was the type of child that adults make excuses to pet and fondle. She was chosen to play Snow White and Sleeping Beauty in fairy-tale plays, and she was the Virgin Mary for the Christmas pageant. Stage lights cast a bluish halo over her shingle-cut hair, bejeweling her dark eyes and glistening on her plump coral lips. When I met her, I was so moved by the creamy stalk of her neck that I wrapped my hands around it, sinking fingers into the warm skin. She’d cried for me to stop, and I pulled away, my face hot with shame. My cheeks still flamed with that memory.

My sister shot sidelong glances at me, and Randy Suela filled Gloria’s lap with poinsettia blooms, their scarlet veins milk spotting his brown hands. Bette said, “Look, Loretta, look. We’re making Gloria the queen!”

“Okay.” I dropped my paper plate in a grocery sack my father had designated for trash. “I’ll be right back.”

Randy’s tennis shoes scraped the cement as he rushed to catch up with me. The sound roused Flip, who whimpered, clawing the cement, straining at the end of his tether. Randy caught up with me when I leaned to scratch Flip’s spotted ears. “Poor pup, you have to wait here.”

“Can I go with you?” Randy said.

“I guess.” I massaged Flip’s ears until he sank to his belly, eyelids drooping. I gave him a final pat, and Randy and I trotted down the driveway.

“Where we going?” he asked.

“I got to get Sugar Foot for the party.”

“Is that like a dessert or something?”

“No, he’s a golden retriever with one white paw.”

“Another dog? You sure like dogs, don’t you?”

“I love dogs. And cats. And mice. And even bugs, but not worms.”

“Do you like any people? Do you like any kids, say, in our class?”

I paused, thinking this over. “I like Gloria. She’s pretty and she plays the violin.”

“Do you like any of us guys? I mean, would you like someone like me, if that someone liked you?”

“Not if he didn’t have a dog.”

“I have a dog. So, do you like me?” He went silent, waiting for my answer.

I hesitated at the Lucases’ ivy-covered gate. While I didn’t mind Mrs. Lucas, whose thinning red hair flipped up, making her look like she could be Bozo the Clown’s sister, I couldn’t stand Ginger and Vicki, her teenaged daughters. Standing before their gate, I remembered the pigeon chick in the bushes near our house. Mama wouldn’t let me bring the bird indoors, so I kept it in a towel-lined shoebox in the cuartito. I fed it rice cereal with an eyedropper. After several days, the tiny bird’s stiff down grew plush, its breast round and sleek. The chick would trail after me in the cuartito when I came to feed him, and nest in my lap after eating, cooing with contentment.

“Don’t show the Lucas girls that bird,” my mother had warned me once as the sisters strolled past our house. “They’ll take it away from you.”

But I was so proud of the pigeon that I couldn’t resist calling out to them the next time they appeared. “Hey, want to see something?”

I don’t know how my mother knew it, but those lipstick smeared girls, with their tight skirts and fat, smudgy knees, took the chick away with them. First they jabbered —one and then the other —their flat voices drumming like raindrops on a tin roof.

“What do you need a pigeon for, huh?”

“We can take better care of it. We’re older.”

“We even got a birdcage with a swing.”

“That pigeon’s going to die here.”

“What are you going to do when it gets sick?”

“We got a friend who’s a bird doctor. Take care of it for free.”

Then they hefted the box between them, taking the eyedropper, the cereal, and the little bird away from me.

I didn’t see them until weeks later, one Sunday after mass.

“How’s the pigeon?” I asked Ginger.

“Huh?”

“How’s that bird you got from me?”

She turned to Vicki. “You tell her.”

“No-o-o-o, not me. You tell her.”

“We had it in the yard next door,” began Ginger, “and the neighbor was raking.”

“Not raking,” Vicki corrected her sister.

“That’s right, not raking.”

“Mowing.”

“Okay, mowing,” Ginger said.

My fingernails bit small white moons into my palms. “What happened?”

“Well, that’s what we’re trying to tell you,” Vicki said.

“Blood everywhere.” Ginger shook her head. “A real mess.”

“Did you take him to the doctor?”

“What doctor?” Vicki asked.

“The head had already come off,” explained Ginger.

“That’s right,” Vicki said. “The head was off.”

“You can’t put that back on. Not even with stitches.”

“Why did you even let him out of the cage?”

“What cage?” Vicki had asked.

Now, if I saw either of the Lucas girls in the yard or even glimpsed one through the window, then I’d spin around, head for home, and forget all about bringing Sugar Foot to my party. But I wasn’t likely to see them, as they’d taken to smoking cigarettes and riding around in cars driven by older boys with slicked-back hair.

“Well?” asked Randy as we stood before the Lucas gate.

“Well, what?”

“I have a dog. Does that mean you like me?”

“I guess so. Flip’s a great dog.”

“Would you want to go with me?”

“Go where?”

“Not go anywhere. I mean, like, be my girlfriend.”

My stomach lurched. “No!”

“I thought you liked me.”

“I like Flip,” I said.

“Would you go with me if I gave you Flip?”

“You’d completely give him to me? He’d live at my house?”

“If I did,” Randy repeated, nodding.

“Maybe I would.” I tugged open the gate. Sugar Foot lifted himself out of his basket bed on the porch, shook all over, and loped toward us. Mrs. Lucas appeared at the screen door, bearing a jump rope. “Keep him tied up, Loretta, or he’ll run off. There’s a dog in heat on the corner, and you can barely control old Sugar, even with a rope.”

I threaded the rope through his collar, and Randy and I started back for the party. As we walked in silence, I gave Sugar Foot plenty of lead to visit trees, but held firm.

Finally Randy said, “Look, Loretta, I can’t do it. I’ve had Flip since he was a pup. I just can’t give him away like that.”

“I know.” I liked Randy more than ever right then. “Let’s race to the house, okay? On your mark, get set, go!” We bounded back to the party. Sugar Foot, though an old dog with a limp, won by the taut length of his rope.

My father had us gather up wilted balloon skins, crepe streamers, paper cups, plates, and tattered bits of piñata after the party ended. As we finished, I asked him if we could visit my mother before supper. He blew at the thin flap of hair that kept spilling over his forehead like a loose chapel veil. “¡Cómo molestas!”

“I want to see her. That was my only wish when I blew out all the candles.”

“Never enough,” he said. “The party, the balloons, the cake, and those dogs fighting —it’s never enough for you, is it?” He gestured toward the patio with his bandaged hand, the one Sugar Foot had bitten, loose gauze trailing like kite string from his wrist.

I cast my eyes on my shoes. They were water-splotched now, and they pinched my swollen feet. Sugar Foot hadn’t gotten along with Flip. My father and Mr. Huerta tried yanking them apart, but the dogs ignored them. Sugar Foot snarled, thrusting with such force that the rope burned my hands. Dad hollered for Cary to get the hose. When it was over, Mr. Huerta, his guayabera shirt sopping, shook a finger at me. “No more dog parties on this property, and I mean it!”

The disaster of the party opened a place in me so deep and dark and lonely that not even the coffee table piled with gifts —most of them for Bette —could fill it. “I never had a birthday without Mama.”

“¡Cállate la boca!”

“Juan Carlos!” Fermina called from the porch. Her friend Irina was visiting. They swayed together on the glider, talking quietly. “Ven aca.”

My father threw down the rope he’d pulled from the avocado tree. “Cómo molestan” —these were his favorite words; everyone bothered him.

But I bothered him the most. To tell the truth, I did it on purpose. The others acted like he was some friendly giant in a fairy tale. Bette and Rita would run to tackle his legs when he returned from work, as he was swinging his lunch box and humming, “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad,” though he really worked for the city, fixing water mains and opening hydrants when there were fires. He’d toss my shrieking sisters into the air, one at a time. Then he’d slam in the screen door and tickle the baby and give Cary a few friendly punches in the arm or muss his hair. All the while, I’d hide in my room or up in the avocado tree, staring down at the naked spot on his scalp and wondering why it had to be Mama. Why not him? “Where’s la Loretta?” he’d ask. Bette would guess where I might be, and I’d hear him let out a sigh that whistled with relief.

Fermina’s voice creaked like a rusted hinge as she spoke to my father, and Bette squinted at me, as though trying to figure out just how I’d become such an ass.

“We haven’t visited Mama in a real long time,” I said.

“Why don’t you go to hell?” Rita balled her fists and scowled at me.

“Why should I?” I put my hands on my hips and swung my head from side to side as I’d seen the Lucas girls do when they argued. “To visit you?”

“Shithead,” Rita said.

“Shut up, both of you,” Bette hissed. “I can’t hear what Fermina’s saying.”

“I miss Mama. I just want to visit her. What’s so bad about that?”

“Dummy, you can’t visit her. She’s dead,” said Bette. “All you can do is see the grave —dirt and grass. Her spirit’s floated up to heaven. She’s not even there.” Bette often acted like she knew what she had no way of knowing, and, mostly, we ignored her, but this time she angered Cary.

“Liar! She is so there. I want to see her, too.” Cary stepped beside me, twining his hot, chubby arm with mine. Sometimes I liked my brother almost as much as a dog.

My father fished in his pocket for the keys, yelling at us to get in the car, goddamn it. Bette hefted Sophie on one hip and lugged her to the car. Rita, tagging after them, turned to thrust her tongue out at me.

At the cemetery, we met the man who’d sold my mother’s burial plot to my father. He claimed to be from the same part of New Mexico that my father came from, but he kept calling my father “paisano,” and everyone knows that —where my dad’s from —a paisano is a roadrunner. Even we, English-speaking children, called roadrunners paisanos. Until we saw the beeping bird in cartoons, we didn’t have another word for them. To call our father paisano seemed silly, even insulting to him. Someone from his hometown should know better than this.

“Hey, paisano,” the cemetery man said that afternoon as he strolled with us to my mother’s grave.

“Why do you insist on calling me a ‘roadrunner’?” my father asked.

“Ha-ha. You’re a funny guy, paisano. But serious, that plot near your lady is still available, but not for long. You don’t want no stranger sleeping near your wife.”

My father stopped to light an unfiltered Camel. His sports shirt billowed as he sucked in a lungful of smoke. “I ain’t planning to die.”

“Serious, paisano, we all die. A small down payment will hold that piece of real estate for you until the time comes.”

“Let me tell you something, paisano.” My father flicked the ashes from his cigarette. “One, I am not a roadrunner, and two, I don’t care who sleeps near my wife. She’s dead. You got that?” He pivoted away, picking up the pace, and we trailed after him, trudging over the uneven tufts of grass as we searched for our mother’s headstone.

When Cary and my sisters settled on their knees at the foot of the grave and my father stepped away to light another cigarette, I raced back the way we came. I found the cemetery man where we’d left him, kicking twigs from the walk.

“Hey, paisanita, you lost?”

I gasped, trying to catch my breath. “Look! I got five dollars.” I reached into one of my shoes, where I’d stuffed my aunt Nilda’s gift. “Here. Save that space near my mama.” I pressed the folded bill into his hand.

He tucked it into his pocket. “What a good girl to save the plot for your papa.”

I spun around to race back to my mother’s grave. “Not for him!” I shouted over my shoulder. “For me-e-e-e!”

Not long after my birthday, Fermina developed what my aunt Nilda called a “wet cough,” a hoarse whoop that rattled deep in her chest. To me, she sounded like a seal, all alone on a floe, barking in the fog, icy waves carrying her farther and farther out. As spring became summer, and summer, fall, Fermina grew worse. She developed bronchitis and then pneumonia. I spent hours lying beside her in her narrow bed, reading aloud from Stories for Young Catholics. The battered red book, a reader for older children, was filled with cautionary tales about characters like Jim D., a construction worker who neglected to have a full confession before falling to his death from a skyscraper, and Alice T., who skipped Easter duty before having a fatal encounter with a city bus. The book also had deliciously graphic stories about the martyred saints. I enjoyed best those that featured lions in coliseums. Fermina’s favorite story was that of Saint Agnes, the girl martyr, who was tortured and killed while trying to protect her purity and refusing to renounce her faith.

One Saturday, after reading to her about Saint Agnes for the fifth or sixth time, I told Fermina, “I’d have given up the purity —whatever it is —and renounced anything they asked me to renounce, wouldn’t you?”

She thought about it for a moment, and then nodded. “No somos santas.”

She asked me to read a story called “The Basement” next. This was about a man and his young son in a house under construction. The son, Johnny B., somehow got separated from his father in the unfinished house as darkness fell.

“Daddy!” Johnny B. cried. He wandered through the framing, bumping into a sawhorse and tripping over tools. “Where are you?”

Finally Johnny B. heard his father’s voice from below. “I’m in the basement.”

The boy bent over a square opening in the floor. “Where are the stairs?”

“There are no stairs, son. You have to jump.”

Johnny B. stared into a black void. “But I can’t see you!”

“It’s okay. I can see you. I’ve got my arms open. I’ll catch you.”

He hesitated a moment. (I held my breath here. In Stories for Young Catholics, anything could happen.) But Johnny B. leapt safely into his father’s strong arms. I read on about how Johnny B. was saved because he had faith, and how we should trust in our Father, who is not visible to us.

“How the heck did the father get down there without steps?” I asked.

Fermina shrugged.

“Well, I never would have jumped,” I told her. “If that was my daddy in the basement, no way would I jump.”

Fermina raised her eyebrows. “¿Por qué no?”

I clapped the book shut. “Now, if it was Mama —no problem.”

She sighed and pushed my bangs from my forehead. A phlegm clotted cough rattled at the back of her throat. Fermina spat into her handkerchief, wiped her mouth, and settled on her side to rest. It was warm and close in her room, in her bed. Soon I fell asleep beside her, my arm around her waist. Fermina had many days like this, when we could read and talk. But some days, she had no voice, and she remained in bed, rising only to use the bathroom with the help of her heavy, rubber-tipped cane. On days when she was strong, she asked my father to call Irina to visit her.

Irina was almost as old as Fermina, but she was strong and stout. She wore skirts made from old quilts, so worn that in places the ticking sprouted out. Into these skirts, she always tucked the same turquoise velveteen blouse, cinching the waist with a conch belt. She had large hands, stained purple with ink, and she carried a burlap handbag decorated with el ojo de Dios, the series of diamonds woven to keep the devil away.

“Uh-oh,” I’d tease Rita whenever Irina appeared on our porch. “You better hide. Here comes Irina with that ojo de Dios to send you straight back to hell!”

Unlike Fermina, who understood much, but spoke only a little English, Irina was fluent, according to my aunt Nilda, “in everything.” When Irina slipped into Fermina’s room and closed the door, I’d put my ear to the keyhole to listen to them speak a language that sounded like they were gargling. Fermina once mentioned that Irina was helping her prepare my gift.

One afternoon, Irina stepped out of Fermina’s room, nearly stumbling over me as I knelt by the keyhole. “You are the one who likes animals,” she said.

I nodded. “I like all kinds of animals —kittens, puppies, even a golden hamster, long or short hair, would be great.”

“Fermina has a good gift for you.”

“What about me?” asked Cary from the front room, where he sprawled on his stomach before a comic book, The Adventures of Superman. “What am I getting?”

Irina pointed a thick-jointed finger at my brother. “Nothing for you.” Shaking her head, she stalked out the front door.

Cary rushed to Fermina’s room. I followed, but lingered near the threshold, listening where Fermina couldn’t see me.

“How come Irina says I don’t get a gift?” he asked.

“Niño, ven aca.” She pulled him close and fingered his dark brown curls. She explained that he has a father to give to him what he needs, but the girls —las pobrecitas —have no mother for this. He didn’t need a gift from her, but she gave him her blessing before saying, “Besito por favor.”

He reached to kiss her cheek. When he stepped out of her room and closed the door, he looked at me. “I still don’t get it. I’m good, aren’t I?”

I shrugged. Sometimes he was, but there were plenty of times when he was a huge pain in the nalgas. I sure wouldn’t give a single thing to someone who pestered as much as he did with questions. “Maybe Fermina’s talking about desaguadero.”

“What’s that?”

“Remember what Mama used to say? She’d say that girls aren’t supposed to get mad and yell. But you, she said, you’re different. You’re a boy. You don’t have desaguadero like we do, so it’s okay for you to have fits.”

He scratched his head. “But what does that have to do with getting a gift?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But maybe because you don’t have it, you can’t get a gift.” Whenever Mama cupped a cool hand over my mouth, stifling a howl of fury, the injustice of it stung more sharply than whatever had angered me, because she’d let Cary bellow, kick, throw things, and carry on until he wore himself into a sobbing heap.

“You girls have desaguadero,” she’d explain. “He doesn’t.”

Afterward, I asked Bette what the desaguadero was, and she said it was like a drain or an outlet. I figured it must mean that girls have the thing that makes them behave, that keeps them under control, and boys don’t have this. I remembered how my father would wobble home after work, stinking like cough syrup. My mother never wobbled. And Fermina seemed to have the most control. Even I learned to make good use of my desaguadero. When my father behaved the way he did at the cemetery, I didn’t make a fuss. I simply flushed his hairbrush down the toilet as soon as we got home. Later that night, he had to dig the pipes out of the backyard while Cary held the flashlight. Listening to his curses in the dark, I thought what a useful thing it is, this desaguadero. I didn’t mind having it one bit, especially if it meant I would get a gift.
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BURIAL IN WALPI

Fermina also recalls the burial of her Hopi father in Walpi on the First Mesa. She remembers how his body was prepared for the underworld the Hopi called Maski. Prior to burial, her paternal grandmother washed his head with suds from mashed yucca root. As she bathed her son, the woman wept and whispered words into his ear that no one else could hear. Then she and her sisters dressed the body in a blanket, shrouding the face with a raw cotton cloth that had holes cut for the eyes and mouth. Fermina’s grandmother next tied a string around the top of his head, inserting into this four turkey feathers pointing downward. The women finally arranged the body in the grave, sitting upright and facing east, in order for him to meet the kind “bahana” (or white guide) who is supposed to provide well-being to the entire village.

Fermina shuddered at the sight of her father’s prepared corpse. Her mouth went dry with fright, and she could not swallow the wafer bread (piki) and mutton stew served at the feast. She longed to add her bowl to those holding the sheep’s heart and yucca roots upon his grave, under a nimbus of blowflies. She says now that she does not care how she is buried, but she hopes the little ones will see her face unmasked. Fermina wants them to see her as she is, in life and death, and not to be afraid.
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TO TELL IT SLANT —BETTE: 1967

True, I don’t always tell it straight, but I never snitch. That’s why people tell me things they don’t tell anyone else. And that’s partly why guys dig me, even older guys like Jesse Ramírez, a junior at Pope John’s. Why else would he show up at my side as our eighth-grade class lines up before school? Just to deliver a carton of chocolate milk? I don’t think so, though I take the chilly waxed box and shove it in my blazer pocket.

He touches my elbow. “Meet me in back of the church in ten minutes.”

I flash him my deep-dimpled Cover Girl smile, the one I’ve been working on over Easter vacation. He shoves his fists in his pockets and lopes off. Since I’m the shortest and youngest (just turned twelve) in class because I was double-promoted in third grade, I stand at the front of the line, and the other girls about bore holes into my back staring at me. I turn to give them this ho-hum look, like I am so used to cool guys coming up to me that it’s almost tedious. And Jesse is supercool. Check it out —he’s Golden Gloves, like Lance Álvarez, who made out with me at Bertha Villalobos’s party. I figure Jesse probably has some message for me from Lance.

Jesse knows I’d never run to my teacher blabbing about some guy who told me to meet him. Instead, I tell Miss Weidermeyer that I’m “indisposed” and ask to be excused. I don’t exactly know what “indisposed” means. I read it in a book and remember it caused a lot of embarrassment. Sure enough, Miss Weidermeyer’s mouth drops open, and her cheeks get all pink. “You go right ahead,” she says.

And I’m off, strolling through the corridor, enjoying the clatter of the metal taps I’ve fastened to my saddle oxfords until I’m near the front office. There, I slip off my shoes, duck down, and creep out the front door.

Outside, I jam my shoes on and dart around the parking lot to the rear of the church. I could cut straight across the lot, but I have to steer clear of the tree with toes, dead center of it. It’s an old shaggy tree with crumbly bark and fernlike leaves. The roots —shaped like long gray toes with thick, smooth nails —are yanking up from the ground. I stay away from that tree after what it did to Blanca Hinojosa last fall.

I wasn’t there at the time, but other kids in my class saw the whole thing. Supposedly, the tree got even with Blanca for chasing my sister Loretta with a booger. They say that old tree lifted a heavy toe —dripping with hairy, dirt-clotted roots —to trip Blanca, and then it snagged her jaw with a drooping limb, tumbling her flat on her back. The tortoiseshell comb in her bun gouged her scalp like an arc from the crown of thorns. Blanca’s pretty well-known for being mean to quiet kids like my sister. Still, what that tree did to the girl freaks me out. First of all, I can’t stand goriness, and they say the blood spurted out. I would have fainted on the spot. And, if that tree is on Loretta’s side, I hate to think what it would do if it ever got its branches on me.

The church is dark and cool. I dab my fingertips in the holy water and make a quick sign of the cross. Then I step over to the pamphlet rack in the vestibule. It kills me how many brochures on dating, heavy petting, and premarital sex are written by priests, nuns, and brothers. Most have these serious block-letter titles printed over traffic-sign shapes: STOP BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE! THE DANGERS OF DRINKING AND DATING! THE POINT OF NO RETURN! I pick up a copy of NECKING AND SIN! Corny as the titles are, Rebecca Chávez sure could have used these at her ditching party last month, where we huffed airplane glue and guzzled Boone’s Farm wine like it was Orange Nehi. When I went for the bathroom at her house, I pulled open the wrong door and found all these guys huddled around Becca. She was slumped on the bottom bunk in her brothers’ room, judging from the cowboy wallpaper, and she had her blouse off. Becca’s pretty heavy, but still I was astonished at how large her chi-chis were —the nipples staring back at me, huge and pink, like wounded eyes. She blinked at me like she’d just woken up and someone shouted, “Shut the goddamn door!” So I did. Then I found the bathroom and spewed up every sticky drop of wine.

Even remembering this makes me queasy. I’m relieved when Jesse hisses, “Bette, over here” from the stairs to the choir loft.

I smile and approach the stairwell.

“I thought you might not come.” He cups my shoulder with a hot hand, pulls me down beside him on the steps. “You’re nice to come.”

I’m thinking, Boy, is he ever friendly, but maybe he wants to whisper Lance’s message in my ear. Next thing, though, he’s got his slimy lips all over my mouth, and he’s breathing like he’s just run a race. Soured chocolate milk coats his tongue as he forces it, like a hunk of meat, between my lips. I push away. “Hey, wait a minute.”

But Jesse wraps his arms around me, fingering the back of my blouse for bra straps, which he plucks, as if this will loosen them.

I wrench free. “That hurts!”

“Come on, babe. Lance says you’re cool.” He dives for my neck, while forcing a knee between my legs. He yanks open my blouse, popping the buttons off. These bounce down the stairs, pinging like beans tossed into a pot.

That’s when I know he’s trying to do me like my uncle used to before I put a stop to it. Jesse jams his hand up my skirt, and I try throwing him off, but he’s too heavy. I clench my fist and pop him in the eye. He pulls away, covering his face. I sink back, so we’re seated side by side. I suck in a deep breath and jab an elbow in his side.

“Hey,” he says. “No fair. I can’t hit girls. I’m Golden Gloves, you know.” He stands, hauling me up to face him, circling me with his arms. “I could really hurt you, babe.” And I jerk my knee up, hard as I can, between his thighs. He grunts and collapses on the steps, curling up like a pre-born baby in one of those anti-abortion posters.

My taps hit the floor like gun blasts as I race through the vestibule and into the church. As I’m sprinting up the center aisle, I glance at the Jesus nailed on the cross over the altar. It’s a goofy idea, but I’m hoping I’ll catch his eye, trade a look, as if to ask: Did you see that? But the statue stares off somewhere over my head with a puzzled look on the blood-streaked face. Maybe he’s supposed to be gazing into heaven and wondering, Why hast thou forsaken me?

Outside, I tie the tails of my blouse together and button my blazer all the way up. My heart’s thumping like some animal squeezing up from my chest to push out through my throat.

At my back, a gravelly voice makes me jump. “What are you doing here?”

I lean over, clutching my guts like I’m sick.

“What are you running from?” Monsignor Hartwell drops his cigarette and crushes it out with his heel. He’s seen me hightailing it, so he’s not likely to buy that I’m all that ill, or even indisposed. “What’s wrong?” he says.

Sure, he’s acting all concerned, but if I fink on Jesse, I’ll just get myself in trouble; so I go, “My grandma died.” And I burst into tears.

Monsignor marches me straight to the school office. Weirdly, my sister Loretta is already there, hunched like an owl on the bench before the secretary, Mrs. Ortega, at her desk, and my father’s standing by the window, gazing out the venetian blinds.

“H’ita,” my dad says when he sees me. “Sit down. I got some bad news.”

I sink to the bench beside Loretta.

My dad takes off his glasses and wipes the lenses with a handkerchief. “Fermina passed away this morning.” Then he folds me into his arms.

“Why, Bette already knew,” says Monsignor as he reaches under his cassock for a pack of Salem cigarettes. “Anyone mind if I smoke?”

Mrs. Ortega juts a thumb at the back office. “Mother Superior doesn’t allow smoking.”

Monsignor taps out a cigarette, extends the pack to my father. “Care for one?”

Salem is not his brand, so my father waves it away. “What do you mean Bette already knew? Knew what?”

“Bette already knew that her grandmother passed,” Monsignor explains. He flicks his silver lighter and sucks the flame into his filter-tipped cigarette.

“You put that out, Monsignor, or I’m going to buzz Mother Superior.” Mrs. Ortega pulls an orange plastic ashtray from a desk drawer and thrusts it at him.

He takes the ashtray, examining it as if it’s some artifact from an ancient civilization. “She told me her grandmother had died.”

My father shakes his head. “But how —”

“Sometimes children, like animals, can sense such things. It’s one of the mysteries of life.” The monsignor gestures with his cigarette, like he’s making a smoke diagram to show how this works. Bluish spumes stream from his nostrils, reminding me of the brass dragon that Fermina —oh, Fermina! —uses for burning incense.

It hits me —she’s gone! Thick, hot tears blind me, and I wail. My father hands me his kerchief and pats my back.

“My Lord,” the monsignor says.

“That’s it.” Mrs. Ortega pushes an intercom button and then leans forward to speak into the box on her desk. “Mother, would you step out here for a moment.”

The monsignor grinds his cigarette in the ashtray and then pockets it —ashes, stub and all —in his cassock. He reaches for the window, but he can’t get it open, though he mangles the blinds trying.

Mother Superior steps out of her office, her pale, wimple-pinched face looking harassed, and then confounded. I can only imagine what she thought at the sight of us in that smoky room —me ratcheting up the decibels, my father thumping my back to get me to stop, Loretta hunched and rocking, and the monsignor working at the window, as though trying to fling it wide to escape the lot of us.

As Dad steers our red-and-white finned Chevrolet Impala onto Alvarado Street —me up front and Loretta, Cary, and Rita in the backseat —I let up on the crying, which is making my forehead ache.

As soon as I stop blubbering, my father says, “Why did you say that?”

“Say what?”

“About Fermina.”

I draw a shuddery breath. “When I saw you and Loretta, I figured she died.”

“Not that.” He switches to Spanish, so the others won’t understand.

“Then what?” I say.

“Dígame en español.” My father lowers his voice.

“How come you’re talking in Spanish?” pipes Cary.

Loretta and Rita can be so stubborn I have to pound bruises into their arms, but at least they know when to keep quiet. Not Cary. He’s the all-time, family champion, blabbermouth king of the living pests, and no amount of sibling brutality can stop his questions. I give the old man credit for being patient with the kid. When he’s fed up, Dad just says, as he does now, “I do not know. I just do not know.”

When my father parks the car, he tells the younger kids to go inside and get something to eat. I reach for the door handle, but Dad grabs my arm. “Espérate.”

So I stay put, my head bowed like I’m about to receive a blessing, or a blow.

The back doors slam shut, and the younger kids lumber for the house. My father says again, “Tell me why you said that.”

I’m still confused, so I go, “Said what?”

“How come you told Monsignor your grandmother died?”

“He misunderstood or something. He probably just assumed she was our grandmother because she’s old. What’s the big deal?”
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