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PEDRITO



Pedrito sat in the back of the truck and watched his father pull the front half of a buffalo carp from their cooler, place it on top of a plastic tarp, and chop off a chunk of it with a large knife. The pink flesh shook like jelly. The smell of dead fish and congealing blood crept up Pedrito’s nose. Most people disliked the odor, but for the boy, the smell of putrefying fish meat meant being outside and spending time with his father, so he loved it even if it stuck to his clothes all day and made his mother shout at him to take a bath as soon as they walked in the door.


Pedrito’s father chopped a second chunk of fish off and placed both pieces next to each other on top of the tarp. He dropped the fish’s head to the ground and kicked it away from their truck with a dusty boot and wiped his hands on his jeans, which were so dirty they looked like camo pants.


Don Pedro, Pedrito’s father, reached over a few fishing implements that were scattered in the back of the truck and pulled a tackle box toward him. He unsnapped the two latches in the front and opened it. The three pieces of plastic that held his fishing gear transformed into a small staircase to nowhere. Plastic fish with feathers tied to their undersides, colorful worms that looked like candy, and fishing hooks of various sizes shone under the unrelenting sun. Don Pedro’s calloused hands rummaged through the gear as if he’d trained the hooks to never bite. Pedrito kept his eyes glued to his father. He knew that every part of the process was important, and if his father was quiet, that meant he had to watch carefully to internalize everything. He knew internalizing was important because his teacher said so at the end of every class. And she was right. Some of his father’s most important lessons, the boy had learned, were given in complete silence.


Don Pedro kept digging around in the tackle box for a few seconds before pulling out a black treble hook. It looked like a tiny, lightless chandelier. He grabbed one of the chunks of buffalo with his left hand and deftly pierced it with the massive treble hook. Pedrito winced at the pop the metal made as it punctured the fish’s tough skin.


With the piece of fish on the hook, Don Pedro set it down again snatched one of his fishing poles from the bed of the truck. He attached a reel that had been sitting next to the tackle box and pulled the line through every loop. Once the line was ready, he tied the treble hook to it, using his teeth to tighten the knots. A smile bloomed under Don Pedro’s thick, salt-and-pepper mustache as he held the hooked meat by the line toward his son.


“Mira, mijo, aquí tengo tu lunch,” he said with a chuckle.


A large flap of skin dangled from the bait. Its dull brownish-olive color resembled a solid strip of water ripped from the Rio Grande, which Pedrito could see behind his father. The large, green vein reflected the sun in a way that made the boy think about a million shards of glass dancing with each other in perfect, impossible silence.


Pedrito’s mind wandered. It always did when he was out by the river. He looked at his father and realized he looked just the way the books at the school’s library told him Mexicans should look. The thought made him look down at the book he was holding in his lap. Pedrito loved books more than anything, and when his father told him they were going to go fishing for alligator gar as soon as school was out for the summer, he’d run to the library to ask them for a book about the subject. The lady had told him he had to wait for a week because they had to bring the book in from a different library, but it was worth the wait. The book contained pictures that made him daydream about reeling in a monster, a massive beast from the deepest, darkest hole in the river that would make him and his dad fishing legends. He imagined going to school with a copy of the newspaper, a photo of him and his dad with their colossal catch, beaming at the camera and looking like the heroes they were, right on the front page.


Don Pedro coughed. The sound yanked the boy back into his immediate reality. He looked at his father. He had finished baiting the second hook. He turned the lethal piece of fish this way and that in his brown hands, making sure the bait wasn’t an easy meal for some brave, opportunistic fish. Finally, the man nodded. Pedrito knew that meant he was satisfied with the way the flesh concealed the sharp metal. Fishing, Don Pedro had told his son a few trips ago, is like life: mostly about deception, waiting, luck, and going home empty-handed. On this trip, he had also told his son that with fish as big as the alligator gar, they would have to use at least a 100-pound test line and that the hooks had to be as hard as they came.


“El pez caimán es una fantasma, Pedrito, vive en el agua muerta. Es difícil de agarrar porque no es de este mundo sino que se pasea entre éste y el más allá. It’s better to think of it as a small monster y no un big fish. Así you’re gonna be ready for anything, entiendes? El pez caimán es inteligente… very smart. That’s why we have to hide the hook. Fishing is lying, and lying to a smart fish is almost impossible. We also have to see him before he sees us. He stays in the water, unmoving, like a log. Igualito que los caimanes. Sometimes you don’t see it until it’s too late. Most fish are stupid, but not this one. When you go fishing for pez caimán… you have to think of it as going to war with a man, not a fish.”


Pedrito paid attention to every word his father said. The book on his lap, written by a man named David Joy, was packed with great pictures of massive alligator gars and stories about monstrous beasts pulled from the murky depths of rivers in Texas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Mississippi. Those stories, at least the parts he could understand, had fed the boy’s imagination like gasoline thrown into a raging campfire. Unfortunately, the book also contained words like ichthyological, fossilific, and stigma that made it hard for him to understand. Whenever he couldn’t make something out, he looked at the next picture or illustration and allowed his mind to fill in the blanks. His English was good, but not as good as it needed to be for him to fully comprehend everything that was written in those pages. As a result, the words that came from his father’s mouth were crucial. For Pedrito, they were like a fishing course that would make him a great fisherman one day if he managed to pay attention and learn all the lessons. His father’s voice was wrapped in reverence for the prehistoric fish and sprinkled with magic, mystery, and an inescapable sense of danger that gave the creature they were fishing for an almost mythical status, and the boy loved every minute of it.


Pedrito was quickly learning that there was nothing about the alligator gar in the book that his father couldn’t tell him in simpler words, and nothing his father told him was new, because his grandfather had shared a thousand fishing stories from the creaking, perennially swaying comfort of his old rocking chair before going to sleep forever the previous summer. Both men knew the fish well. They had battled with it. They had felt the gliding, explosive strength of it straining against their landlocked muscles. They had seen its gigantic teeth perforate human skin. Pedrito knew they didn’t really think the fish was a ghost that lived in dead water, but that telling him those things was the best way to teach him about the creature, the best way to get him to pay attention and prevent him from underestimating the enormous fish and its mouthful of daggers.


“The best time of the year para agarrar un pez caimán is between Julio and August. That’s when the water gets really hot and makes them a bit dumb, a bit confused. You know that feeling you get after eating too much pozole on a hot afternoon? Well, that’s how they get on the hottest summer days. Ahí es cuando los podemos agarrar más fácil, mijo.”


Pedrito heard the words and made a mental note, reminding himself that any comments about his father’s accent or asking him to stick to Spanish would be like a slap in the face.


Don Pedro had once worked for a man who sold artisanal ponchos, sombreros, furniture, margarita glasses, and other handmade trinkets. Don Pedro knew a lot of artisans, so he became the middleman and learned a bit of English in the process. It made making money easier, and that was all the motivation he needed. He had even gone with Pedrito to the library in the city one day and gotten himself some cassettes that taught him the language. Three years ago he’d told his son he needed to start speaking English as much as possible so the gringos would think he had been born on their side of the border when they finally saved enough to pay the coyotes to take them across la frontera. According to his father, Pedrito had an aunt he’d never met who lived in El Paso and had a nice job, a big house, and a car that had three rows of seats. Pedrito was learning some English at school, and his father’s pronunciation and constant Spanglish were atrocious, but he appreciated the effort. He was willing to do whatever it took to leave poverty and violence behind, and he knew that speaking English like a gabacho was crucial. He knew because his parents reminded him of it every single day.


“The hotter, the… more better it is for fishing for pez caimán, mijo. You want to find… aguas quietas, muertas, like this place here, places in the río where the water looks like it’s not moving. Deep holes, yes? You look for places like this that have deep holes with calm water. Ahí es donde se esconden los fantasmas. They sit there and wait, como La Huesuda. You never know when they’re going to strike, so you always have to be ready.”


His father went on about how he needed to make sure to cast the bait straight into the middle of the deep hole and then let it hang without hitting the bottom. Getting it right could take a couple dozen tries. As with everything else in fishing, the trick was to not lose your patience.


“When we hear the chicharra go off, turn it off and let the fish take some line. The caimán, he wants to grab the bait and go away from the other fish, okay? Quiere correr. He’s like a bad neighbor who wants to eat alone and doesn’t like to share. Déjalo que se lleve 100 ó 200 yardas. When he stops, you make the line tight and then pull with everything you got. Como si quisieras sacar el pez del agua con un sólo jalón. That’s how you set the hook in. If you pull before he stops running, you lose the fish. Si le enganchaste bien el anzuelo, ahí empieza la pelea. And try to be away from the water because that pelea is gonna be long and hard. I’ve seen many pescadores get tired and then get pulled into the water. Some come back out, but some don’t. El río se los traga, y el río nunca devuelve las cosas intactas. You ready to do this?”


Pedrito nodded, a smile spreading across his face. It only took three casts before he landed the bait perfectly in the middle of the hole. Four more tries to get the depth right. He was proud of himself. He could read the same sentiment in his father’s dark eyes, and it filled him with a joy for which he knew no words. After the last, perfect cast, they sat and waited. Don Pedro reached into the cooler, pulled out a can of beer, and cracked it open. Pedrito stared at the water, imagining a toothy monster smelling the fresh bait in that greenish darkness, waking up from a deep slumber, and slowly making its way to his baited hook.


Father and son quickly fell into that state of pregnant anticipation that all fishermen know so well. They both knew things could go from completely still to an explosion of adrenaline in a matter of seconds. While waiting for that to happen, Pedrito read a chapter from his book, his eyes taking breaks at the end of each paragraph to check for any movement in the water or tension on his line. Don Pedro drank, his eyes glued to the opposite side of the river, his mind trying hard not to think too much about the possibilities that waited for them there. Pedrito knew that time ceased to exist when they went fishing, and he liked it that way. They entered a strange stasis that prevented boredom, because action was always a bite away. When fishing, nothingness was full of possibility, quietness was a timeless inhalation before a scream, and inaction was just a fuse of indeterminate length before an explosion.


Fifteen minutes later, Don Pedro’s line tensed. They both looked at the place where the line disappeared into the green water. The tiny ripples caused by the moving line meant something was happening on the other side of the green veil. Then the reel went off. There was a fish on the line.


The battle was much shorter than Pedrito expected. Like most animals, alligator gar start their lives as small versions of the giants they can eventually become, and they had hooked this one in its early stages. Don Pedro pulled the 3-foot gar onto land and bent over it carefully to remove the hook.


Then two things happened in the space contained by a single second: a loud crack startled Pedrito, and the top right half of Don Pedro’s head vanished in a puff of red mist.


Don Pedro’s body toppled sideways. Brain matter plopped out of the large hole in his skull. The man’s black hair and the blood appearing around the wound’s ragged edge accentuated the whiteness of his cranium. The fish flopped around a bit. Pedrito’s scream rose until the air in his lungs ran out and his scream turned into silence. His body refused to move. His lungs ached. He inhaled. The earth’s spinning pulled his feet one way as his head went the other.


Across the river, a tall white man wearing camouflage lowered his rifle. Pedrito saw movement, something unknown and large moving in his peripheral vision. He looked at the man and a second scream erupted from his throat. The man finished lowering the rifle and looked at Pedrito and then at Don Pedro’s body. He cocked his head to the side like a dog trying to listen to something. He dropped the rifle. Pedrito’s scream died and he inhaled warm, stale air that smelled like emptied bowels and blood seeping into the hot earth.


In a single, smooth motion, the tall man across the river reached behind him with his right hand, pulled a gun out of his pants, brought it to his right temple, and pulled the trigger. The sound was only half as bad as the one the rifle had made, but it had the same effect. The left side of the man’s head exploded, sending a red and pink cloud into the air for a second before he crumbled to the ground.


Pedrito looked back at his father. His blood was now reaching the river, mixing on its way there with the blood coming from the gar’s pierced mouth. The creature’s teeth shone an impossibly sharp white under the Texas sun. Pedrito remained unmoving. Maybe he could disappear. Maybe if he respected the quietness of that moment, he would wake up to find his father fighting with a large gar. Then the fish flopped again and its movement shattered the fragile hope that had been building, impossible and forced, in the youngster’s chest.


Pedrito’s eyes darted to the fish. It was moving its mouth as if biting chunks out of the air. Then it left it opened wide, impossibly wide, and something dark, something like a breeze full of the echoes of shadows, exited its mouth. The dark mass of air floated up like a cloud of cigarette smoke that refused to vanish and then shot itself at Pedrito’s face. Surprised by the sudden movement of a thing he didn’t understand, the boy shook his head to the side and gasped. The third scream, which had been building inside him and was about to escape his throat and drown the world, never came. The sadness was still there, but Pedrito suddenly knew what he had to do to make it go away.















THE MOTHER



The Mother stared at the cracked ceiling and wished she could disappear into one of the fissures in the cement. She was focusing on trying to hear the sounds that usually came from outside her house. A cricket. A bird. The wind. A car. Someone’s radio. A neighbor walking by. None of it came. The silence scared her. Finally, a dog barked twice somewhere in the distance, the sound tinged with hunger and desperation. The night swallowed the sound immediately, reminding the Mother where all complaints ultimately end up. With the barking extinguished, quietness returned, invading the space around her in a fraction of a second. It was an unnatural silence, the kind that loudly announces the presence of bad things or heralds the arrival of some catastrophe. It made the Mother nervous. Her hands refused to stay put, her fingers twitching, touching, moving over everything, even though she was looking for nothing.


When the sound of her own breathing became too much, the Mother decided to close her eyes and concentrate even harder on finding something else to keep the silence from becoming too oppressive. She breathed deeply, willed her heart to slow down. The house made a sound. It vanished. Then she picked up something else, something organic and somewhat rhythmic. The Boy’s lungs. She’d found momentary salvation. She turned her head toward the sound and focused on the Boy’s breathing, on the strange sense of security that came from having his thin body resting on the other side of the room.


The Boy inhaled.


Exhaled.


Inhaled.


The Boy snored for a second, air catching in the pinkness of his throat. The sound tilted upward as if accelerating, and then died down.


The polyrhythmic sound of air slowly entering and then leaving her son’s body was the only other presence in the one-room abode, and it wasn’t enough.


The Mother tried to remember the Boy’s name, but it was still lost, swallowed by whatever was inside her, erased by the same force that had taken away the Father and then shown her his body. She didn’t know what to call it, the thing that had forced her eyes closed and then filled her head with what she could only describe as a movie. It was a force. A spirit, maybe. An angry ghost. A cruel demon. Whatever it was, she knew it was evil, the kind of evil that turns machetes useless and laughs at guns.


Guilt ate at her with sharp, relentless teeth. She had given life to the Boy, but now the thing she was turning into had taken his name from her. She wondered what the Father would say about that. His name had been the first to go, but the images that had popped into her brain when he died were unforgettable.


She moved around on the bed, readjusting limbs that never felt comfortable. Her arms were alien appendages she didn’t know what to do with. She opened her eyes briefly just to make sure the darkness around her was still familiar, and then closed them again and remembered the Father. She saw the bloated face, the tied hands resembling puppet limbs, the lifeless body falling into a hole in the ground, quickly finding its place on top of the bodies already there. She knew it was true despite not knowing why she had been able to see it all so clearly. Seeing the face of the Father had broken her, but that was nothing compared to the other people she saw, to the knowledge that the Father was just another grain of sand in an expanding beach of unspeakable atrocity. What had really pushed the Mother to the edge of insanity had been the bodies already in the grave. The number of dead people in the hole was alarming, but the worst of it was the force of all those lives turned into a pile of rotting flesh stuffed in a hole in the desert.


The Mother knew that clandestine communal graves were like black holes that folks got sucked into and disappeared forever, and her husband had been thrown into one. He had been swallowed by the darkness, turned into a statistic, absorbed by the earth, vanished forever into a collective mass of decay and silence. Her husband had become empty space, a missing body, a mere memory. His love, or the somewhat domesticated civility they had come to share, had been ripped out of her. Now the thing invading her body, the last remains of the Father’s actions on this earth, had fed on the pain and anguish that had invaded that empty space in her chest.


For the past few nights, the Mother had contemplated emptiness. She felt hollow despite her round, taut belly and the stirring creature inside it. During her first pregnancy, she’d felt like a magical vessel, a caregiver tasked with bringing life into the world. Even when the vomiting came and the smell of uncooked chicken made her gag, she had felt that her state was a good thing. Even through the pain and the blood and the screaming, bringing a life into the world had made her feel powerful and full of magic; una bruja de la tierra regalándole un milagro al universe. This time, it felt different. It felt wrong. The thing inside her felt more like a trespasser, an unwelcome guest, a parasite. With no husband and a slithering intruder in her guts that she couldn’t bring herself to think of as her baby, all that was left was emptiness, an all-consuming hollowness that she couldn’t fill regardless of what she did or thought. She moved, worked, and took care of her son, but all that movement was just an illusion. Her actions were of no consequence. She was stuck in a perennial state of agitated stagnation. Now her body was falling into a similar state.


She remembered a movie she’d seen years ago with her husband. In it, people in a spaceship encountered a different, long-lost vessel that had been lost in the endless blackness for many years. It was full of death, and contaminated with something so evil that time and space meant nothing to it. She felt like that lost craft: infected by something evil beyond time. The feeling, and the memories of that horrendous film, were the last things she needed, so the Mother shook the thoughts away and opened her eyes to look around at the darkness, the walls, and her son.


Like every preceding night, the Mother had spent the afternoon trapped between conflicting feelings. She was glad to see the sun disappear over the horizon, because the darkness that fell on the outskirts of Nuevo Laredo combined with the heat of summer to cover everything in something akin to a wet towel that signaled the end of the day, and she was glad for the momentary respite, despite knowing that there was still something coming, something that made the wish for escape into oblivion dance at the periphery of her thoughts. However, she was also afraid of everything that would fill the hours before the sun came back to bathe the small house with its yellow warmth. Her eyes darted around in the dark, looking for a way out of something she didn’t fully comprehend.


On the other side of the room, the Boy scratched his head, moved his hands around, bunched his pillow under his face, moaned, and snorted snot back into his skull. The Mother wondered about the continuing efficacy of the small things that stood between her immediate reality and any action aimed at satisfying her thirst for long-term unconsciousness. A few days before, the idea of killing her son and then taking her own life had briefly crossed her mind. It felt sudden and inevitable, like looking up at the sky and seeing a bird mid-flight. Since then, she had been lying to herself, pretending that the memory of that thought didn’t exist, feigning that survival is morally superior to a voluntary exit from this plane of existence.


The Boy stopped moving, settled, and once again became a lumpy shadow. His breathing regained its slow rhythm, a sound that invited her to relax. She couldn’t. A nightmare was rolling around in her womb. She lied to herself again, repeated like a mantra that it was nothing more than dinner, an upset stomach, a weird pregnancy glitch. The Mother and the Boy had eaten a plate of beans with ham and made small talk about plans for the following day. Their words were vacuous, but there was something comforting in their familiar cadence. At last, they had both washed their faces and mouths, changed into more comfortable attire, and laid down in their respective beds. That’s when the fear started creeping into her system.


For a few minutes, the Mother entertained herself by trying to remember every detail of the day. Then she focused on the Boy’s movements and, when those started to become few and far between, she turned her attention to the aches invading her body. She imagined them as wounds that could be quickly healed by the power of work. Then she accepted the painful truth: work was what caused her the aches in the first place. As the tension of the day slowly evaporated like the morning fog when the sun caresses the river, her body became everything. But focusing on her body was a mistake. The thing inside her began to stir. The Mother closed her eyes and prayed to a God she believed in less with each passing day.


“No me hagas esto, Padrecito. Por favor, te lo suplico.”


She had been sleeping the first time the thing inside her had slithered out and later reentered her body. Her brain had screamed at her to wake up, told her she was losing the baby. Instinctively, she had reached down. Her hands found something hard, slimy, and round protruding from the space between her legs. Then she had felt sharp teeth clamp down on the side of her hand, perforating the tough, overworked skin. She had gasped, pulled her hand away. A shiver had run down her spine like cold water and fear had constricted her scalp, making her feel like her skull was two sizes too big for her head. The horror in her veins had frozen her, leaving her immobile, even beyond shivering. With a sound like a shoe caught in the mud, the creature finally exited her body. She had stayed there, breathing heavily, trying to decide if what had happened was real or the most vivid nightmare she’d ever had. She had closed her eyes, a half-forgotten prayer for protection caught around her teeth, and placed her trembling hands atop her vacated stomach. The emptiness she felt there, right beneath her loose skin and yet a million miles away, was all the answer she’d needed.
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