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HYSSOP

By Kevin McIlvoy





For Fr. Art Robert,

grace & flame





Thou shalt sprinkle me,

O Lord,

with hyssop,

and I shall be cleansed:

Thou shalt wash me,

and I shall be made

whiter than snow.

Psalms 51:7
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IT IS ONE LUCKY EIGHTY-SEVEN-YEAR-OLD jackass whose jailer is his confessor. If Las Almas did not have its own jail I would be in the Doña Ana County Detention Center and would have no one to tell the stories to, that I used to tell in the confessional.

Cleophas Galván, son of Pancho Villa’s lieutenant, Manuel Hernández Galván, has his right hand resting low on my waist and his left hand in my hand, and we are practicing the dance lesson he has just received from my wife Recita. I am humming “Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain,” and sometimes singing a part that I remember or the parts of “Always on My Mind” that I mix it up with.

Recita is allowed to visit me here every day because Cleophas, who will marry soon, needs her to come and show him the steps. Though I have been in jail many times, I am never in for long, so he and I must make the most of our time together.

I hum-sing, “Other arms reach out to me, hmmm hmmm smile tenderly.” He should lower his hand on my waist. He should press. He should almost rest it on my hip. He should touch lightly. He should lead. “Like this—like this,” I tell him. He should gently let his hand roam to the center of my back and then lower, and then back again to my hip. But he must not be annoying. He must not spread his fingers. He must not mash my hand in his hand. When I tell him this, he says, “Red, I’m embarrassed.”

I answer, “You’re beautiful when you blush,” and bat my eyes. He stops. He stamps his boots, handsome ostrich-skin boots, to knock the shame off him. Then, he takes my hand, my waist. We begin. Who would guess men like us ever could or ever can tell what they know—or ever will listen to each other if they do?

This—this compassionate arrangement—compassionate for me, compassionate for Cleophas, and for my wife Recita—this has been the plan of God and of Judge Isidro Mérida, nephew of my grade-school teacher Sister María Josefa, a terrible angel of our Mesilla valley, who still appears in whirlwinds on the dusty playgrounds of our schools.

I ask Cleophas if he wants to know a story about his father.

“No,” he says.

“About yourself?”

“No.”

“About me?”

Cleophas says, “They’re all about you. You tell stories like a coyote spitting up his own bones, Red. And who can put them together?”

“Like this—like this,” I say, and leave less space between our legs and waists. “Intimate. Be intimate.” I wipe my leaking nose.

“Okay,” he whines.

I lead, of course.

I have always one story in mind and others that interfere. I am like the mulberry on the malpaís where once my friend Frank threw junk into the limbs night after night. When the nest of junk in a tree is large enough, there is more nest than tree. What kind of story is that?





MY MOTHER WAS FROM MATAMOROS. My father was American Bottomlands Irish, “knocked from the nest of Sligo jailbirds,” he said. My wife Cecilia was born and raised in Las Almas, like me, though her parents were a Krakow Polish woman and a Tijuana man.

When I was born here in Las Almas, New Mexico, in 1909, I was not dark. I was not white. I was red, the brown-red of a dirty hammered thumb. I was red and, so, I was called Red. This is my history I trace my hand along.

My mother and father. Ana and Charles. They were both of the One True Faith. Catholicism, I mean. And so I had a Christian name, which was William Butler Alonzo Narvaes Greet, not half as right as Red. People ask me, Red, where did you learn to talk that way? All that salt and spit and incense? I learned from Our Mother Church’s Latin and Her chapter and verse. I learned from the music of my parents’ voices, which flowed from the seas and rivers they grew up within the sound of: the Shannon, the Atlantic, the Rio Bravo del Norte, the Gulf of Mexico.

I was loved. I was raised beneath and grew straight from that good slanted light. I tell you, in the darkest time, the terror time, the heat of it reaches into me still. I was loved.

And how do I know I was loved?

My parents showed me. In her purse, my mother kept a folded piece of paper, and my father had one like it in his wallet. The paper was finer than onionskin. Papel de chine, they called the paper.

On my birthdays, and all my adult birthdays, they unfolded these papers and showed me. The first day of my life they had traced my feet, and they showed me them.

My heart is smaller now that my parents are gone, and now that my dear Cecilia, who did not ever ask to hear my sins, has died.





EUSEBIO’S CHRISTMAS TREES

ON THE GATE OF THE Christ Is King church cemetery Eusebio put up a sign. Eusebio’s Christmas Trees. He had a flashlight lighting it up, and I could follow that glow across the distance between me and everyone, the living and the dead.

I did not ever say, “This is a cemetery, Eusebio, you should not sell Christmas trees in this sacred place.” All of us in the parish knew that behind him were his nephew, stepsister, and her husband, in their graves, gone a long time ago from this world’s sacredness and sinfulness. We did not know how they died. Did we?

I’ve got my own notions anyway that some have more claim on the dead than others. The morticians in our valley are Catholics, and they have their way with the Catholic dead, so we are buried with our hands folded in prayer. Eusebio’s brother-in-law, who may never have prayed in life, has prayed without cease since death, and Eusebio’s dead stepsister, who may have prayed one rosary each day, now prays many. The child, Eusebio’s nephew, was only an infant. Who can know what he prays?

Eusebio’s business operated like mine. Like robbery. Yes, I’m admitting this to you. But then everyone in my parish already knows my record, the whole long eighty-year chain. I learn what people have. I find a way to take it.

Eusebio had never sold trees before. He owned a motel, Eusebio’s Motor Inn, out on Picacho Avenue, a two-story success story. And now, a Christmas tree business.

Getting into their cars after church, people looked over at Eusebio’s sign and at him. That Eusebio, they said. Loco.

Warming up their engines: Looks like he doesn’t have many.

Turning on their car heaters: No. Not many.

And driving away: Wonder how much they cost?

That was the first night of the first week of Advent in 1994. The ironwork in the gate to the cemetery had been made by some guy in Santa Fe, very artsy, you know what I mean. A blooming cholla cactus raising its six or seven iron arms to fly, right here in Las Almas. We saw Eusebio’s sign, and we started on our way, bearing our checkbooks, our cash that should have gone into the collection basket. He opened one side of the gate and brought us inside the darkness, closing that flying cactus behind us. He was respectful-like and solemn.

He didn’t have many, oh, maybe a dozen. He had different sizes, with different problems. Every one had a price tag, and every one was the same price: fourteen bucks. People asked him were they Scotch pines.

“Mexican,” Eusebio said, and who would not believe him? They leaned out of the fencepost holes the way the people lean who throw their hearts like nets across the border. If it was green on the outside, brown inside, the tree was—you’ll say I’m lying, but it was, it was—beautiful. With crunched limbs, or almost no trunk at the bottom, the tree was irresistible. With no tip like a Christmas tree should have, the tree was unique. I can’t explain. The darkness maybe. And the people had just come from Mass, you know, where they’d gotten some motivation: “There will be signs” and all that.

I watched this at first because I like to watch people’s methods, people’s own Masses that they celebrate, and then because I have always liked a Bible kind of a story that adds on and keeps adding. One beatitude, one blind man healed does not interest me. I like a story with many plagues and punishments, with one begatting leading to another. With more than one miracle.

In Advent we have an evergreen wreath we make, we Catholics, and it has three purple candles and a rose-colored one in its branches. Each week during the four weeks of Advent our priests light one more, saving the rose one for the fourth week. You’ll have to ask a better Catholic than me why we don’t start with the rose one. But you get the idea: a little more light coming into the world each week until Christmas, when the wreath has one white candle in the middle of the others. People say, “Look. Light. So much light.” And the second week they say, “I’ll be damned. More light. What could it mean? It could mean something.”

Next to me in the pew, close next to me every Mass, was Recita Holguín, who knew everything about everyone in our church. This was her way, to be very close to people, close enough to smell of you. Her, she smelled like buttered corn-bread. She was eighty-four. I was eighty-five. During Mass I had some imagined encounters with her. A handful, no more.

Not many more.

I imagined she held herself against me, her palms pressed into my chest, and recited my name: “Red Greet. Red Greet.”

“Here?” I whispered. “In the church?” My nose trickled. I have a nose rag I carry, a white cloth napkin I stole from Gamboa’s Restaurant. I have three, and I am sorry, God knows.

I imagined Recita couldn’t help herself, dear Recita, who sang to me, “Thou who didst bind and blend in one the glistening morn and evening pale,” so close to my ear her singing made my hair moist. I touched her fingers with my fingers, spreading them to trace the softest parts. “May we knock at heaven’s door?” Recita sang.

Why confess all this that I only imagined, why use her name and mine?

All my storytelling is selfish. Why pretend it isn’t?

I could have moved away from her in the church pew. I sat there thinking I could. But I couldn’t. My wife had abandoned me. 1972. She abandoned me. I don’t know how else to say that she slowly disappeared in her bed, resentfully wanting no connection between us.

Burning with shame, I stayed near Recita. Christ, have mercy on me. Only her purse was between us in the pew. If I nudged it, it clinked. We said the prayers and we sang like two rough stones in a tumbler.

We all, all of the Advent People, the people in waiting, find hope. Then, trust. Dumb old candles, paganlike rituals. When the third Advent candle gets lit, something in the darkness is almost completely brought into the light.

What is it people feel? Ashamed is my guess. But hopeful. Trusting. And then we feel surprised—by what? By hoping! Trusting! All the poor Catholics who have nothing are surprised by all they’ve got. The rich Catholics who have it all are surprised to find they have only as much hope as the poor. On Christmas when that white candle is lit with all the purple ones and the rose one dancing flames around it, the people in the church are burning. You feel lifted up, the way a flame barely lifts itself up and wavers.

*

Eusebio sold all his trees. Each night of the first week of Advent he sold out. He let me sit with him at the cemetery gates. A kindness. Eusebio was an important man in Las Almas, though only the breath of the Holy Spirit had raised him from the dust. He would tell you, too easily and with too little shame, that his mother was the descendant of Bernardo Gruber, peddler of tin grails, who once sold people folded strips of paper that had been smeared with the honey of Fuenteabejuna in Spain. The place of the Bee Well. If you chewed and swallowed this paper, very pricey of course, you would be Encantado, Maravillado, Invulnerable. Inflamed, Enchanted, Invulnerable for one day and one night. These papers were the first lottery tickets—in the 1670s! Soldiers bought them from Señor Gruber. And people who were called before the Inquisitors had bought more than one if they could; and the Inquisitors themselves owned many. The wounded and diseased carried the paper strips with them in preparation for the Day and the Time. They were given as wedding gifts. Priests bought them from Señor Gruber and blessed them and resold them at the higher ecclesiastical rate.

He knew I was a thief, but he must have believed I was harmless despite everything he knew. He did not let me make change because I am not that harmless, everyone knows. Though I didn’t see him counting all the money wadded up in his trouser pockets, in my mind I counted bills for him, putting the faces up and smoothing them out. Washington. Lincoln. Hamilton. Three piles.

I heard the people ask him, “Where do your trees come from, Eusebio?”

“From very near,” he said. He could have meant Mexico.

“Where do you find them?” the people asked.

“From very far,” he said, which could also mean Mexico.

We asked, “Who brings them to you?”

“Who?” he asked back.

“Eusebio.” I looked at his eyes and his long, wolfish muzzle. “Is your hearing aid working?” He had an ancient pink one sticking out of his right ear like a cooked shrimp.

“Huh?” he answered. He was having his fun. This hearing aid of his had a plus and a minus sign marked on it. You could see them when you were talking to him, but only he knew where the dial was set. Eusebio was a prosperous businessman, the owner of a motel, his hair and beard trimmed, his winter pants dark wool, dry-cleaned. Wrinkles had settled in him but they would not settle on him. A man like this can kneel right next to us in our churches, next to but not along with all of us, do you see?

I repair the walls my father once built all over this valley. And I am a caretaker. Yes, I am a thief. But I am a caretaker for churches and for rich people’s homes, this is the work that I have done for almost sixty years. I do not steal from the people who hire me as a caretaker. I do not steal much. My stealing has always been venial sin and not mortal sin. I have often been fired. I have been caretaker for mayors, bankers, doctors, professors, and I have become their friend. Or their enemy. I have not retired from caretaking, why should I? I am good at it.

One evening in Advent I heard someone ask Eusebio why I was with him, whether he had used good judgment in choosing me as a business partner.

Eusebio shrugged. I saw him offer the man, Mr. Holy-in-the-Front-Pew, only that much answer, instead of saying, “Red is not with me. Red is not my partner.”

I took it for friendship, this shrug. Was I wrong? Didn’t Eusebio recognize my friendship? My natural generosity? We had known each other since Catholic grade school. Standing in circles with other children, we had played games with the girls on the playground. We had sung:

Agua, y té,

Matarile rile rile 

Agua y té,

Matarile rile rile ron.

¿Que quiere usted?

Matarile rile rile 

¿Que quiere usted?

Matarile rile rile ron.

Now I built a bridge of answers and questions I might offer to Eusebio: You should be my friend, after all, Eusebio. Shouldn’t you? I’ve kept you company here, I’ve guarded your interests, haven’t I? I’m helpful. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. Have I been helpful? I have, it’s plain. Have I been loyal? Amen.

I built my bridge across the distance between us, and when I had crossed it, I felt I was a business partner, of course I was. Why hadn’t Eusebio told Mr. Holy-in-the-Front-Pew how proud he was to be Red’s partner? My love for Eusebio and anger toward him made me stay there with him night after night.

At about eleven at night on Sunday in the second week of Advent, Eusebio sold a scrawny, uniquely beautiful, irresistible tree to my best friend, the Bishop, Francisco Velasco. Already the Bishop embraced the tree. He kind of fox-trotted it out of its fencepost hole, and poked his head around its thinnest branches to ask, “This is fourteen?” I loved this man. Eighty years I loved this man. He was an angel, the Bishop. Here is how you know an angel when you see one: the real thing, a living-on-earth angel is always amazed. “This is fourteen?” he asked, amazed that one Hamilton and four Washingtons could buy something so priceless. The Bishop greeted you this way: “Red!” It was like he was saying, “Red! You’re still alive! Red! You’re out of jail!” If you could answer back, that amazed him; if you shook his hand, he shook yours back as if you were Lazarus. “Red! Red!”

In the confessional I liked to confess my sins to the Bishop. A good lie delighted him, even a lame one. I confessed—again—who knows how many times I made the same confession?—I confessed the sin I’ve lugged everywhere and all over, the whole long chain of stealing. It is very foolish to carry such a thing, so tiring. But I do not know how to stop.

My wife Cecilia, I blamed her. My mother, the healer who could heal Cecilia’s anger but not her body: I blamed her. My need, I blamed that, my need to have what everyone else had: life now, not still-to-come, life unalone.

When I finished my confession, he said, “Red!” We both laughed because, you know, it’s the confessional, there is this window made of caning between you, and you’re supposed to be pretending the priest is God and God’s supposed to be pretending He doesn’t care who you are. Then, the Bishop forgave my sins and asked me not to sin again. “Do you think you can do that?” he asked.

When I was a boy, the priests would use the Latin words for forgiveness: “Misereatur tuin omnipotens Deus, et dimissis peccatis tuts, perducat te ad vitam aeternctm. Amen.” The sacrament of confession, the other sacraments, and the Mass were all a veil of words drawn across understanding or meaning, so what you almost thought you knew you never really could be sure about. I mean, you were at the mercy of your faith. I think the Latin meant that God is miserable sometimes too, and it’s all okay with Him even if you keep doing it vitam aeternam, the rest of your life.

*

The Bishop said goodnight. I mean he said, “Goodnight!” His home was on Harding Street, east of the cemetery. He carried his tree through the cemetery gardens, unafraid of all the contrite Catholic spirits, guiding his green partner around the ribs of the white fences and past the goliath statue of La Virgen de Guadalupe. The back of his red and orange jacket had Albertson’s The Superstore! in Superman lettering across it.

When the Bishop was only another fold of darkness at the far end of the cemetery, I said, “I love the man, don’t ask me why.”

“Yes,” said Eusebio, taking my arm, leading me to the cemetery gate and through and out, and shutting it between us. “Me too.” He pulled the latch jaw over the latch. “God be with you,” he said to shoo me.

I marched away, around the high cemetery fence the church put up between the ones who have reached God and the ones who are still waiting. I was thinking of that song about the three kings, but I drew a blank on the words, so I had to make them up. I sang, “Washington. Lincoln. Hamilton Hamilton. Hamilton Hamilton Hamilton Hamilton.” My marching music. Eusebio wanted to count his money alone, I could guess that much.

I went out of my way to find the Bishop’s small brick home. Behind it was a greenhouse. Ringing his property were young poplars and ringing his home were clumps of giant, elderly prickly pear cactus. Their wine-red fruit was starlit. He had a brass doorknocker cross on his front door, a small door window above the cross. “Pray for me,” I said to the No-One-in-Particular who is the Holy Ghost. “Gimme this day my daily bread and I’ll leave Eusebio, my old friend, alone, the sitting duck with about a hundred and seventy bucks, who wouldn’t have to even know it was me that took it, would he?”

I thought about the Bishop’s rooms where two pictures of a Mexican revolutionary, Lieutenant Manuel Hernández Galván, hung on the walls near Saint Joan and Teresa of Avila. Saint Bridget. Saint Monica. Above them all, Our Lady of Guadalupe. Each block I walked farther from the Bishop’s house, I imagined myself that much more comfortable in every room of it. As I put my hands in my coat pockets, and deeper, and imagined them in the scalding, soapy water filling the Bishop’s kitchen sink, I pretended I was with him: I said, “You have so many knives.”

In my dream, he hummed. He said, “Yes, my friend. Yes, but I have no bread knives. No bread knives, and I eat so much more bread and butter than meat.” He was using a steak knife to make thin slices of egg. He peppered each slice and held it up like the Holy Sacrament and ate it with amazed pleasure. He was so happy!

I washed the hot knife edges with my fingertips. It would be satisfying to buy my friend the Bishop his own butter knives. I would buy him two at Easter time. Maybe I would buy him an egg slicer, one of those too, so he could have perfect golden sections.

“Come now, Red. Eat.”

“When I’m finished washing everything clean,” I said. He was my buddy, my best friend since childhood, though you can see we lived in different parts of God’s earthly kingdom. Whenever I was out of work, he hired me as caretaker of Christ Is King. Above everyone’s objections, he hired and rehired me. “I am the Bishop,” he answered the skeptics. “I am authorized.”

I turned around then in my walk, and cut back through the cemetery, our cemetery, our rings of stones radiating outward from the Virgen de Guadalupe, who stands at the center. Under her feet is the inscription Reina de México y Emperatriz de América. It is the Christ Is King cemetery but the Mother of God is caretaker for all the souls there. So many are the childhood friends of Eusebio and the Bishop and me. Oidora Zorita, Pete Bustamante, Albert Ulloa, Purisima Beaumont, Gus Hillers, Laurencia Guerra, the communion of saints.

I tiptoed to a hidden place behind a mulberry tree where I could spy on Eusebio standing in the middle of those frozen fencepost holes. He had the money still bunched up in his wool trouser pockets, four pockets, deep enough. His head bowed to his chest. He kneeled, buried all the money in one hole, barely covering it. He stood, kicked in the edges. His hands held the front collar of his coat, muddy fists pressed together under his chin.

I thought, What’re you waiting for, Eusebio? I thought this too: What’re you waiting for, Red? I looked around. I won’t say there wasn’t a soul there in the cemetery because the souls were everywhere, no question about it. Like anyone alone too many years, I have sought their company.

He looked down at the other holes or into them, at the frozen soup of mud, or what, or what, Eusebio? The little bowls of darkness.

He dove deep into one of them with his eyes and hands and whole curved body. You could see him dive without really moving. Okay, I thought, I won’t. You keep your money, Eusebio. There would be more money at the end of Advent than at the beginning. I could wait.

As if he were answering me, Eusebio crossed himself, pressing his thumb and first two fingers, really pressing them, into his forehead, chest, and left and right shoulder. In a kind of very quiet, clear Spanglish he began to pray. I listened to just the first part because by then I’d made up my mind to rob him of nothing, not his money or his secrets, until I could have a greater quantity of both. I heard only this much: “I am begging you.”

*

The next night Eusebio’s lot again had twelve ragged Mexican eversomethings leaning out of their fencepost holes like they had bad attitudes or very pure motives. I was beginning to think the trees came from a golf course or a city park, and I said that to Eusebio who said, “From Mexico. My cousin, he brings them.”

I asked, “He lives in Mexico?”

“Comes here from Mexico.”

“When?” I asked. “When does he come?” Eusebio wouldn’t say more, and I asked, “What’s he charge you?”

“Nada.” Eusebio wanted to convince me he wasn’t lying. He put his well-groomed face into the soft light around the flashlight’s bright beam. “Nada.”

“Do you pay him anything?” I asked.

He shook his head no, no, no, enough nos to be lies or sure truths.

I put my own face into that halo of light to be closer. “Nothing. You pay nothing?”

“Nada.”

“It’s a sin. To come so far—for nothing.”

He put his fingers on the dial to adjust his hearing aid. Why would he do that except to hear me better?

He brought two customers inside the cemetery to visit his trees. When he closed the gate behind them, the husband looked at me looking at them. Sometimes people see me reaching for their company, overeager, putting myself too close, like Recita does. They see the clock behind my face questioning them about how long it will be, how long until they buy the tree, take it into the shelter of their home. And where it will stand, that must be decided. And where are the ornaments that must be dug out of the back of the closet. Undressing, probably ashamed of his middle-age middle, the husband asks, “Couldn’t we buy bubble lights, red bubble lights, dear?” How long until he asks, “Really, dear, really, please, why not?” Her asleep and smiling, smiling and disappearing from their home, their unlighted tree, church, cemetery, the watcher at the gates, to a place out of his arms. “Why not,” he says, “why not one string of those candy-cane bubble lights?” She says, “Okay.” Or she says, “Shut up.”
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