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Fuck you, I won’t do what you tell me Motherfucker


—Rage Against the Machine, “Killing in the Name”



















[image: A raven.]




















CURSED


You’ll be seven, crying, with a knife in your hand, when your father finds you in the kitchen. His voice will reach into your dreams, tell you, drop it, éste siempre con sus pinches pendejadas. He’ll shake you lucid, slap you around like some shitty TV. Crazy-eyed, half naked, he’ll ask, what the fuck is wrong with you? You’ll say you don’t know what he’s talking about. He’ll say you’re doing it for attention. Ma will ask you questions but you won’t hear them, you’ll be too busy keeping an eye on your father, wondering whether he’ll start to beat you with something or just keep using his hands. And though you’re also half naked, ma will spin you around, checking you like there’s a bomb hidden away somewhere. Brother will keep his distance, looking on horrified at the rest of you, at the spectacle. Events he wishes didn’t concern him.


The next night you’ll sleepwalk again. The night after too. For two weeks this will continue. They’ll put the knives on the highest shelves, complain about the pain in the ass that you are, but still, you’ll be found with a fork, a spoon, a butter knife, and always crying.


A few days before this all began—all these pendejadas, as your father calls them—your aunt had shown up on the porch, big rectangular glasses in thick frames, just like your father’s. First thing, she scowled at you, her broad back all up like a wildebeest’s getting ready to charge. You could almost hear it, a feral drumbeat, the kind they play on Animal Planet. Your cousin clung to her side like an ornament. A bunch of neighborhood kids huddled behind them. And the way she held you with her eyes, pure unadulterated scorn. Your body tingling with the possibility of meeting the devil. And every part of you shrank, shrinking down to nothing. Annihilation. That’s what she wanted and she demanded you be punished there, in front of her. Your cousin peeking out, wet cheeked, from behind her legs.


You could easily guess what he told her, what he left out: you all staring at naked bodies in magazines. You looking at everything, until he called you a faggot. You hadn’t known what to say except, no, no I’m not. But it wasn’t enough to make him stop. Brother had to tell him, shut it, Jamón. Everyone laughed, repeated the gibe—Jamón, like it was his name. Then Jamón got encircled, pushed around with jeers of Chuleta and Queso de Puerco. They had said, let me slice some off yo back, come on, puto. Squeal. When Jamón ran away, you thought that was the end of it, his tears, everyone’s taunts pelting his back, and a chorus of Jamón el mamón. Jamón el mamón. Jamón el mamón.


You left the back of the apartment complex feeling pure. Came home, sat down on the couch, and flipped through channels until you were watching Private Pyle fuck it all up for everyone, him getting tied and beaten in consequence, then seething and blowing his own brains out. Then the doorbell rang. Immediately followed by a loud constant knocking, then back to jabbing the doorbell. No one was closer, so you got up and opened the door and there she was, your aunt, staring down at you.


Ma came down and your cousin and the neighborhood kids stood there listening as ma denied everything. She said you wouldn’t have made your cousin cry—though you would’ve if you could talk shit like brother. Ma said she wouldn’t punish you, not until your father heard. He’ll be the one to decide, she said, what his son deserves. That made you feel worse than any stare could.


Your aunt spewed more shit about respect, about the old ways, this being another land, but our children, mine, at least, she said as she looked you dead in the eyes again, will know our customs.


And all the kids’ eyes darting back and forth between you, ma, and her, everyone looking on with that same intensity that you had all shared as you pored over the magazines, cutting and pairing different pages, different bodies, making a collage there, on the dirt. Ma then asked, ¿y qué costumbre es éste? Pointing with a head nod at all the neighborhood kids behind my aunt and cousin. Ma took a step back, grabbed the doorknob, and slowly closed the door on your aunt’s face.


A week after, lying with ma on your parents’ bed, being the little spoon, you’ll listen as she tells you, remembering as she goes, how your aunt’s mother was suspected in their village of being a witch. Everyone there believed she killed her husband. The proof: He went missing in a village where no one ever had before. His body never found. That and your aunt and her mother and sisters were known for going out in the middle of the night in all white and bathing in the river. It didn’t matter the season or if there was moonlight or not, whatever timeline they followed, it was their own. How else, ma will tell you, could anyone explain how the witch’s daughter, your aunt, married your uncle? He had left her, had started seeing someone else, a nice girl from the next town over, beautiful and so personable, not like that ugly beast, but then that girl also went missing. The girl’s family spent all their money, lost their business, searching for her.


And so, nasty and plain as your aunt was—is—your uncle was somehow brought back, ensnared, and married her. Whatever he sees in her, ma, your other aunts, all know, brujería is involved. No other explanation.


And then ma will ask, like she’s coming out of a trance, mi niño, how exactly did she look at you? You’ll tell her about the goose bumps, the cold pang in your stomach, that feeling, like in nightmares, of the devil sniffing at the nape of your neck. And ma will say to herself more than to you, esa desgraciada. Would she really be capaz? ¿Hacerle mal de ojo a un niño?


Mi niño, were you sleepwalking before or only after tu tía vino?


You’ll start biting your nails. Nightmares beginning to form as you remember the way she looked at you. Only after, you’ll say.


She’ll get up, go over to the window, peeking through the blinds at the porch, have you seen? La ruda se secó.


Ma’s told you how ruda is used to dispel evil energy, placed near the entrance of a home. But the yerba buena also wilted, died, she’ll observe, too much negative energy for la ruda to absorb. And so, you’ll suppose the rest of that dark fetid energy is roiling in you. Eating away at your insides.


You won’t tell her how you feel your stomach, your knees, starting to wilt too. Ay, qué malas vibras, she’ll say as she rubs her arm, trying to shake off the chills.


When your father and brother come home from baseball practice and the batting cages after that, brother will be talking a mile a minute, did you see how I was hitting them? I can hit anything. Swinging an invisible bat as your father smirks triumphantly, we’ll see, we’ll see this weekend. Ma will whisper into your ear, mi niño, todo va estar bien. Your father, seeing you on his bed, will say, ¿y tú qué haces ahí? You won’t answer. Ma will fill him in. At first, he’ll act like his usual self, saying it’s all fucking bullshit and, ay, por qué le dices esas chingaderas, tú sabes cómo se pone. But ma will remind him about your aunt’s history and you’ll see it in his eyes, how he can’t dismiss it like with fantasmas or even nahuales. Brujería is different.


And seeing him like that, staring at the floor, not saying shit, it’ll start to hit you.


You’re going to die. For something you didn’t even do.


You’ll bury your head under the pillow, going fetal as you think of your death, the pain. Will it happen when you’re alone? How many days do you have left? And all the things you’ll never do. Ride a bike, catch a lizard, set off fireworks.


Te dije, your father will say.


Ma will pry the pillow off your head, mi niño, vas a estar bien.


Algo malo me va a pasar, you’ll whisper.


She’ll say you’re wrong, explaining that there’s good magic too, and that her aunt taught her to perform limpias. Everyone and everything carries intentions, and that shapes the energy around us, energy that can be shaped like fire, for both the good, like warmth and cooking, or to burn everything down. We’ll have to do three limpias, but after each one, you’ll see, you’ll get better. You’ll try to believe her even though, ultimately, it’s your father’s face you’ll keep seeing.


Ma will tell you to get up and take off your clothes. She’ll send brother and father for: an egg, a bowl, a glass of water almost full. Your father will complain, he’ll say she should’ve told you about good magic first. And before he stomps out, he’ll slap your brother’s head and say, don’t stand there como pinche inútil. Brother will trail after him and you’ll wish it were brother that had been cursed, because if he had, you know your father would’ve been over there already, at your aunt’s house, slapping the shit out of her instead. Ma will go to wash her hands. You’ll imagine punching brother in his stupid mouth, making the gap between his front teeth even wider. But seeing yourself in the mirror, trembling in your underwear, you’ll lose all nerve, waiting and anxious, while they gather the supplies.


Your father will come back with the water, setting it down, carefully, on the doily on the dresser. He’ll see you trembling, crying a little. He’ll brush against your shoulder and yell, though not so harsh as other times, ¡ay, no llores! Be a man, be a man.


You’ll try, but the more you do, the harder you’ll cry, breathing spastically, your father saying it harsher and harsher until he’s saying it just as harsh as he always has. He’ll reach back for a belt hanging from a hook on his closet door, and only then will you choke it back down, swallowing the crying like a dried-up dead little worm.The scrape of the shell on your scalp reminds you of tires rubbing pavement. And you’ll remember the day you wandered the apartments and saw El Mudo on his bike, the vicious grinding whirr of the wheels on asphalt and the chop of a ghetto bird overhead. And down the street you saw her, Selena. The day before, you’d been playing house together, undressing, taking turns being husband, wife, avalanche, falling all over each other. Then she was there, standing, screaming, not getting out of the way as El Mudo pedaled toward her, staring her down like she was the reason he couldn’t talk. Ten feet away and she was frozen. You wanted to close your eyes but instead curled your hands so tight they went numb. Then all that noise, instantly replaced by the dull thud of the bike crashing into her body, flinging her like a dead bird, another small thud, her body scraping to a halt before he drove right over her, up between her legs, as if to split her in half. He never looked down as the tire ran over her chest. Though he couldn’t keep the bike steady and swerved left, tore off her ear, blood flew but El Mudo, he just kept pedaling, getting smaller and smaller as he drove out of Gateway. You didn’t help after, as she lay limp and bleeding from the side of her head. When her sister, Kari, came out and saw her, you ran; ran and ran, as far as you could, hoping Kari hadn’t seen you.


Ma said to think good thoughts, but this is what you’ll fixate on. Your father, seeing your frown, will yell again, asking if you’re doing what ma said. You’ll say sí and try to smile as she rubs the egg on your armpits, chest, back, and though you’ll know it won’t work, you’ll keep smiling. She’ll move on to your thighs, shins, the soles of your feet—in the background, you’ll hear your father saying, goddammit, why the fuck is he crying now? He’ll throw his arms up, like he does to say you’re useless, and ma will kneel down, lightly squeezing your hand as she asks you what’s wrong. You’ll tell her you’re fine, you’re already feeling better. She’ll nod. It’s the bad spirit coming out, she’ll tell your father. It goddamn better be, he’ll reply. Yeah right, your brother will scoff. Your father will stare him down and he won’t say anything else.


When ma cracks the egg, the yolk will sink to the bottom of the glass. Stalagmites of egg white forming and spiraling up toward the rim. While the yolk, a gold you’ve never seen, gets brighter and brighter, almost glowing. She’ll explain to your father in a hushed but excited tone that the more there are, the higher they reach, and the brighter the yolk, the more evil the curse. Pero nada te va a pasar, she’ll say, tickling the back of your neck. Vas a ver. You’ll try your best to believe her as she tells you to flush it and to keep thinking good thoughts. As you leave, you’ll hear her tell him you’ll get better now, the glass is just showing all the bad that’s been pulled out and transferred onto the egg. How will we know? he’ll ask. We’ll just have to wait. Puras pinches malas vibras con ese—his voice carrying into the bathroom as you contemplate the still water in the toilet bowl.


You’ll flush the egg like you’re told.


When you’re back in the room, you’ll want to go next to ma, but with brother and father there, you won’t. The four of you will stand there, staring at each other, father will let out a long exasperated sigh, ma will smile at you, and then brother will say, can you make him sleep on the couch? NOOOOOOO, your father will yell. He’ll grab his belt and you’ll both run away.


Later, in your room, brother will tell you not to touch him, I don’t want to get whatever you have. And you’ll lie on your bunk tired but too scared to sleep. Your cousin, Jamón el Mamón, having shown you a few weeks ago that movie with Freddy Krueger. You’ll wonder if it was your aunt who suggested it. Because somehow the curse seems connected to Freddy: your fear of being eaten by him, living on in his stomach—in perpetual agony—with a million other souls. He’s already appeared to you in a dream, a silhouette cloaked in steam, washed in vermilion light, a high scratching noise as he approached, and screams, and hands pressing in through walls made of latex. You escaped only by forcing yourself awake. And ever since, you’ve been pissing the bed, fighting sleep.


When you hear brother snoring, you’ll want to go to ma, to sleep beside her—a thing your father never allows. The last time he found you asleep on the floor beside their bed, he dragged you out by your hair, slapping you until you were crying, and saying, nothing’s going to happen to you, so just quit your fucking acting and go to sleep, pinche niñita.


You’ll fight sleep until you can’t, praying that the limpia has taken out whatever evil had taken hold inside. But what if you’ve been double cursed? Hasn’t she had it out for you? Ever since you refused to say you loved God more than your family. And the way she laughs, arching her back, her cackling cracking the sky open, isn’t that exactly the way Freddy laughs as well? Then you’ll be waking up again in the kitchen, a pair of scissors in your hand. Everyone around you, and your father angry, staring you down. He’ll say he has to shower, no point going back to sleep now. Again, you won’t know what happened. You’ll want to apologize but instead you’ll say, I feel better, I swear. Brother will tell you to swear to God and though you don’t believe, never have, you’ll look at ma and the way she looks back, all you’ll muster is, but I do. Then she’ll say it too, swear to God, Christian.


That night, during dinner, for a long time, no one will talk. Only the sound of the news will punctuate the clinking of spoons against dishes, the hiss of steam escaping the tortillero. You’ll grab a tortilla and listen to the TV in the living room: something about the death of Prop 187 two years ago and what they’re trying to do now, raids starting up again. You don’t like tortillas, but your father always makes you eat at least one. He’s afraid of what you might become. One of those Mexicans you see on TV, against immigration when that’s how their parents got here or, worse, that’s how they did themselves. You won’t know what this means until much later. You’ll grab another tortilla, hoping that if you take a second, he won’t make you eat salsa.


But he will, he’ll slam his fist down on the table, telling you to be a man, eat some pinche salsa.


You’ll do as you’re told, hating how it burns and lingers in your mouth, your stomach becoming unsettled and everyone else showing no signs of distress. Like being the only one born here does make you different.


Ma will prod brother into sharing his own news. Citizen of the Month at school. For outstanding behavior, he’ll say, and upholding the school’s values. Your father will keep eating, paying more attention to the TV news. Ma will keep prodding, reminding him that that’s not why she had to pick him up from school. Brother will then take a deep gulp of air and add how he got in trouble for going into the girls’ bathroom and didn’t get to walk at the assembly.


¿Qué? your father will say. And brother will repeat himself. Your father will smile then, saying, éste sí es varón. Hombrezote. And brother will stick out his chest and they’ll laugh together. Ma will sigh, then go back to finishing her meal. And when your father isn’t looking, you’ll scrape some salsa off your tortilla.


After dinner, you and brother will meet up with Moco, Selena’s little brother. His face covered in grime, a wet spot near his crotch. It’ll dry, he’ll say when brother points. You’ll both follow him around the complex as he finds and swallows gum, paint chips, and bottle caps. Everyone just thinking he’s fucking gross. No one knowing it has a name, his thing. And even after he’s diagnosed, most won’t believe it. Not his sisters or dad, and definitely not his mother, who says she’s seen enough puercos in her own village to believe some fucking doctor that writes prescriptions like we’re all rich. Besides, it’s just Moco being Moco, and no one in her village ever died for acting like swine. When your father found out, he said: That idiot just wants attention, it’ll serve him right when he’s in the hospital. You better not do something so fucking stupid. No tengo para tus pendejadas. ¿Entiendes? He waited for you to assent before shutting the door on you. When he locked it, you knew it’d be a while before they left their room.


Following Moco around the commons, you’ll hear gunshots, sirens, beer bottles exploding on asphalt like cheap fireworks. Another day in Stockton. You’ll find a grocery cart lying on its side, Moco playing with the wheel, tugging on it like it’s candy that won’t budge. You’ll all see the homeless Walking Man go by and you’ll take it as a sign. Good luck. Brother will nudge you, say in a hushed voice, that means he’s going to eat more stuff. You’ll both grin and Moco will catch the glint of a red plastic leg of an action figure sticking out of the dirt. He’ll swallow it, make a satisfied noise, like he’s just downed the coldest glass of Sunny D. Then he’ll stretch, his little weird brown stomach glowing in the light, looking slightly bloated but also warm, inviting. You’ll want to press your cheek against it. You’ll take a step toward him, but brother will pull you back. Don’t get too close to the animal, he’ll say. Moco will smile knowingly and brother will laugh. You’ll all laugh.


The three of you will look up and pretend that the ghetto bird is after you. You’ll run and hide between bushes, under trucks, until you’re all by Anna’s porch, Selena’s best friend, hearing her blast “Suavemente” for the thousandth time. You’ll take out a stink bomb and squeeze it to life. As it expands, you’ll throw it up into her porch, waiting for her screams to start before you all run away, laughing again. You’ll keep laughing as brother and Moco throw more bombs at other porches, rows and rows of townhomes getting the same treatment.


After the sun has started to set and all the stink bombs are gone, the three of you head back by Anna’s, wondering if it’ll still stink. You’ll see a fire truck parked out front. Its lights flashing, turning everything red. You’ll all see the firemen entering her apartment and no one will stop you as you follow them in. The lights will be off, the smell of cigarettes in the carpet and sofas, and the walls too. You’ll hear voices coming from one of the rooms, and they’ll get clearer. You’ll all see Anna—her eyes wide, unblinking, and a thin black pole sticking through her neck—in the arms of one of the firemen. He’ll whisper to her at a volume too low for anyone else to overhear.


You’ll wonder then if this is your doing, if you’ve spread it, this disease of yours. You’ll all move out of the fireman’s way as he carries Anna past. And with her, you’ll share a glance. She’ll know it was you.


Something in her eyes, the way you feel looking into them: mix of pain, tenderness, surprise, as when, expecting laughter, a hug, you’re smacked instead.


She knows. She knows.


Outside, you’ll all watch as the firemen work on her. With bolt cutters, they snap off the metal pole’s ends. They’ll tell her she’s going to be fine. They’ll say it again and again, like an incantation. Protection against your curse.


Brother will ask if she’s going to die.


The firemen will say, don’t worry, your sister will be all right.


She’s not our sister, brother will say, and they’ll tell you all to leave then.


Moco will ask for a piece of the pole and they’ll change their tone. Get the fuck outta here, you stupid little spics.


You and brother will go straight home holding your throats. You’ll tell yourself it was an accident; Anna had an accident, that’s all. Meanwhile, Moco will crouch behind some bushes, waiting for a piece of that pole.


You’ll almost be home and still holding your throat, trying to believe curses aren’t contagious, when Jamón rounds the corner. He’ll cough, fiddle with his pockets before offering you a piece of candy, a Lifesaver. Take it, brother will tell you. You’ll think of your aunt, of Anna, and without meaning to, you’ll swallow, the Lifesaver lodging in your throat. You’ll dry heave and lurch on all fours, grasping for anything to hold, to take away that pain, of not being able to breathe, and making the kind of noises you first heard when, flipping through channels, brother landed on a scene where a man pretended he’d entered the wrong house, a woman shouting, wanting him to leave, before getting slapped and undressed and forced to crawl around the kitchen, then taking his dick in her mouth, and the man pushing into her over and over. The whole time, her making those sounds.


You’ll be making them yourself, like you’ve got a dick in your mouth, as you scratch and dig into your throat, writhing on the grass, turning blue, before brother yanks you up and does the Heimlich, over and over, until the Lifesaver flies out.


And you’ll all have that same stupid surprised look that the woman did, at the end. Brother will grab you by the neck, tell you it’s time to get back.


We’re not talking to stupid fatass anymore, all right? And chew before you swallow, fucking moron.


Yeah, okay, you’ll say.


I mean it. Crazy bitch echándote el ojo, what we ever do to her?


I didn’t do nothing.


And I did? Come on, before a Ouija board appears or something.


Back home you’ll wonder if this will ever end, if ma just told you all that stuff to make you feel better. Brother will tell her what happened, and she’ll perform another limpia. She’ll remind you, you need three, okay? And this time your father won’t be home and you’ll have better thoughts.


The Saturday after the second limpia, you won’t piss your bed or sleepwalk or wake up screaming, and you’ll begin to believe it’s working, you aren’t going to die. Your father will be in a good mood and you’ll think it’s because you slept well the night before. The curse, finally lifting. He’ll decide to take ma, brother, and you to the flea market on El Dorado.


In the car—your father’s Cadillac, red suede interior pocked with grease stains—you and brother play your favorite car game: seeing who can squish and collect more ants before the ride ends. Father will put cumbias on, one of the same songs you’ve heard at every family function and have learned to tune out. Ma will look back at you both and smile, asking, who’s going to win today? You’ll be at it for five minutes straight, thinking you have a real shot at winning this time, only to lose focus when, instead of showing ma your progress, you’ll fixate on her arm stretched against the dashboard, bracing, and you’ll remember last year driving home from a cousin’s wedding, having left early because ma, drunk, had cried in front of everyone. Your father didn’t love her. He was seeing someone else, una sucia, gran puta. In the car, bound for home, going forty on El Dorado, she’d undone her seat belt and opened the passenger door. Your father slammed the brakes and she braced against the dashboard. Grabbing her bracing arm, he convinced her to close the door. The rest of the drive, silent.


In the parking lot of the flea market, brother will be all grins as he opens his shirt, showing you his collection. Assume the position, he’ll say. You’ll close your eyes, stick out your chin, he’ll fling dead ants onto your face. You’ll claw them off, each rigid like tiny paper clips, spitting the strays that stuck to your lips.


The two of you will be left to wander the aisles, churro sugar coating your hands and mouths as you bob and weave through stalls of airsoft guns, used video games, old movies, shitty plastic toys. Brother will use his last dollar on a snow cone, tiger blood, you’ll use yours on some Pop Pop snappers, marking your path with them, throwing them down and listening for the crack, and wishing, always, you had more money.


Before leaving, ma will want an elote, the longest line in the flea market. She’ll make the rest of you stand in the hot sun for ten minutes, groaning and shuffling. Just as the vendor’s passing it to her over the cart, you’ll hear people screaming, panicking. Your body will freeze the same as when your father reaches for the belt. Three wild-eyed and bald sureños chasing a norteño through the parting crowd. They’ll manage to grab hold of his red button-down just a few feet from ma. She’ll stand, frozen, as they rip his shirt off, the one with brass knuckles will bust his mouth. He’ll answer by elbowing one in the jaw, hard, and they’ll punch him until he’s covering himself and they’re slamming him down, head bouncing off ma’s shin before hitting the ground—white crumbs of cotija from her elote falling, disappearing into the wrinkles of his wifebeater. You’ll see the knife then, its glint, and then it, too, will disappear into the norteño’s abdomen. The sureños will take off, everyone screaming even louder and getting out of their way.


Blood will ooze through the norteño’s wifebeater. Like a rose, you’ll think, blooming. He’ll try to contain it, face contorting as his Cortezes kick and scrape against the pavement. He’ll spit, hyperventilate, grip his wound. The blood staining his fingers, painting his nails. And his eyes will have that same look, surprise is the thing that brings death. Your eyes will meet, his as wide as yours feel. A curse—somehow, your first thought will be that you’re responsible for this too.


You’ll only then notice your father’s hands holding on to the back of you and your brother’s shirts. He’ll drag you over to ma. You’ll hear sirens, screaming, tires screeching as cars peel out around you. The four of you will make your way back to the car.


Buckling your belt, you’ll think about the blood seeping through the norteño’s fingers.


Your father will glower at you in the rearview. Hijo de la chingada, los vas a matar a todos. Looking longer than he should, he’ll swerve. Once, twice. Y tú, he’ll say to ma, why’d you just stand there? He’ll reach out roughly to thumb away the speck of blood from her temple.


No sé, she’ll say. No sé. She’ll flip through radio stations in search of something cheerful. She’ll settle on a salsa, turning up the volume. No sé.


I thought this was supposed to work, your father will say, turning it back down right away, shaking his head. He’ll punch the wheel, drowning out ma’s music with his horn.


You’ll focus on the ants crawling on his seatback.


Todavía le falta una limpia, ma will say. The last one is the most important.


He won’t say anything for a while. Turning the radio off, he’ll laugh softly to himself. You’ll get the same feeling you had when your aunt stared you down. You’ll try counting all the ants you can see but you’ll lose your place when he says, why don’t you do another already?


I can’t do ’em all at once. Así siempre lo hacían.


Necesita un pinche curandero de a deveras, he’ll say.


Pay for one, then.


No me hables así en frente de ellos. He’ll grip her bicep and you’ll know by the way she arches her back that he’s trying to crush it.


Brother will keep his eyes locked on the passing buildings, seeing all and none of them. Ants will crawl over you. You’ll let them pass, unharmed, over your dirty churro-sugared hands.


That evening your father will side-eye you all through dinner. You won’t want to eat, but knowing what’ll happen if you don’t, you’ll take small, slow bites. When ma asks what’s wrong, you’ll ask, am I gonna die?


Bet you will, brother will say. Before slurping up a spoonful of lentil soup.


¿Y qué crees, que no sé? ma will lash back. Si él no lo hizo llorar, ¿qué piensas, que no sé quién es capaz? sounding like the rapid venomous hiss of a snake.


Your father will slam his fist against the table, staring her into silence.


After a while, brother will say, I didn’t know he’d get cursed. When no one else says anything, your death will feel definitive. A memory will occur to you then, a scalding night with all the neighborhood kids getting together for freeze tag; it was someone’s birthday, past midnight, and no one yelled at any of you to get inside. You’d all spotted him at the same time, this cholo reclining behind one of the dumpsters, all of you ambling over to where he lay, under the sick orange glow of a lamppost. Blood from the crown of his head matted his hair, strands of it looping across his forehead.


You all stared into the red jeweled mess of his torn-up mouth, disgusting as it was beautiful.


His breathing was labored and the green forty glowed and fizzed as he swigged from it. Brother, always the leader, asked what happened, and he stared at you all like a cornered animal. When he finally spoke, his voice was strained but no fear in it, only fury. Those fuckers jumped me, what you fucking think, foo? Brother moved closer. Everyone else did too. Someone asked if it hurt. Nah, he said. He took another swig then lowered his arm, the forty clinking hard against the pavement. I’ma get those fuckers. I’ll kill ’em. Be at them funerals. Watch.


Maybe, brother said.


Fuck you—the cholo stared him dead. Brother moved closer, close enough to touch him, and then you all closed in. First, I’ma sleep, then watch, watch what happens, the cholo said. Leva motherfuckers, I’ll get ’em, he said, I’ll get ’em, I’ll get ’em, over and over, like a prayer.


Yeah, but first, brother replied, we gone get you.


And leaning down over him, you all laid your hands on the crown of his head, his shoulders, your palms slick and gleaming. His eyes like .45s. But the longer you touched him, the more they seemed to dim, like you were taking the glow from him. Absorbing it into your bodies: that hot bright sick animal fury, with its alcoholic stink. Reducing him into a bleeding, listless, aching body. He closed his eyes then and only the outline of a body remained. You all went running, screaming, singing, we win, we win we win we win we win.


Still, that cholo had known what it took to win. You thought his words a prayer, I’ll get ’em, I’ll get ’em, I’ll get ’em. His anger pointed, decisive as a gun, something you’ve never possessed. You curse or you get cursed. You beat or get beat. And since that day, you still haven’t known what it’s like to have that rage.


And taking another bite of your soup, you won’t be smelling it then but tasting it instead, his fury, and your aunt’s too, sizzling on your tongue, rising up from within, like reflux. No one will look at you, your father focused on his food, ma and brother too. It’ll be like you’re already dead, already a ghost. Somehow your fear will keep you from crying. Dinner will end without another word.


The same night, brother will complain from the top bunk that the ceiling’s looking bare, too many plastic stars and planet stickers fallen. Soon, he’ll say, new ones will have to be stuck. You’ll want to tell him to plan on doing it himself; you won’t be here much longer. Instead, you’ll shut your eyes, you’ll say nothing. Brother will ask you to tell a story. You’re better at it than me, he’ll say—the same way he’s always tricked you into talking him to sleep, leaving you alone with your thoughts. Though this never stopped you. You like making things happen to them, Ángel and Misterio, your characters; sometimes going on the run, from cops, SWAT, the whole nine, robbing banks, exploring deep space, the only constant, they’re always together. But on this night you won’t be able to think of them. Or brother. Even hasta mañana will be beyond you. Instead, you’ll turn in your bed and cover your mouth as you whisper, don’t cry, don’t cry, like your own shitty prayer.


You’ll be sleepwalking when your family finds you in the kitchen cutting off your fingers. Everyone screaming, running in circles, like chickens with their heads cut off. By the time you’re lucid enough to realize this isn’t a nightmare, they’ll have closed in. Only then will you feel the pain of exposed bone, your two smallest fingers only just hanging on to your hand. You’ll flail all over the kitchen while brother looks on in disgust.


Your father will shout for him to hold you down. Brother will pin your hand against the table while ma presses the fingers back together, your father wrapping them in gauze, saying, éste no va a parar. All their hands covered in your blood. Your eyes will dart from the blood blooming through the gauze to the knife and back again. You’ll whimper. And your father, who hates that sound above all, will say, ya, ya, cálmate ya. You’ll close your eyes as ma rubs your back, telling you to breathe. You’ll be hyperventilating as you tell her you want another limpia. Though really, you’ll know you should be telling them all to stay away. Because they might catch it. Your curse.


The next Sunday you’ll all wait silently outside the curandero’s house on Eighth Street, one of many families waiting to be seen. When your number’s finally called, your parents will tell the curandero everything. He’ll be dressed in all beige, everything loose and flowing, like a curtain. There’ll be candles throughout the hall, and as he leads you all toward the living room, you’ll note the walls plain and white, though everything is seemingly touched by sunlight, it’s somehow brighter inside his house than out. When your parents are finally done relaying the events, they’ll ask the cost, and he’ll shake his head, touching his chest as he says, esto es un don, he can’t charge for his gift. They should pay whatever seems fair.


The curandero will ask you questions and you’ll answer as best you can. He’ll ask for your hand, thumbing your palm before placing his own hand, rough and swollen like a catcher’s mitt, on your forehead. He’ll tell his daughter, dressed in the same linen clothes but in a light blue, to inform those still waiting that this boy will have to be the last for the day. He’ll tell your family that you need to be cleansed. A grimness stretching over his face as he says it’ll require una sobada que pueda aniquilar. The evil needing to be extracted from your entire body.


The curandero’s daughter will lead you to the bathroom. Laying a towel on the floor, she’ll tell you to take everything off, including your underwear, and to lie down on the towel. She’ll press on your stomach like she’s kneading it, searching for something, and once she’s found it, she’ll take her knuckle and corkscrew it into your body, working it slow and deep into your abdomen. You’ll wince only slightly, holding in your discomfort as you’re made to feel like a molcajete, grinding down an herb into powder. She’ll move across to your other side, letting you relax for a moment before beginning the process again. After, she’ll tell you you’re ready, to roll onto your side and hug your knees. You’ll do as you’re told, waiting while from a drawer she retrieves: a rubber pouch, adobe red, with a dull hollow nib. She’ll go to the sink, filling the pouch through the nib, saying something you won’t quite understand; it’ll sound ancient, like a forgotten language produced by wind. When the pouch is full, she’ll tell you to breathe—long, slow breaths—and to keep hugging your knees. You’ll shiver as she runs a finger down your spine, explaining that the red pouch will make you clean, driving out some of the poison inside, so her father can do his work. Your whole body will tense and you’ll want to get up and run as far as you can. Instead, you’ll follow her command, exhaling like she says as she sticks the nib inside you. When you feel the water going in, you’ll squeeze, pushing it back out. She’ll say she has to do this and that you need to relax. Think of your father and brother, she’ll say. Do it for them. For your mother. If we don’t get this curse out, who knows what might happen to them. You love them, right? You’ll turn your head enough to face her, her breath like cigarettes and chrysanthemum. She’ll see in your eyes that you won’t push back. As she goes back in, a sharp rasping pain, you’ll whimper. You’ll keep reminding yourself, this is for them. Respira, she’ll say. You’ll breathe in and out, in and out, waiting for it to end.


After, she’ll let you put on your underwear. It won’t be long before you’ll feel the need. To go. You’ll assume she’s done and will leave. But no. You can sit on the toilet, she’ll say, but she’s going to have to wait there with you, because you can’t go. Not yet. You’ll turn away and pull down your underwear. You’ll sit on the toilet, your legs dangling off the ground, and she’ll remind you again, not yet, you have to wait, or none of this will work. You’ll nod back. A minute will pass and then another, you’ll ask how much longer, and she’ll just repeat, wait. You’ll clutch your stomach and wonder why she let you sit on the toilet in the first place if she isn’t going to let you go. Even after you stop asking, she’ll keep saying it, wait. Wait. Espérate. And as the minutes keep passing, she’ll tell you this is what it takes to draw out all the poison. You’ll be wincing then and saying, please, please, can I go now? You’ll grab your sides, wincing and folding in on yourself from the pain, and just straining to hold it all in for another minute because you need this to work. You don’t want to be cursed. Don’t want to die. Don’t want anyone in your family to die. Chills and sweat all over your body. She’ll tell you to breathe but you won’t be able to any longer, the pain, like your stomach’s collapsing; then it’ll come out of you. For a second, relief, but almost immediately, you’ll picture ma sleepwalking, falling out the window, your vision will blur and you’ll say sorry, I’m sorry. Ma. The panic halting your voice, and as more comes out of you, you’ll resolve to do it again. It’s okay, she’ll say. No one’s ever held it that long. You won’t understand. She’ll say you just had to hold it as long as you could, to give yourself the best odds. Then she’ll pick up the rest of your clothes and leave. More and more will come out of you. Your stomach caving in on itself, like her knuckles are still kneading it, and you’ll think, this is how it feels to be empty. A void in you. And you’ll know, emptiness itself is a kind of curse.


After, you’ll clean yourself, washing your hands the way surgeons do on TV, soap up to your elbows. Your bandaged fingers getting soaked and heavy, and the dried, crusted-up blood all around the gauze making you feel like you’re still dirty. You’ll press your bandaged hand into a towel, wincing and whimpering and knowing you have to stop crying. You have to be different. You’ll repeat, no one will die, no one will die.


Your family will have been sitting on chairs against the wall of the curandero’s living room, ma praying and holding on to your clothes, brother staring at the floor, and your father staring you down. A large rug with another towel at its center, and you’ll know it’s there for you. The curandero will tell you to lie on your chest. He’ll circle you, speaking in that same language made of wind. He’ll do five laps then reverse course and do another five. He’ll close his eyes and kneel beside you, rubbing his hands slowly, methodically, his breath matching them, and both gaining momentum like a steam engine.


His palms on your back like hot coals, you’ll lurch and he’ll tell you to relax as he lifts them off and goes back to rubbing them. His breath louder now than any breath you’ve ever heard. He’ll press his hot palms onto your shoulder blades, your spine, hamstrings, nape, and calves. Your whole body growing hotter, brighter, and you’ll even smile as he says, todo va a estar bien. He’ll begin with your legs. He’ll say this is how he’ll pull all the bad energy, all your pain, out. It was his grandfather who taught him. He’ll say, all bodies are conduits, and to free one of brujería, the energy needs to be redirected out. This is what he’s doing, he’ll explain as he massages your upper thigh, squeezing it out. He’ll move down your leg to your knee before starting from your upper thigh again. He’ll do this over and over, from thigh to knee, then knee to ankle, from your ankle to each toe, one by one, and at the end of each toe he’ll exhale, opening his hands like he’s throwing something out. He’ll move in on your torso, beginning at the bottom of your back first and moving all the energy up and out your arms; you’ll feel yourself getting lighter and lighter as he finishes each limb. And as he moves his hands, finally, up over your scalp toward the crown of your head, you’ll feel like you could finally sleep with no fear. Slowly, gently, he’ll pull the energy out of your hair and throw it away. You’ll think this is the end, but he’ll only say, almost. He has to make sure first that none of the curse is left in your body or it’ll come back worse. He’ll call your family over but only brother and your father will come, crouching near you with the curandero’s daughter. They’ll each grab a limb as the curandero props another folded towel under your forehead. His daughter will slip her hand under your chest, telling her father you’re ready, and before you can ask—he’ll slam, hammer his fist into your back, your shoulder blade, knocking the wind out of you. You’ll try to get up, but each of them will hold you down. Cálmate, his daughter will say as you look around frantically for ma, and brother not looking you in the eye, and your father not saying a thing as the daughter insists, tranquilo, you have to be limber—you’ll remember the cholo, everyone’s hands on him. The curandero will strike you again. And you’ll breathe strong enough to knock a tree down, while you’re looking to your father. Nothing in his face at all. For this to work, the daughter will say, you need to relax, breathe, slow and even. She’ll shake your arm like rope.


And then your father will say, be strong, ya casi, ya casi, but he won’t sound sure, and he’ll keep his hands on you and when brother lets go, your father will shout at him and tell him to keep his pinche hands on you. More than anything, you’ll want ma but when she’s finally there, in front of you, crying, you’ll only wonder why she isn’t stopping them. She’ll run her trembling hand through your hair and tell you, you’re almost done, ya casi, ya casi. The curse almost out of you, this is the last thing left to do, and yet with every subsequent blow, you feel it, death, approaching. Looking at them all holding you down, brother and father, the daughter, and even ma now too, another strike will land, and you’ll feel like you’re nothing.


You’ll grit your teeth, breathing methodically as the tears stream down your cheeks. Another blow will land and ma will run her hand through your hair again but you’ll shake and twist, wanting her fucking hand off you, the daughter will repeat, relax, relax. Another half dozen blows will land. When ma finally says, you’re done, mi niño, you’re done, you’ll look her dead in the eyes and in the faintest whisper, you’ll tell her, over and over, I curse you, I curse you.















 BEDTIME STORY


For Ángel and Misterio, it’d been years since they’d been outside the archipelago that harbored their lighthouse. The lighthouse hadn’t worked in years. Still, it was home. Creaky, dilapidated, and wooden as it was, with no insulation, and so cold. Always so cold. In the sporadic hours of the night, a drunken, somnambulant wind would gust, buffet against the derelict door. Its demand always the same: LET ME IN. LET ME IN. That old, battered door barely holding on. The patina gone from its hinges, just rust and a screeching rattling noise, which the brothers could never ignore. Inside their sleeping bags, eyes closed, nothing to quiet their fear but hope, desperate foolish hope that the front door could withstand the onslaught just a little longer than the wind. That drunken tornado of rage, harbinger of disaster, their waking nightmare. Without shelter, the outside world would come rushing in. And it was only a matter of time. The front door would break down and then the ceiling and all the walls too, all of it getting blown away. Leaving them to feel it all, raw, exposed, nothing but their sleeping bags to weather that biting cold atop the cliffside while underneath the crashing waves called out to them: Join me. This is where you belong. Let me be your new home. I’ll drown you, you dirty little sacks of shit.


And every morning when the golden amber light crested like a giant yolk over the blue horizon—a temporary refuge. Though escape but a liminal fantasy. And even then, what the days brought forth was the quiet loneliness of waiting. A dance of hope and anticipation. Each brother holding on to a separate dream as the hours ticked by, the night edging closer while each, for different reasons, still hoped that that day would be one of those when their mother returned.


This is how they lived: nights of terror, days of solitude. Until one day, coming back from her trips outside the archipelago, their mother brought back a book. The Keepers. An old damaged book, waterlogged and mildewed. Though in the middle, a story remained intact. At first, she read it to them every night. Each finding a different comfort in the ending. She read it as distraction from the wind but somehow the story itself held another power, as soon as the story commenced, the wind would quiet, then diffuse. For a time, the wind altogether disappeared. For a while they knew peace. The lighthouse remained broken but still, they had food, shelter, and she didn’t have to leave. They lived days and nights of quiet joy. But all too soon the wind returned, diminished as it was, it returned. And their food supply dwindled, and their mother again had to venture outside the archipelago. Their joy and peace shifted. Always she’d return, but they never knew when, and that time of reading had changed. She then only ever read to them on the nights before she’d leave. Gone before they could wake.


She’s been gone for about a week. Longest she’s ever been away. If she doesn’t come home tomorrow, Ángel will have to look for food himself. He knows he needs to rest, prepare himself for the world outside the archipelago. But the wind, the crashing waves, the brine that corrodes everything—gutters, windowpanes, doors, foundation—remind him that it’ll all be swept away. Devoured.


With sleep heavy on his mind, he first takes out a notepad, a pen, thankful for that book, its images: trees, plants, root systems, the moon, and the dark itself, all of which he draws. Last year she brought back a tattoo gun and vials of ink, called it Christmas though it wasn’t December. He practiced on himself first. Tattooing a system of roots from his waist all the way down to his feet. Just yesterday, he tattooed branches and cherry blossom petals over Misterio’s torso, his throat. A present for their mother. Tomorrow’s her birthday. He looks out the foggy window, at the moon, a brilliant pearl shining over the sea. Sometimes Ángel doesn’t know if he actually wants her to return. He draws a series of moons, their return to the sky, the heartache displaced, and finally, he sleeps.


The next morning, Misterio sits by the window, reading, looking out now and then onto the dirt path. The sun directly overhead when she appears at the edge of the path. Empty-handed. Misterio runs out into the yard, unbuttons his shirt, and lies supine like a present on the grass. The tattooed petals on his body glowing in the afternoon sun. She inspects him there with his eyes closed, notices the wrinkles at the edges of his eyes, like flowers. His thin frail body, like a sick blade of grass. It hurt so much, Misterio says. She runs her finger along each petal brimming pink. Ay, mijo, they’re… beautiful, she says. In his excitement, he forgets to say happy birthday. He gets up off the grass, hugs her, burying his tears into her waist.


Ángel sees it all through the upstairs window. Hands in his pockets, ink hidden. He knows he’ll be blamed, punished. Though it wasn’t his idea. Only after Misterio begged, for days and days, did Ángel finally relent. Descending the stairs, he walks out toward them, smiles. He faces his mother, and each pretends not to know what the other is thinking: She holds his cheek in the palm of her hand, cariño, she says. He gently peels her hand away. She smiles, they hug. Happy birthday, he says into her shoulder.


Inside, she lies on the red suede couch. She shivers. Her hands cold. She sweats, smiles, what did you get me? Ángel stares at her arm. Get the hot plate, she snaps. Rolls her sleeve down with a force that says, don’t you fucking stare. Ángel brings in the last two cans of beans, opens them. He puts the hot plate down on the floor by the couch and turns it on. The electric buzz, wind, and point break, the only carousel of sound while they wait, hungry and tired, for the first can to heat. Her arm all Ángel can think about. A galaxy of cuts, punctures, and bruises. No erasing that image. Her eyes are closed and Misterio watches her with wonderment. Ángel goes for his notebook, flips through to his favorite drawing. In it, a tree glows, all its roots exposed, with the moon at its core. He carefully rips it out. Writes his name in the corner, underlines it twice. Presents it to her. And before he can say happy birthday, she asks, is this finished? It’s not even colored in. Her eyes close as the drawing slips from her hand onto the floor. She laughs, high and distant as if in her mind already being carried out past the sea. It is, Ángel whispers. Finished.
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