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Jim Harrison told me to write this book.


Cinderella told me first.


You were both right.


This is for her.
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My niece Emilia Urrea was a shining example through times that inspired events in this novel.


And for Chayo, who danced at the funeral.
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Juan Francisco and the Urrea family showed me how this story was possible.






Must I go alone


like flowers that die?


Will nothing remain


of my name?


Nothing of my fame


here on earth?


At least my flowers,


at least my songs …


—Ayocuan Cuetzpaltzin


 


 


 


This is my confession of love.


—Rick Elias







Delirious Funerals




Big Angel’s Last Saturday


Big Angel was late to his own mother’s funeral.


He tossed in his bed, the sheets catching his feet in a tangle. Sweat tickled his sides as he realized what was happening. The sun was up—it was bright through his eyelids. The burning pink world. Everybody else would be there before him. No. Not this. Not today. He struggled to rise.


Mexicans don’t make these kinds of mistakes, he told himself.


Every morning since his diagnosis, he had the same thoughts. They were his alarm clock. How could a man out of time repair all that was broken? And on this morning, as he was awakening to these worries, cursed by the light, cursed in every way by time, betrayed by his exhausted body while his mind raged, he was startled to find his father’s ghost sitting beside him on the bed.


The old man was smoking one of his Pall Malls. “That’s a lot of weight to carry around,” his father said. “Time to wake up and let it go.”


He was speaking English. His accent had gotten smoother, though he still pronounced “weight” as gweitt.


“Es mierda.”


The old man became smoke and rose in curls to vanish against the ceiling. “Watch your language,” Big Angel said.


He blinked his eyes. He was the family’s human clock. If he was still asleep, they were all still asleep. They could sleep till noon. His son could sleep till three. Big Angel was too weak to leap up and start shouting. He poked his wife in the back until she started, looked over her shoulder at him, and sat up.


“We’re late, Flaca,” he said.


“No!” she cried. “Ay Dios.”


“Sí,” he said, deeply satisfied somehow to be the one to lay down a rebuke.


She sprang from the bed and raised the alarm. Their daughter, Minnie, was asleep on the living room couch, visiting for the night so she’d be on time. His wife shouted, and his daughter crashed into the coffee table. “Ma,” she complained. “Ma!”


He put his fists to his eyes.


The women came into the room without a word and levitated him out of bed, then helped him to the bathroom to brush his teeth. His wife took a comb to his bristly, stand-up hair. He had to sit to pee. They looked away. They wrestled him into slacks and a white shirt and planted him on the edge of the bed.


I am going to miss Mamá’s funeral, he told the universe. “I never cry,” he announced, his eyes bright with hard light.


They ignored him.


“Daddy’s always watching everything,” his daughter said.


“Es tremendo,” her mother replied.


No measure of psychic strain could budge the world or his body into faster motion. His family? Why should today be any different? Chaos. In his house, they were suddenly all awake and moving around like crashing doves in a cage. Raucous flutter and no progress. Time, time, time. Like bars across the door.


He was never late. Until now. He, who endlessly combated his family’s reliance on “Mexican time.” They drove him crazy. If a dinner gathering was announced for six o’clock, he could be sure it wouldn’t start until nine. They’d walk in as if they were early. Or worse, they’d say “What?” as if he were the one with a problem. You know you’re Mexican when lunch doesn’t show up till ten at night.


Qué cabrón. The morning had crept downhill like brown sludge. Muffled. Yet sounds were violently silver in his ears, all reverberations. Noise shocked him. His bones wailed deep in the midnight of his flesh, as white and hot as lightning.


“Please,” he prayed.


“Daddy,” his daughter said, “tuck your shirt in.”


It was loose in the back—it kept coming out of his trousers. But his arms couldn’t reach it. He sat on the bed glaring.


“My arms don’t work,” he said. “They used to work. Now they don’t work. You do it.”


She was trying to get into the bathroom to spray her hair. Her mother had laid waste in there, scattering brushes and girdles and makeup everywhere. Combs lay across the counter like fallen leaves from a plastic tree. Minnie was already sick of this whole funeral thing. She was almost forty, and her parents made her feel sixteen.


“Yes, Father,” she said.


Was that a tone? Did she have a tone just then? Big Angel glanced at the clock. His enemy.


Mother, you were not supposed to die. Not now. It’s hard enough already, you know. But she wasn’t answering. Just like her, he thought. The silent treatment. She had never forgiven him for her suspicions about his past, about his part in the fire. And the death. He wasn’t telling anyone, ever.


Yes, I did it, he thought. I heard his skull crack. He turned his face, lest anyone discover his guilt. I knew exactly what I was doing. I was happy to do it.


His mind kept playing a cartoon of a traffic jam made entirely of coffins. Really? Not funny, God. He’d show them all—he’d be early for his own pinche funeral.


“Vámonos,” he shouted.


There was a time he could make the walls crack with his voice.


Across the bedroom, above his mirror, hung a crooked gallery of pictures of his ancestors. Grandfather Don Segundo, in a vast Mexican revolutionary sombrero: I feared you. Behind him in the picture, Grandmother, faded brown. To Segundo’s right, Big Angel’s mom and dad. Father Antonio: I mourn you. Mamá América: I bury you.


His daughter stopped trying to get past her mom and bent to Big Angel’s shirttail to take care of him.


“Don’t touch my nalgas,” he said.


“I know, right?” she said. “Grabbing my daddy’s stringy butt. Too exciting.”


They faked a laugh, and she shoved back into the bathroom.


His wife burst out with her hands clamped to her hair, the strap of her full slip falling off her shoulder. He loved her collarbone and the wide straps of her bra. He was fascinated by the dark brown skin on either side of her straps, her shoulders scored by the weight of all the milk that had made her breasts so heavy and long. Dark grooves in her shoulders that always looked painful but that he could not stop kissing and licking in the days when they had still made love. He was soft inside his trousers, but his eyes were focused. The slip shimmered as she hurried, and he watched her bottom wiggle with each step.


She insisted on calling the slip “mi petticoat.” He had always meant to look that up, because he was sure a petticoat was something else entirely, but then he realized he didn’t want to correct her. When he was resting in the dirt, he was going to miss her little phrases. And her sounds: her stockings made frantic shish-shish-shish noises as she rushed to the closet to destroy it the same way she had wrecked the bathroom. Even her little grunts of panic pleased him. She sucked in a sip of air and made a sound: Sst-uh. Sst-uh. She stepped out of the closet and waved her hands.


“Look at the time, Flaco,” she said. “Look at the time.”


“What,” he wanted to know, “have I been telling everybody?”


“You’re right, Flaco. You’re always right. Ay Dios.”


“They’re all waiting for me!”


She made a tiny grunt and shished back into the closet.


He sat on his side of the bed, his feet barely brushing the floor. Somebody was going to have to put his shoes on him. Infuriating.
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Children outside raised hell with a legion of dogs; they were all absolved of the sin of noise—even of the sin of time.


Big Angel de La Cruz was so famous for punctuality that the Americans at work used to call him “the German.” Very funny, he thought. As if a Mexican couldn’t be punctual. As if Vicente Fox was late to things, cabrones. It was his calling to educate them.


Before he got sick, he had arrived early at the office every morning. At every meeting, he was seated at the table before the others came in. Old Spice in a cloud all around him. He had often set out Styrofoam cups of coffee for each of them. Not to show them respect. To tell them all to go to hell.


Like Nature Boy Ric Flair said on the TV wrestling shows, “To be the Man, you gotta beat the Man!” “Be a Mexi-Can,” he told his kids. “We’re not Mexi-Can’ts.” They snickered. They had seen that in, like, an El Mariachi movie—Cheech Marin, right?


He didn’t care about the job—he cared that he had the job. He brought his own colorful Talavera coffee mug to work. It had two words painted on it: EL JEFE. Yeah, the employees all got the message. The beaner was calling himself their boss. But what they didn’t know, of course, was that “jefe” was slang for “father,” and if he was anything, Big Angel was the father and patriarch of the entire clan. The All-Father, Mexican Odin.


And, by the way (bi de guey), the de La Cruz family has been around here since before your grandparents were even born.


His bosses could never have known that he was one of many fathers who had walked these territories. His grandfather Don Segundo had come to California after the Mexican Revolution, crossing the border in Sonora on a famous bay stallion called El Tuerto because he had lost one eye to a sniper. He carried his wounded wife into Yuma for help from gringo surgeons. Stayed in a burning-hot adobe close enough to the territorial prison so a person could smell it and hear the shouts from its cells. Segundo then stole a wagon and brought his wife all the way to California to try to enlist in World War I as a U.S. soldier. He had learned to kill while fighting General Huerta, and he was good at his job. And he had come to hate Germans because of the military advisors from Bavaria he’d seen with their ugly spiked helmets, teaching Porfirio Díaz’s troops to use air-cooled machine guns on Yaqui villagers.


Dad had told him the story a hundred times.


When the United States denied Granddad’s request to serve, he stayed in Los Angeles. Big Angel’s father, Antonio, was five.


He wasn’t allowed to swim in the public pool in East L.A. because his skin was too brown. But he learned English and learned to love baseball. The de La Cruz family became Mexican again when they went back south in the great wave of deportations of 1932, joining two million mestizos rounded up and sent across the line in boxcars. The United States had apparently grown weary of hunting down and deporting Chinese people for the moment.


What. Time. Is it? When are we leaving? Is Perla dressed yet?


He held his hands to his head. The entire history of his family, the world itself, the solar system and galaxy, swirled around him now in weird silence, and he felt blood dribble down inside his body and the clock, the clock, chipped away at his existence.


“Can we leave now?” he asked. But he could not hear his own voice. “Are we ready yet? Anybody?”


But nobody was listening.




Here We Go, Pops


Do I look good?” he asked Perla.


“Very good,” she said.


“I used to look better.”


“You were always handsome.”


“Tie my tie.”


“Stop wiggling.”


He knew his siblings gossiped behind his back, of course. Big Angel wants to be a gringo, they said in their richly rewarding family sessions of tijereando, the ancient Mexican art of scissoring people. He knew this without anyone telling him. He thinks he’s better than all of us.


“I am better than you.”


“Excuse me?” Perla said.


He waved his hand.


Big Angel simply aimed to show the Americans something. His family was welcome to observe and learn if they wanted to.


A 43mm Invicta Dragon Lupah watch perched massively on his wrist with its magnifying glass crystal, as if he were some bomber pilot. It reminded the bosses that he was perpetually on time—American time. Minnie had bought it for him off a cable TV watch-shopping show. It was one of her 2:00 a.m. insomnia gifts. They were all prone to sleepless nights.


Now his watch circled his wrist freely like a collar too big for its dog. He watched Minnie spray her explosion of dark hair. She smiled at him in the mirror.


My beautiful daughter. We have good, strong blood. But I don’t like the men she sees.


He winked at her. Only Big Angel could wink and denote wisdom. He tapped his Lupah.


He wasn’t legendary only for his punctuality; he also had been the head of the computing division for the gas and electric company. He was proud that the company was so famous there had been a rock band in the ’60s with the same name: Pacific Gas and Electric. He was pretty sure he could sing better than they could. Just not rock music, which everybody knew wasn’t music at all. Hairy fairies in tight velvet pants and girls’ shirts. Except Tom Jones. Ese sí era todo un hombre.


At his office desktop, he could access the records of every San Diegan, as well as organize and maintain the activities of all employees and executives in the network. Big Angel could see how often, for example, people in every neighborhood turned on their stoves to cook. The rich bastards in La Jolla and Del Mar used less gas than the rabble in the southside or Barrio Logan. Or his neighborhood, close to the border—Lomas Doradas. Judging from his gas and electric records, his Perla cooked about twelve hours out of every day. She had just discovered Kentucky Fried Chicken, though, and was starting to slack off a bit.


Computers weren’t the point for Big Angel. He didn’t even like computers. A Mexican doing what these rich Americanos couldn’t do was the point. Like his father before him, with a piano, playing Ray Conniff into the night and stealing their wives right out from under their noses.


“I saw everybody’s secrets,” he called.


“Muy bien!” his wife shouted.


Real people cooked. He could see the use-rate digits every day. Street by street if he had the time. That was the theory he concocted: rich people must be ordering deliveries or eating cold food or going to fancy restaurants that cost as much as a sofa. Mexicans liked food hot, home cooked, and lots of it. Though for some reason his family had recently developed an addiction to pancakes. It must have come from their father, who called them “hotcakes” in Spanish: los jo-kekis, los pankekis. Legend had it that pancakes were the first American food he ever ate. Those and chop suey.


Many of Big Angel’s executive colleagues thought Mexicans pushed brooms or scrubbed the restrooms, maybe wore hard hats in the field. He had done all these things. But a Mexican computer center director and cyber-systems manager was some sort of anathema that defied explanation and demanded whispered quorums deducing the impact of such upheavals.


Big Angel was aware of it all. He wasn’t interested in affirmative action. He hadn’t asked for help. His family had never accepted government checks or cheese or those big silver cans of federal peanut butter. He had never seen a food stamp. He wasn’t some peasant holding his straw hat in worried hands, bowing to some master. He was Emiliano Zapata. He wasn’t living on his knees. In his mind, he was showing his long-dead father his own worth as a son. His name tag said HOLA! instead of HELLO!


He shook his head, hard. Rubbed his face. Had he been napping? Chingado!


“Move,” he said. “All of you!”


“Yes, Daddy.”


“Now!”
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Out in his room in the garage, Lance Corporal Hungry Man got his beret neatly positioned on his head. He had moved back in with them when Pops got so sick.


Favorite son, he told himself. He glanced at the plastic trophy Pops had given him. It said: LALO #1 SON! He looked at it all the time. He cocked the beret a little, down over his eye. Bruce Lee glowered from a poster behind him. And a bumper sticker from one of his attempts at a recovery program was above his bed: ONE DAY AT A TIME.


His former sponsor had made him a little placard with this motto wood-burned into it: SHORT FORM OF THE SERENITY PRAYER—FUCK IT.


He had done stuff. Bad stuff. He was working on it. Pops was always saying this was not West Side Story. Whatever that was. He got it—wasn’t about no gangbangers. It wasn’t about fights and creepy shit. Lalo knew this much: he was doing his best.


His high-and-tight haircut made him look like he was still in the service. It had been a good while. He tugged down the hem of his tunic. Squared away. Head of De La Cruz Security.


Days like today called for a uniform. Moms made sure it was always pressed and sharp. He maintained his dress tunic and trousers, his dress blouse and hats—all clean, crisp. Black shoes shined like dark mirrors. His little rows of fruit salad ribbons and medals neat, a gap where he had removed his Purple Heart and pinned it on his father. He still limped a little, but the leg wasn’t too bad. He had some magic pills. He didn’t think about it, if he could help it. Got a Chinese dragon tattooed all along the scar. Tail wrapped around his ankle, which still crunched like cereal when he walked. Didn’t talk about it. Ain’t no thing. Every homie had his secrets. Too bad those old-timers didn’t have no secrets. Or maybe they did. He had kids himself—Gio and Mayra. He wasn’t planning to tell them shit.


Lalo knew he had tragic eyes. Dark, like his father’s. He looked like someone who had lost a lover. Or one who had tried to stop what sick sadness he was doing and could not, and was exhausted by acting like life was a sunny Fourth of July picnic.


His great-grandpa had been a soldier. And Gramps Antonio had been some kind of a badass cop. Grandma América—she had been a trip. She had managed to be sweet as she kicked everybody’s ass. She had been badder than Abuelo Antonio. Sorry to be burying her today, for reals. He wasn’t about to even begin considering burying Pops.


Pops. Hungry Man didn’t know what his dad had done in the real world aside from raising the fam with Moms. Life, man—did Pops have a life? That was its own little war, being a dad. Lalo knew that. He laughed once, making a skitch sound with the side of his mouth. It was war for sure with him and his brothers and sister. And Moms.


Freakin’ Moms, laying down the law and order with her slipper. La chancla. Every vato feared the chancla. A million bug-eyed, pissed-off Mexican mamas whacking the bejesus out of their kids, holding one arm and flailing ass with the free hand, the whole time dancing in a circle as the homie tried to run away but couldn’t get out of her grip. And Moms getting all formal as she lectured, every word coming down with the whacks on the ass: Usted-va-a-aprender-quién-es-la-jefa-aquí! It was all “thee” and “thou” when the Old Ladies started smacking you. And once the poor criminal escaped, Moms launched that chancla like a guided missile and beaned him in the back of the head.


“Worse than a drill instructor,” he told his reflection.


Outside, all the shorties and peewees were laying siege to the yard and the house. Squabbling and screaming and passing a half-flat soccer ball from foot to foot as they ran. The girlies were as loud as the fat boys. It was a freakin’ chicken coop out there, but Pops liked all his grandkids and grandnieces and neighbor kids and waifs eating all the food and breaking stuff. Above their incessant caterwaul, he heard his dad shouting: “Lalo!”


“Coming, Pops!” he called.


“Hurry, mijo!”


“On my way!”


It seemed to Lalo that some days everyone shouted at everybody else, like they were all deaf or didn’t understand English. Well, Moms—that was arguable. But she probably understood more than she let on.


“Lalo!”


“Coming!” Hungry Man snapped a salute in Big Angel’s general direction. He looked in the mirror again, tugged the hem of his jacket down one last time, trying to hide that civilian gut. He had a little silver .22 automatic strapped to his ankle like some narco. You do what you got to do, no lie. “Good to go,” he said to himself and stepped out to find his sister smoking in the backyard. “Minnie,” he said. “Check it.” He posed. “I got my hair did.”


“You look sharp,” she said. “Bubble butt.”


“You’re too funny, Orange Is the New Black. Look who’s talking.”


“Hey,” she said, tossing her smoke into the geraniums, “I never got arrested or nothing.”


“Yeah? You’re the only one.”


She lit up a fresh one, smoked, studied the end of her cigarette, elegantly tipped off some ash with her ring finger, looked sideways at him. “You know what? Most people don’t get arrested.”


“What planet you from?”


She blew smoke at him.


“You smoke too much,” he said.


“Said the junkie.”


“Say what?” he said. “Keep flapping your big ol’ duck lips, girl. See what happens.”


She sneered.


“I hate it when you look at me like that, Mouse,” he said.


“Really.”


“I’m okay, okay?”


“Right.” She blew smoke rings.


“Look,” he said. “I’m clean. No lie.”


“You sure about that?”


“I don’t got a problem. Just takin’ the edge off. I got reasons.” He tapped his thigh, but sympathy moves no longer worked on his sister.


She held the cigarette away from herself and nodded. “Yeah, who doesn’t?” Then, “And you stole my car last week.”


“At least I ain’t Braulio,” he said.


“We don’t talk about Braulio.”


“I know, I know.” But Lalo also knew, if he wanted a conversation to change, all he had to do was mention his dead brother.


They stood there, out of insults and accusations. Out of anything else to say. They looked at their feet.


“We have to get going,” Lalo said.


“Pops,” she replied.


“Yeah. Good ol’ Pops. Got needs.”


“It’s what we do.”


“Fuck it.”


They went inside the house.
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“I was never sick. I was never late. I banked my vacation time.”


“How nice, Flaco,” his wife said, patting his shoulder.


“And for what.”


“I don’t know.”


“I wasn’t asking, Flaca. I was saying.”


“Right.”


“Maybe asking myself.”


“Eres muy filosófico,” she said.


Minnie was back in their bathroom, ratting and spraying. Why did she drink so much last night? Her head was pounding. Big Angel knew. He could see it in her eyes.


“I don’t care about my job,” he said. “It was foolish, Flaca. I wish we’d gone to the Grand Canyon.”


“How nice.”


Perla was trying to hook her girdle snaps to the tops of her stockings. He watched her. Did anyone wear girdles anymore? Snap them to nylons? It had been his erotic fantasy to see the skirt rise and the fingers pull the sheer stockings up those dimpled thighs.


In his youth, he’d knelt at the feet of older women sitting in chairs as they pulled the nylon high. Opening their legs. “Don’t touch! Look.” Their gift to him. Their warm scents of baby powder and secrets. Him glancing at the shadowed white latex mounds between their thighs. And their dexterous fingers hooking the girdles to the nylon. “Just watch,” those women ordered, knowing from his blush the power they were unleashing.


Nobody did that anymore except for his Flaca.


“I like your legs,” he said.


She stared at him. “We do not have time for that,” she scolded.


“Says who?”


“You do,” she said.


As if he could anyway. “All right. Time to go,” he replied. “But I still like to look. I like your thighs.”


“Sí, mi amor.”


“Delicious.”


“Travieso,” she said, that delightful old Mexican word for “bad boy.” She pulled up her skirt and showed him herself.


“Your beehive is full of honey,” he said.


“Cochino!” she said. But she didn’t drop her skirt.


“Mom!” Minnie cried from the bathroom. “Stop that!”


Mother and father smiled at each other.


“How do you think we made you?” he called to Minnie.


“TMI!” she said and hurried from the bathroom and through the bedroom with her fingers in her ears. “La-la-la-la-la!”


The parents laughed in her wake. He gestured for his wife to collect herself. He was temporarily out of words. He, who had taught himself English by memorizing the dictionary. Competing with his estranged father to see who learned newer, stranger, more American words. His father, once a monument of a man, later small and gray and watery-eyed, charming and brutal as ever, but whittled down. Sleeping in Big Angel’s back bedroom for a season—Big Angel ascending to patriarch. Nobody could imagine such things. No Mexicano or gringo.


No way of knowing how language re-created a family. His own children didn’t want to learn Spanish, when he had given everything to learn English. The two men at the kitchen table with cigarettes and coffee and used dictionaries. They captured new words and pinned them like butterflies of every hue. “Aardvark,” “bramble,” “challenge,” “defiance.” One called out a word: “Incompatible.” The other had to define it in less than three minutes. Five points per word. Scores tallied on three-by-five-inch index cards. At the end of each month, a carton of Pall Malls was at stake. If the caller’s accent was too hard to understand, he lost three points. And so, with verbs and nouns, they built their bridge to California.


English exams, followed by paperbacks bought at the liquor store. His favorite gringo phrase at work, which he seldom used at home, was “By golly.” He learned that a mighty lover, in James Bond books, was known as a “swordsman.” He learned from a John Whitlatch action novel that a man with a prostitute for a wife was an “easy rider.” Americans in the ’60s said “easy ice” to bartenders when ordering a cocktail, thus sounding very current and ensuring a bit more liquor in the glass. Big Angel maintained a mental data bank of American secret spells and incantations. Hard-on. Johnny Law. What can I do you for?


Why was he thinking about work? About the past? It was over. It was all over. He was never going to work again. “This second,” his father liked to tell him, “just became the past. As soon as you noticed it, it was already gone. Too bad for you, Son. It’s lost forever.”


(Muy filosófico.)
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Minnie stood in the shadowed living room, listening to Lalo chase the kids around the patio. Mom and Daddy were so dirty. It made her laugh a little, then grimace at how gross it was. Beehive. Honey. It was filthy. He was going all Prince in his old age. But he made it sound pretty. She rubbed her eyes and tried not to smear her makeup. Nobody said anything that sexy to her. Nobody said pretty things about her parts anymore.


Maybe when you’ve had three boys, those days are over.


She yelled at the kids: “Be quiet!”


She had the worst hangover. All this death. All this responsibility. On her. She was carrying this whole weekend. Lalo? Useless. Moms? Too broken up. Her friends had come over to her house last night to cheer her on. They were all like “Mija, this weekend’s a bitch!” And they were making fireballs and micheladas. She had never laughed so much. She half remembered texting her uncle, Little Angel.


Why did she do that? They had some connection she couldn’t figure out. She rubbed her forehead. How badly had she embarrassed herself? She grabbed her phone to check her texts from the night before.


At 2:00 a.m., she had written: “OMG, Tío, I am so buzzed right now!”


She thought he’d be asleep or something. But he had texted her back. “Me too,” he said. “Funerals.”


She had gotten here, somehow, late last night. She hoped she hadn’t driven drunk. She thought one of the guys from work had brought her. She felt like everything was slipping out of her hands.


She wore her laciest purple underwear, in case her man came around for a look. It was a kind of prayer.
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Big Angel and Perla were just staring at each other, so many things still to be said, when Minnie suddenly appeared back in their room and fell to her knees and wrestled his shoes onto his feet. He patted her head. The shoes were tight. They hurt him, goddamn it. Sorry, Lord.


“Watch it, Minnie!” he said. “If Braulio was alive, he’d know how to do it right!” He kicked at her.


Braulio. Her big brother. Dead and in his grave for almost ten years now. The son inflated by his absence into the position of family saint. Poor Pops. His two big boys—his greatest failure. Nobody was invited to mention either of them. And here he had Lalo to fool himself with. The good boy, supposedly. Damn, her head was banging.


Minnie just looked up at Big Angel. “Love you anyway, Daddy,” she said.


Lance Corporal Hungry Man stepped into the room. “Y’all ain’t ready yet? Yo, Pops. What’s the holdup?”
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Lalo had arranged the peewees all over the house. Surveillance teams. He announced: “Maggots! Listen up!” They knew to fall in and stand at attention. “Big Papa Actual on the move! Say again: Big Papa Actual, rolling! Over.”


“Roger!” a chubster in the kitchen cried.


“Man your positions.”


They scattered and created faux checkpoints all through the house. Uncle Lalo, #1 Babysitter.


A girl in the living room shouted, “All clear!”


“Be advised: snipers have been spotted—watch your six and niner!”


“Roger!”


Big Angel slumped in his wheelchair and hung his head. “Yeesus, Lalo,” he muttered, fingering his son’s Purple Heart pinned to his own tiny chest.


“Just playin’, Pops.”


“There’s nothing funny, mijo.”


“Always something funny, Pops,” said Hungry Man. “Coming through, maggots!” he yelled.


Minnie and Perla followed, carrying handbags and the folded walker. Out the door and down the yellow scrap of lawn. They shoveled Big Angel into the minivan. They didn’t let the All-Father drive anymore—his feet couldn’t reach the pedals anyway. He sat in the middle-back seat, rocking in place, swinging pendulum strokes of his desecrated body, as if his anxiety could force the vehicle through traffic. The inertia of will, striving to overwhelm all tides and hit that far shore.


Big Angel’s best friend, Dave, had told him, “There is a far shore. We are all like these little lakes. And when there’s a splash in the middle, ripples flow out from the center in perfect circles.” “Dave,” he’d replied, “what the hell are you talking about?” “A life, pendejo—you. The ripple starts out strong and gets slighter till it hits the shore. Then it comes back. Almost invisible. But it’s there, changing things, and you’re in the middle wondering if you accomplished anything.” Big Angel shook his head. That damned Dave.


“Dale gas, pues!” he said.


“On it, Pops.”


Once, Big Angel would have roared it, but now he thought he sounded like some mewling cat urging somebody to fill its saucer with cream.


A little American flag fluttered on the antenna. Lalo driving, his Perla in the navigator’s seat, fretting in Old Mexican Woman fashion: “Ay Dios. Dios mío. Por Dios.” God, being worn down by faithful repetition. There was some evidence that he might be deaf.


Maybe, Perla thought, God didn’t speak Spanish. Then she crossed herself in penance. “Diosito lindo.” It was always smart to compliment God. He liked to hear how handsome he was.


La Minnie was in the third row, rubbing Big Angel’s shoulders from behind. And the wheelchair sat folded up in the way back, clattering against the walker to announce every infuriating application of the brakes in this unmovable traffic.


He punched the seat. “Today, of all days,” he said.


His two great messages to his kids, without fail, were: be on time; don’t make excuses. And here he was, late and thinking up alibis by the dozen. Burying his mother on the day before his own birthday party. His last birthday, but nobody else knew it. He was collecting his scattered family by decree. It was going to be a puro party that nobody would forget.


“You’re a good girl,” he said as an afterthought. He patted Minnie’s hand.


He looked at his giant watch. He had to squint. His eyes going now. Wonderful. He had always been proud of his eyesight. He resolved to abandon time and let it go. But he was not about to get glasses. Enough was enough.


“Turn the radio down!” he snapped.


“Radio ain’t on, Pops,” his son said.


“Then turn it on!”


Lalo did so.


“Turn it down!”


Everyone in the van bent to his whim, but the sky and the clock and the pinche traffic seemed to ignore his dictates. A guy on the overpass held up a BUILD THE WALL sign, facing south.


“My mother,” Big Angel said, “would expect more from me than this.”


He had so much to prove to her. He had failed her a hundred times. He couldn’t bear confirming her suspicions about him: incapable. Not even close to what his father had been. And of course she had never granted him a pardon for marrying Perla. “That señora,” she called her. Implying that Perla was used goods. Experienced.


“You’re doing your best, Daddy,” Minnie said.


“If this is my best, kill me right here, right now.”


“Ay Dios,” his wife prayed.




A Prayer Before the Rain


Where did all this traffic come from?


Mother had died the week before, but his birthday party had been announced a long while before that. Long at least in terms of Big Angel’s diminished prospects. A week was a long time when you were racing the Lupah.


People were coming from everywhere: Bakersfield, L.A., Vegas. Little Angel, his youngest brother, was coming all the way from Seattle. People had made reservations. Taken time off from work. High rollers and college students, prison veteranos and welfare mothers, happy kids and sad old-timers and pinches gringos and all available relatives.


It would be tight.


So he courted outrage by having Mama cremated. There was no time left for a big Catholic funeral in a big Catholic church. What church would they have picked? Half the family had briefly become Mormons, and some of them were in a UFO-worshipping group awaiting the return of the Anunnaki when Planet X came back into Earth’s orbit. Some of them were evangelicals. Or nothing. Lalo was probably an atheist. Or a sun worshipper. The eldest son of Big Angel’s brother César seemed to think he was a Viking. Big Angel truly had no time for these details.


He had made the even more daring move of arranging for her funeral to take place a week later than expected so his birthday party would be the day after. Ashes could last forever. No worries.


Nobody seemed to care—they were happy he was handling everything. That’s what he did. They didn’t want to be responsible, because the Great Mother would have found fault with any funeral they conspired to offer. And Big Angel was reliable. It was simple to get orders from him and follow them. So they had adjusted to the funereal addendum to the birthday party agenda without a fuss. Most of them were relieved because they didn’t have enough vacation days available to make two trips. They certainly didn’t have the funds. One weekend worked for everybody.


More traffic? Where is everybody going?


Big Angel put his hands over his eyes, if only to avoid looking at the blackness seeping up the backs of his wrists. His hands had black splotches on them too. He never looked at his legs, afraid of what he’d see.


Outside, the afternoon sun burned apertures in the clouds, charring the floating crevasses red along their edges and shooting hauntings of yellow light across the city. Like curtains of golden mesh, blowing in a cool breeze. Big Angel calculated in his mind how far toward Hawaii the sun must be; he saw angles and degrees etched into the blue above the flaming clouds. Heaven was a blueprint.


Mother had never been close to him after La Paz. She had coddled his siblings, including his half brother, Little Angel, who wasn’t even her son. She had seen some charm in him that Big Angel had never managed to fully accept.


He watched the sky. He was amassing evidence of any kind of signal sent from Beyond. Anything at all. Braulio? Mother? Anybody? Rain was good. He could work with rain. Many messages in rain. Rainbows were even better.


When he was a boy, Mother had taught him that a rainbow was a bridge where angels walked down from heaven. In Spanish, it was an arco iris. This was so much more lovely than English, like the name of a butterfly or hummingbird or daisy. He felt smug about this: go, Spanish! Sunflower: girasol, he thought.




girasol


mariposa


colibrí


margarita





But no rainbows were visible.


“It was good of Mother,” he said, “to die first.”


“Ay, Flaco,” his wife said in Spanish. “You know. She could not stand to see her son die before she did.”


“Who’s going to die, Perla?” he said. “I’m too busy to die.”


He said that a lot. But he also said “I am ready to die,” and as often.


He had confessed it to his priest. Almost as soon as Doctor Nagel told him the gushes of fresh blood returning to his urine signaled the collapse coming. That moment, oddly, made him feel calm: he had stared at the doctor and thought, Her name is Mercedes Joy Nagel, and I wish I had bought a Mercedes because I would have felt joy. The x-rays had shown grape clusters of death all inside his abdomen and two dark knots in his lungs. He sat small and alone in that office, putting his most stoic warrior face forward, staring the doctor down. “How long?” A shrug, a pat. “Not long. Weeks.” “Can I have a lollipop?” he said. She opened her glass jar. He liked cherry.


He called his priest and confessed over the phone, then told Perla he had been talking about baseball with a friend.


“Pops,” said his son. “I ain’t gonna lie. Grams done it on purpose. Took care of business. For reals.”


“She was like that,” Big Angel said.


“Rainbow, Daddy!” his daughter cried.


Big Angel looked where Minnie was pointing and finally smiled. Good work, God.
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Little Angel had landed.


Baby Brother, he announced to himself, in the house!


Big Angel’s half brother had thought he’d be late. As old as he was, they all thought of him as the baby, including himself. The oldest twenty-eight-year-old on Earth, an age he had managed to remain for an extra twenty years.


You couldn’t miss the matriarch’s funeral. There was no way he was going to be late. She wasn’t his mom—he was often reminded of this in small, pointed ways. He was the footnote to the family, that detail everybody had to deal with when he deigned to appear. Son of an American woman who had been branded in the family legends as the gringa hussy who had taken away their Great Father, Don Antonio. Somehow they even resented his mother’s death. She had managed to join Father in the afterlife before Mamá América could go over to wrestle him back from the American’s clutches.


Little Angel didn’t want to be in California, land of sorrows. And he didn’t like breaching the thousand-mile buffer zone between himself and his origins. But the fear of Big Angel’s displeasure drove him forward harder than his reluctance held him back. He’d forced the plane from Seattle to fly faster by the sheer strength of his will. The overwhelming mural of sunlight ricocheting off coastal peaks and spilling over them to the ocean—going from burning red to blue, then green, then purple—hypnotized him. Then the harrowing plunge toward San Diego, the feeling that his plane was passing between the buildings on its way to the runway … and he was home.


He realized he was at the car rental office before eight in the morning, and he felt silly. Yet relieved. No missing the funeral. No smoldering, wounded stares of reproach from Big Brother. He was on Big Angel’s schedule—always early.


When they were in their cups, Big Angel called their brotherhood “the Alpha and the Omega.” Little Angel thought the tequila really suited him. Let him out of his self-imposed sanctity. The first and the last, eh? Little Angel had parsed the meta-messages in that text enough to earn a PhD in crossborder gnostic sibling ontologies. He smiled, more or less.


Big Angel seemed to think, when he was loaded, that they were some sort of wrestling tag team. He’d announce: “Coming into the ring, weighing two hundred pounds, from parts unknown—the Omega!” Baffled women and kids would clap as Little Angel raised his hands.


Little Angel, somewhere inside himself, felt good when he heard this. He felt witnessed. None of the rest of them had ever paid attention to his boyhood. Hell, they hadn’t even seen it. Their father had made sure they were kept far apart.


But Big Angel saw. He was the eldest, and by then had his own car and job. He came to visit their drab Clairemont house, to the consternation of Little Angel’s American mom. But she made him chicken potpies and tried hard to be a good sport anyway. By then she had learned that Don Antonio would come to their San Diego home with lingerie tucked in his jacket pockets. She was done with him but had nowhere to go. She smiled at the boys even though she was exhausted and always nervous. Even though Big Angel frightened her with his black-eyed glare. She knew he hated her.


Big Angel knew what his baby brother’s Saturdays were like: morning cartoons, Three Stooges reruns, followed by some fat boy lunch of cold spaghetti or frijoles sandwiches on white bread, and chocolate milk and comic books. Or Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine. Monsters were his mania. And nobody in his version of the family approved. Don Antonio would begrudgingly buy him a copy at the liquor store, even though he berated the kid afterward. Little Angel didn’t care; his mind was crowded with King Kong and Reptilicus, the Wolf Man and King Ghidorah. The monster magazines made his mother despair even worse than Superman comics or MAD magazine.


And after lunch, it was Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom. Followed by wrestling. Big Angel had taken part in this ritual perhaps three times, but he never forgot it. His little brother’s fervid insistence on these things, in order, without interruption. The ridiculous wrestlers falling around the ring in grayscale black and white: Classy Freddie Blassie, Pedro Morales, The Destroyer, Bobo Brazil. Little Angel seemed to think he was friends with them all.


At 3:00, Moona Lisa appeared on channel 10—Science Fiction Theater. She lounged around a cheap set that looked like the moon, dressed in Morticia Addams skintight dresses. Big Angel thought she was hot. But Little Angel didn’t seem to notice. He was holding his breath for Them and The Brain from Planet Arous.


Big Angel made Little Angel his research project. He had never seen his own isolation mirrored in the world. Little Angel finally understood this, years later, when his brother shouted his faux ring announcements.


They even shared an English slang exclamation they picked up from Dick Lane on KTLA, brought in fuzzy and snowy on the rabbit ears. “Whoa, Nelly!” Lane called whenever The Destroyer made Blassie kneel in the corner of the ring, begging for mercy.


So when Big Angel ring-announced him, sometimes Little Angel would shout back, “Whoa, Nelly!”


The fam had just stared.
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The Dollar car-rental office had only a Crown Victoria available. Black. In his fantasies, Little Angel had imagined snagging something more dramatic. A Mustang GT500 convertible, perhaps. Or a Challenger Hellcat. Something with a horsepower of 700. Kid brother makes good. Bad to the bone.


He initially balked at this fossilized cop car,a car for granddads taking their golf friends to a tasty brunch in La Jolla. But in the end it amused him, and he took it. He could have put ten bags in the trunk. He tossed his overnighter in there—it looked huddled and unloved. His shoulder messenger bag went on the couch-like back seat, and he settled in the front. Professor Little Angel, with a satchel full of notebooks and William Stafford poetry. He would ignore the ten papers that needed grading.


Time to boogie on down there to the south side. Time to think, make up his strategies. Doctor Think Too Much, back in town.


Sometimes, when Big Angel was in one of his moods, he called Little Angel things other than his name. “The American.” What the hell. How was that an insult? But it had some inexplicable sting. Especially coming from a Republican. Or at least he thought Big Angel was a Republican. Why didn’t he just say “The Liberal”? They’d had their only fistfight over it. Just once. Blood on their lips.


Did it have bearing on this day?


The car was vast and pillowy. Little Angel felt like he was driving a square acre of 1979. It smelled like cigarette smoke—reminded him of his dad. He took the turns wide and hit I-5 like a cloud being pushed by a sea storm. Being in no hurry, he decided to go on a slight expedition to the north. He hadn’t been back in years, but you never forget the hometown. Even though it seemed he came home only for funerals.
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