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For Kyle

Thank you for teaching me how to love with force and without regret.

I remain forever with you in this struggle.






In the ring, and even in the depths of their voluntary ignominy, wrestlers remain gods because they are, for a few moments, the key which opens Nature, the pure gesture which separates Good from Evil, and unveils the form of a Justice which is at last intelligible.

—ROLAND BARTHES
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A friend once told me the dead tell the best lies. I will try to be honest even though I never learned how.

No, I wasn’t born a luchador. I was shaped into one by circumstance, by a life lived without tenderness or sympathy, by my father’s beatings when I was a boy, his constant attempts to toughen me up, to make me a man. Un hombre valiente, he’d say. El Rey Coyote was my lucha libre persona. The long and flowing cape with its wide shoulder pads and furry collar, the spandex tights, the boots, and the mask, bright white fabric inlaid with thick gold borders outlining the eyes, nose, and mouth… it was an act and I got lost in it. I can’t be blamed, though. I only wanted to be seen and recognized. And I got my wish; all over Mexico, throngs of people packed those vast stadiums. They stood on their seats, raised their voices. They cheered for him, for me, and I was truly loved. But I didn’t choose to become El Rey Coyote. When I moved to Mexico City with my wife, he found me. We were destined for each other. Either good guy técnicos or bad boy rudos, we do it for la gloria, for the honor, for the sacrifice.

The punches to the stomach, the chest, the groin. The smacks on the back from an opponent or the mat as I leapt from the top cord, pivoting in the air, then falling so hard the sensation sent shocks like bursts of lightning from the base of my spine, up and down the column, from my fingers to my toes. The choke holds. Broken noses. Head injuries. Busted lips. Black eyes. Cracked fingers. Snapped wrists. Pulled tendons. Hands yanking my hair and twisting my arms. Legs wrapping around my neck, crushing my larynx, nearly suffocating me. Boot soles stomping my face. Scratch. Punch. Pound. Break. Blood running. Always the blood running.

Yes, the feuds are scripted, penned to hype up the drama, to get the audiences invested in our characters, to keep them coming back. And even though the fights are choreographed to avoid injuries, they still happen. Some think it’s all fake, but they’re wrong. You just need to look to our bodies for proof.

Like me, it was circumstance that led my son, Alfredo, to follow in my footsteps and become a luchador. Unlike me, it was his choice to do so. This was the 1980s, so all everyone talked about besides nuclear war with the Rusos was Satanic messages hidden in songs, cocaine, and teen suicide. After his mother died back when he was in high school, he started drinking, smoking mota, getting into car wrecks, and nearly killing himself.

Something needed to be done, so I got him into the ring and trained him in the tradition of lucha libre. That changed him, and he surpassed even my expectations. He followed in my footsteps, donned boots, tights, and a cape with bright colored stones. He covered his identity in a mask of shiny fabric adorned with jewels and beads, flashier than mine. As it is in our tradition, he took my name. Alfredo became El Rey Coyote Jr., the toughest luchador in all of Los Angeles. My grandson, Julián, was born to wage a different kind of battle, born to don a different type of mask.

I want to tell them I know how divine it can be, all that fame and adoration, all the ways they crave bodies like ours. But this can also ruin us, lead to our demise.

My children, Alfredo and Mercedes.

Julián.

Elena, my wife, my only real love.

Even him, that other me, El Rey Coyote.

I want them to know I understand now. I see what parts of us are forever lost in all this beautiful chaos. But I’m more dead than alive at this moment, so it’s too late for me anyway.
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It was taken before I was born. He’s a different person from the old man currently dying inside a drab hospice room, eyes barely open, unable to speak. In this photo, my father defies gravity. Behind him there’s a truck; the sides are banged up and dented, the paint chipped. The bed’s stacked with bricks three and four high. He holds one in each hand, his fingers dusted with rust-red chalk. He’s growling, though my mom used to say he was laughing. To me, it’s a growl, and there’s a wild look in his eyes. He’s in the air, having leapt off the back of the truck. His knees are tucked against his chest. Whoever took the photograph managed to snap it at the right angle so that it looks like he’s suspended, not hurtling back down to the ground, but floating.

I’ve memorized every detail: his tights and white boots; the fabric of his cape billowing out behind him; the Bohemia beer sign hanging from the side of a crumbling building in downtown Mexico City; a little girl in a green coat darting across the street, blurred and ghostly. To my father’s right there’s a shadow stretching over the concrete sidewalk. It’s small, and anyone else would miss it because it looks like nothing more than a smudge, a flaw in the film. But it’s my mother’s frame. She’s pregnant with me.

In that moment, I’m just a shadow, something far away and distant.

I’ll have my own son one day; he’ll arrive on a rainy morning in February, his cries so loud they’ll drown out the thunder shaking the skies above us. We’ll give him my middle name, Julian, and I’ll try to be a good father just like his abuelo had been for me. But I’ll fail epically. I know he’s moved on, let the past be the past. I haven’t though; I’ve doomed us all. In that picture, my mother and I are incomplete, but my father’s not. He’s whole. There he is. Right there. This is the memory of him that I hold close to me, that I always have. Ernesto Vega leaping out of the bed of a truck, holding a brick in each hand.

For as long as I can remember it’s been nailed to the same spot on the wall inside the office, right next to the door leading out to the weight room, slightly crooked, the frame a dull silver. When I remove it, the color of the cheap wood paneling behind it is lighter, not dingy or sticky from grime like the rest of the room. A crooked screw pokes out from the surface. The frame falls apart; the glass tumbles to the ground and shatters. The shards cover the carpet so worn away in spots that it’s patched together with strips of electrical tape. That’s been the only thing holding this photo up all these years. A tiny nail. Thin as a baby bird’s bones. Thin and just as frail.

In the mid-1980s, when I was still in high school, my father left his factory job. He took all his money and rented out this space: a run-down, one-thousand-square-foot warehouse in an industrial area located on Mission between First and Meyers, east of the Los Angeles River bordering the railroad tracks. This was right after my mother died. I remember my sister, Mercy, and I thinking he was nuts. Maybe he was in shock? How could we convince him it was a bad idea, not worth the risk? But he converted this dilapidated place into something special. People from all over LA flocked here to work out, to spar in the ring, to train for weightlifting competitions. In the early ’90s, when that WWE shit became popular and they started running it every Saturday night on Channel 13, he decided to start offering classes in the art of lucha libre. He’d been a luchador in Mexico during the ’60s and ’70s. His name was El Rey Coyote, and he sported white tights, shiny lace-up boots with thick heels, and a long cape with a fur collar.

Then there was his máscara, the thing that gives every luchador their powers and abilities. Bright white with gold outlining his mouth, nose, and eyes, it fit over his face so tight it was a second layer of skin. He was a tried-and-true good guy técnico who traveled all over the republic battling rudos from Tijuana, Veracruz, and Monterey. He even held bouts in El Paso and San Diego, taught these gabacho wrestlers a thing or two, and starred in some low-budget films where he fought mobsters and space aliens. After high school, I joined the operation, working first as a trainer’s assistant, then, once I debuted as El Rey Coyote Jr., a bona fide lucha libre star and coach in my own right. But that was a lifetime ago. When I felt invincible. Like I could have it all. The overworked hospice nurses and the short doctor with the oily hair say there’s not much left to do to try saving him. All we can do is stand on the sideline and watch. Now, here inside the gym he founded, the place he fought so hard to keep, I feel him in every corner and cold pocket.

Bands of sunlight break through the plated windows facing the gravel parking lot. Like many small businesses, the lockdowns royally fucked us. And now that we’re past all that upheaval, I learn about the big-shot developer buying up properties around here. Little by little, the junkyards, auto detailing shops, and warehouses are being replaced by art galleries, trendy bars, and expensive lofts only guys in skinny jeans and handlebar mustaches and their hipster friends can afford. Even though we’re heading into summer and things are kicking up again, going back to something resembling normal, something resembling life before the entire coronavirus desmadre, our gym members have moved on, forgotten about us. These days it’s only the loyal clients who trickle in to lift weights or use the outdated treadmills that somehow still work. There hasn’t been a single new customer for as long as I can remember. All the others have just let their accounts lapse, so I’ve been forced to cancel them. Not much to do around here these days, so I’m using the downtime to organize, clear things out, and keep my head occupied so that I don’t go crazy thinking about my dad, about all the ways I’ve failed him. They’re saying it could be months or days until he passes. My wife, Grace, packed me a couple of sandwiches. I have a thermos full of café de olla, hot clove and cinnamon so strong it cuts through the smell of rubber and metal and the layers and layers of sweat and sacrifice this old gym still holds.

“I have some sick days,” Grace said to me this morning. “I’ll go down with you and help.” During the lockdowns, she got promoted to lead cashier because she was able to remain calm during all the chaos, her boss said.

“We can’t afford it. You go to work.”

“Okay.” She folded a damp dish towel and draped it over the edge of the sink. “I’ll call Julian. He doesn’t start teaching again until the end of the month, and you two need—”

“No,” I interrupted. “Just… let me do this.”

She turned, looked at me, brows glistening with sweat, the box fan on the dining table blowing strands of hair in her face. “Stop being such a damned macho. I’m calling him and that’s that.”

Terca. That’s the word my father would use to describe Grace. And my mother. Mujeres tercas. He’d throw his head back, laugh. They always keep us honest.

There’s so much here. Punching bags. Racks full of weights. Bench presses. The mats. Medicine balls. None of it being used. Everything silent and still. And then there’s this cramped office where my father managed the whole operation with the help of his buddy Hugo. The crazy dude with shrapnel in his leg courtesy of the Vietnam War. He always wore so much aftershave his fingers left everything perfumed, a lingering combination of flowers and baby powder. Hugo took a shot of tequila every morning and once stabbed a guy who was trying to rob a prostitute. He and my dad worked together for years—balancing books, filling out forms, renting out the ring, keeping careful track of everything. Once the news about the spread of the pandemic started hitting, Hugo was one of the first to pack all his shit up and head for the mountains, some secluded cabin in Big Bear. I haven’t heard from him since.

I’m determined to sort through all of it, trashing what’s no longer needed, keeping what calls to me. There’s a big metal desk in the office, its drawers crammed with receipts and ledgers, its surface scratched and scored. In the far corner, pushed up against the wood-paneled wall, is an old filing cabinet. Inside, more forms, more receipts, more invoices, more envelopes stuffed with letters and contracts, names and addresses of businesses we’d worked with, places that are permanently gone. It’s all suddenly lost its meaning. His life’s work no longer has a place. It doesn’t belong anywhere anymore. It’s just an inconvenience, and perhaps that’s the most tragic thing about all of this. I want to throw my hands up, say fuck it, torch the building, and call it a day.

But I can’t. I won’t.

Outside, a few garbage trucks and semis rumble down Mission. For a Monday, it should be busier. I should be seeing the short man on the corner of First setting up his little stand, firing up the burner where he cooks his famous breakfast burritos stuffed with scrambled eggs, chorizo, bacon, cheese, and huitlacoche. I should see the cooler wide open, the glass necks of Mexican Coke, orange Fanta, and the apple-flavored Sidral Julian used to love so much as a kid poking out from the ice.

Where did everyone go?

At around ten thirty, there comes the sound of a car approaching outside. A door slamming shut. Julian strolls through the front entrance. Baggy sweats. A dark hoodie. High-top Nikes unlaced. I remember what it was like for our family during the lockdowns, when we were forced to stay apart. He’d drive by the house and sit out on the porch, Grace and I talking to him through the dusty screen door. He started shaving his head when the barber shops closed, and now that they’re open, it looks like he’s not planning on growing his hair out. Stubble sprouts from his chin, along the edges of his sharp jawline.

“What’s up?” I toss the two trash bags full of old invoices and binders from the office by the door.

He shoves his car keys in his pocket. “Mom said you might need a hand.”

“I’m good. Don’t worry about it.”

He sighs. “Let me help.”

“No,” I insist. “You’ve got your own shit to deal with. This is something I gotta do. For your abuelo. He left me in charge.”

“Dad, come on. Don’t do this.” He takes a step forward.

To him, I’m being stubborn. To him, I’m playing the macho card, acting all tough. But if only he knew the truth, what it’s like right now. I’ve been defeated. Everything’s spiraling out of control. The depression I felt after his abuela died all those years ago has returned and is settling in, making itself real warm and cozy inside me. The thought of the sandwiches Grace packed turn my stomach. I can’t sleep. Even when I take the pills.

“Go on, Son.” I raise my voice, widen my stance. “It’s fine.”

He shakes his head, sighs, and mutters, “This is all so fucked up,” before turning around and taking off. I want to say I know it is. But why bother now?

As El Rey Coyote Jr., I was raised to fight. I carried on my father’s legacy, inside and outside the ring. But I failed. Because these things I can’t battle. All around me, the whole world has stopped fucking spinning and been turned upside down. And what’s left is the madness that silence brings. The absence of all these memories, of lives with nothing left, shouting in protest, resisting, refusing to go quietly.
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He doesn’t think I get it, but I do. The men of my father’s generation aren’t the best communicators. They were taught to stay quiet, were raised on a crap ton of testosterone and aggression. Violence and poverty were their norm. Asking for help was seen as a sign of weakness. It’s all such macho bullshit, a total act that’s almost laughable. He’s always been bad, but he’s gotten worse since we’ve been forced to face the truth that Abuelo’s dying.

I race out of the gym’s parking lot, kicking up dust and gravel, my father’s silhouette moving back and forth inside the derelict building.

He doesn’t want my help? Fine. Fuck it.



They still make you put a mask on when you visit the hospice. They got signs up, too. Don’t enter if you have a fever or a cough. Wash your hands with soap and water for twenty seconds. Shit we already know, but I follow the rules. I need to be with my abuelito today.

Some think these places are depressing. Drab walls. Outdated furniture. Faded green carpet. Old people shoved inside tiny rooms that smell of stale pee and latex, all of them just waiting to die. Call me weird, but they’re anything but sad to me. It’s quiet in here, like a church.

Since they admitted Abuelo a few weeks ago, I’ve made it a habit to stop by on a regular basis, especially now that I’m between classes; I won’t start teaching summer school until later this month. Even though they’re both only basic English writing sections, I feel lucky to have nabbed the two classes. But the pay’s absolute shit, and I don’t know how far I can make my money stretch until fall without dipping into what little’s in my savings account. It’s June now, right before the official start of summer. I’ve got to make it to September somehow. Three damn months.

Graduate school didn’t prepare me for this kind of financial vulnerability.

Too much to think about right now, so I push it aside as I make my way down the hallway, past the front desk where an orderly in aqua-blue scrubs is talking to a nurse sporting a billowy smock.

“Good morning,” a male receptionist announces as I stroll by. His name tag reads Randy Bravo. He’s tall with smooth skin, cherry-red lips, firm thighs, and nice arms. Totally my type.

“Hey.” I raise an eyebrow, letting my gaze linger, placing my mask on after I’ve passed.

He smiles at me and reaches for the telephone, its ring rude and shrill. “East LA Hospice and Palliative Care. This is Randy.”

Every day I bring Abuelo the same bottle of chocolate Yoo-hoo, his favorite drink. I set it down on the side table near his bed and adjust the blinds so that the room isn’t so dark and morose, so he could know the sun’s out, that he’s still alive, still with us. His eyes mostly remain closed, though every now and again they flutter open, and he peers around, his look both amazed and terrified, like he’s seeing the world for the first time. There’s so much about Abuelo Ernesto that remains a mystery, obscured by secrets and time, a long life lived decades before I was even a thought. I reach out, hold his weathered hand, his fingers twisted as dried grapewood branches. My grandfather doesn’t respond, though. He’s too far out of reach now.

Even my dad doesn’t know for sure why my grandparents left Mexico right before he was born, why they landed in LA with nothing but a few boxes of clothes and pictures, having driven all the way from the capital in Abuelo’s shiny Impala with its gold rims, the spokes glinting like a queen’s crown. He asked my grandmother once when he was a kid why they came here, but she got all quiet and serious.

“I think something bad happened to them,” he told me. “Something that made them so sad.”

He and Tía Mercy knew not to ask about their lives in that other country, the one they only knew about through photos and old magazine clippings of Abuelo’s escapades as a luchador. This is how it is for most of us with parents or grandparents who leave the poverty and political upheaval behind. We try to tease information out of them, try understanding what could motivate them to risk everything to come here. So often our questions about why and when and who are answered by more questions: Why not? Who knows when? A smuggler helped us, I guess? Or vague replies that only heighten the mystery even more: It was terrible there. Be grateful that you live here. If you only knew what we went through.

Imagine trying to sift through endless fragments of your history. Imagine not knowing what year your grandfather was born, where your grandmother went to school. Imagine knowing you have family somewhere in Mexico or Guatemala that you’ll probably never meet. In elementary school, my teacher gave each student in our fourth-grade class a sheet of paper with a drawing of a tree. Next to each branch was a blank spot. You’re going to fill out your own family tree, she explained.

Someone asked why.

“So that we could know who we are and where we come from,” she replied.

Someone else asked why.

“Knowing where we come from helps us understand ourselves better.”

I knew a lot about my maternal grandparents, Steve and Patricia Mata, my mother’s mom and dad. Grandma Patty baked me birthday cakes and decorated these with squiggly drawings of fire trucks and plastic action figures of Spider-man or Superman, and they’d sometimes fall over and get frosting stuck to their outfits. Grandpa Steve worked in an insurance office and read books about war and political sabotage. He had a library, and I wasn’t allowed to go in there. Ever.

“That man has never seen a day of hard labor in his life,” Abuelo once said to my father. “You can tell by his hands. No calluses.”

They were never Abuelo and Abuela. They were always Grandpa Steve and Grandma Patty.

Grandma Patty’s parents fled Mexico in the 1930s and immigrated to Southern California. Her father drank himself to death, leaving his wife to raise all seven kids, including Grandma Patty, by herself.

My mother was the awkward middle child who had dreams of becoming a nurse after she read a biography about Florence Nightingale. Back in the mid-1990s, her life took a different turn when she met my father. Around that time, there was a crazy guy going around assaulting young girls, and my mother and her friends from community college heard about the self-defense classes being offered at Abuelo’s gym.

“I was exaggerating some that day,” she confessed. “I was more interested in getting close to your father than anything. I’d seen him once before when I stopped in. He was cute, and I wanted him to ask me out.”

They fell in love. She made him mixtapes of all her favorite songs recorded from the radio. She kept these in a cardboard shoebox, and sometimes I’d play them, laugh at the cheesy music and silly lyrics.

My mother’s older brother, Uncle Danny, had been a “wild child,” Grandma Patty told me. Very unconventional. He listened to punk rock in high school, sported a mohawk, and wore safety pins pierced through his earlobes. Tío Danny lived in a trailer in northeast Utah, near the Uintah and Ouray Reservation. He sent me birthday cards that carried the scent of patchouli oil. Those cards came every year without fail. The brown envelopes, his neat writing. Inside he’d include pencil sketches of flowers, hawks in flight, a pack of coyotes perched atop a boulder. Sometimes he’d send these little booklets with writing that looked as though it had been printed using an old typewriter.

They were handmade, the thin pages stapled or tied together with twine, full of the strange paranormal accounts of the region and of a place called Skinwalker Ranch. Some of the booklets included illustrations of objects in the sky or shadowy humanlike figures lurking behind thickets of trees. He’d write in the margins, Julian, I saw one of these, followed by the date of the alleged encounter. My mom’s younger sister, Aunt Cathy, was a born-again Christian who liked to post news stories about conspiracy theories and Covid-19 signaling the second coming of Jesus Christ to my social media feeds. She’d leave comments, too: Repent, mijo. The Lord loves you and will forgive you. Let HIM into your heart!

I had to add her to my list of blocked profiles.

I could say with certainty that, of all the relatives, none had more of a direct impact on my life than Abuelo Ernesto. Without his decision to get up and go, to leave it all behind and start up again, I wouldn’t be here to tell you this.

The only times I ever got close to livestock were the trips we took as a kid to the Los Angeles County Fair in Pomona. There are pictures of me petting sheep, sitting on top of a donkey, and feeding stalks of grass to a goat. Abuelo went with us a couple of times, and when we got to the section with the pigs, he used to tell me about the different breeds. The golden red ones called Duroc were used to make lard, he’d explain. Then there were the Hampshires with their black-and-white coats and ears that always stuck straight up. This made them very alert and good at grazing. Hampshires were the most common in the United States and raised for their meat. His favorites were the ones called Yorkshire pigs, because their meat was lean and the sows of this breed produced many piglets.

From pig farmer to luchador. When I was younger, he loved to show off his old clippings, the posters advertising his fights, Polaroids of him standing in the middle of a crowded bar, arms extended out, muscles oiled and flexed, surrounded by women with puffy hair and too much makeup. He wore his mask like a second skin, braided around the back of his skull by a series of thick laces. The gold borders outlining his eyes and mouth were thick, defined, and even though he was one of the good guys, the thing always made him look sinister to me.

In some of the pictures, there’s my grandmother Elena in her polyester jackets with wide collars, her hair in a beehive bun, fake eyelashes fuzzy as moth wings. She’s holding a wooden spoon up to Abuelo’s mouth, and he stands beside her in a brown-and-orange checkered shirt, chains hanging from his thick neck, his lucha mask over his face because, like all luchadores, he kept his identity a secret from his fans.

She’s smiling, but there’s something faraway about her expression. In some of the images, though, when he embraces her, it’s like there’s something between them, an unseen barrier.

Abuelo Ernesto is all grins under his mask.

But if I looked long enough, my abuela Elena’s face would speak to me, would tell me, I’m lost. How do I find my way out?

I try to stay here in this moment with him, because he’s slipping from us one breath at a time. A nurse comes in and tells me I need to step out of the room for a while.

“We have to suction him,” she explains. “You can come back in about an hour.”

It’s not a pleasant thing to experience, the gurgling sound of junk being pulled from his lungs.

“Yeah, I should head out anyway,” I reply, grabbing the warm bottle of chocolate milk and shoving it in my pocket.

I make my way towards the front entrance of the hospice. An old man in a hospital gown speckled with red stars sits in a wheelchair near the double doors. He lifts a finger as I pass, pointing to the bottle of chocolate milk.

“Yoo-hoo.” He sings it. “Yoo-hoo. Yoo-hoo. Yoo-hoo.” He grins, the inside of his mouth all gums, pink and slick.

I lean over and place the bottle in his lap and don’t take off my mask until I’m inside my car, away from the specters and memories tugging and tugging at me.

Tomorrow, I think. We have tomorrow. For now.






Elena Vega

What he said isn’t the truth. I wasn’t Ernesto’s only real love. But here’s what is true: I wasn’t all that content living in La Peña. Sure, we had our little house with its shiny metal roof and its sturdy brick walls painted bluer than the sky. We had two small rooms. There was a bed with a soft mattress and pillows and warm quilts. The house was on a large plot of land that once belonged to his father. Wide green fields. Soil rich in minerals. There was even a little brook that ran a few feet behind the barn. How I loved the trickle of water skidding over the slick silver rocks.

Each morning, after he’d leave to tend the pigs, I’d boil water and sit out back, smoke a cigarette and sip my coffee and watch the cornstalks sway in the breeze. We had chickens, and they grew fat and healthy, and they laid eggs and I fed these to him, swimming in red salsa. We had money. Not a lot, but enough, first for the refrigerator and then the television. We placed it on top of an old wooden drum. He fiddled with the dials and the antenna, until the fuzzy picture cleared and, just like that, the world entered my house. I had my comadres. On Saturdays, we went shopping in the markets, bought lipstick and false eyelashes, ate lunch, drank beers and gossiped. There was church on Sunday, eating toasted peanuts on metal park benches in the zocalo, strolling under shaded porticos.

But I knew of a bigger world, one with more shine, more luster, thanks to our television and all those Buenhogar magazines I would thumb through at the newsstands scattered along the broken and narrow sidewalks of our town. The glossy photos showed blond-haired gabachas modeling pleated miniskirts and leather boots. There were advertisements for shampoo, perfume, cigarettes (Her lips love Regal Slims!), and makeup.

I loved our town. Don’t get me wrong. But I also found myself yearning for something more. That’s part of the reason why I followed them. I could just hear our daughter Mercy’s reaction: A man shouldn’t control your destiny. You don’t have to go where he goes, do what he says. You are your own person. He left me no other choice; I’d do whatever it took to preserve my family because he had his eyes elsewhere. He expected me to agree to stay behind and wait, but I had my own plans. I wasn’t some pendeja from the campo. I knew things, even back then.

I had something to prove too.






El Rey Coyote

Let’s get one thing straight, ¡cabrones y cabronas! I’m not like her, the wife. She’s a ghost. I’m something more, something ancient, powerful. Both the old man and not. I extend beyond life and past death. I am a force of nature not to be toyed with.

But this isn’t about me. It’s about them. And about what they did to that poor man, their friend. They betrayed him and their entire country, turning their backs on us after everything we gave them. Cowards. Too ashamed to admit what they set in motion. Too embarrassed to face the ruin they caused. They ran away, tried shedding that former life, tried burying it. But the lies, the deceit, the mierda, it ALWAYS has a way of resurfacing.

¡Eso es la verdad!
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Why does he bring that bottle of chocolate milk each time he visits? It’s like a taunt, a sad reminder that I can’t drink anymore because I got a giant fucking tube sticking out of my throat. Hijo de la chingada. Screw the chocolate milk. I need a shot of tequila.

It might sound like I’m not taking this whole dying business seriously even as the nurse jabs the thin tube into the hole and then turns the machine over my head on to slurp all that green fluid out of my lungs. Who knew my body was still capable of producing so much? Rest assured that I know this is serious. There’s a sadness that extends beyond the basic definition of that word, too. It’s something transcendent, like the lamentations of monks and saints, a mourning that cuts right through flesh and bone and straight to the soul. When one is so close to departing, no grand thoughts fill the mind. Instead, it’s the madness of insignificant things you focus on. Like the nurse’s freckled arms, the scent of coffee on her breath, the sound of a child whining out in the hallway.

But I can barely feel anything even though I know that I’m still inside this body. These arms and legs. These bones. Brittle and weakening. These ears can still hear. And there are my eyes. Still my eyes. Clouded over, shadowed edges, the dim silhouettes of my family when they stop by, but these eyes still see. Like wearing a pair of sunglasses at dusk. Overhead, there are fluorescent yellow tubes encased in plastic. The darkness beyond my bed intensifies, circles closer, and it’s as though I’m being stalked by a vicious animal, an unseen predator. And the mind. This mind. My mind. It still holds on to memories. Are they the last to go? Rattling around like seeds inside the hollowed-out rind of a cantaloupe.

Then I see it, hovering at the foot of my bed. It comes into focus. The figure of a man. He’s dressed in my boots, the tights I wore, my flowing cape with its fur collar. A silver glow speckled with flecks of gold encircles him. It’s me. Another version of me, and everything about him is normal. He has two arms and two legs, a torso, broad shoulders, a fleshy neck. It’s my own body, up and about, swirling over me. There’s his head, my head, but it’s as bald as a newborn’s. There are my two ears. There’s my chin, scoured with scars. But my eyes, my mouth, my nose? They’re missing. There’s only skin, pulled tight like elastic, over the whole of my non-face.

—Are you going to take me away? I ask.

—No, he replies.

—Then why are you here?

—To remind you.

—Of what?

—¡Ya sabes, cobarde!

—Stop, I insist. Please leave. I’m trying to die.

The nurse is wrapping up the suction tubes. Can she see him? I try asking, but gravity seizes my tongue. It’s nothing but a dry, swollen thing rolling around in my mouth. Nothing works anymore. Then, just above her right shoulder as she leans over to adjust the IV drip, coiling it under my blanket, I notice something penetrate the haze around her. First there is a pattern I remember. Blue with tiny yellow flowers. Her dress. The one we buried her in. Elena, my dead wife, materializes before me. Transparent at first, she slowly takes form until she’s solid, standing so close to the bed that I can feel the heat from her body pass through my dying skin, reviving the blood still inside my frail veins.

—Ernesto? She looks at me, puzzled. Where are you? Who is this woman?

—I’m dying, I reply. They’ve brought me here.

—Who did?

—Alfredo and his wife, la Grace. Our mija, Mercedes. Our grandson; you died before you could meet him.

—Do I look dead now? She lifts both arms above her head, making fists with her hands.

—No. You look alive. It’s amazing.

—You can’t go yet. You must talk. Keep thinking. Keep remembering.

—But I can’t. It’s impossible. So much has vanished.

—It’s still there. I’ll help you find it.

—But what if I don’t want to? I can’t face the truth.

—You must, she implores. You simply must.

And then there it is. A thought. A memory’s left behind, the residue of a life once lived, like patterns on the side of a mountain that mark the remnants of extinct oceans. My friend. A boy I once knew and cared for very much. There he remains in the folds of my brain, refusing to be forgotten.



There was music playing inside the cantina that day. Then a voice said hello; Julián Tamez circled the room, greeting everyone. He reached into the pockets of his bell-bottoms and pulled out a wad of pesos, told the bartender to get everyone in the room whatever they wanted.

“Mira este.” Israel Navarette, another hog farmer, turned to me, chuckling, as Julián went from table to table, slapping each man on the back. “Regresa muy catrín.”

He flashed a ring at us. Around his neck he wore a heavy gold chain with a large crucifix. Some of the men mumbled and nodded. We gathered around Julián, drinking cold Victorias, and he told us all about his life in the capital. There were skyscrapers, he went on. Rascacielos, they called them, tall buildings that touched the clouds. There were wide avenues and plazas and fine restaurants that you could get to by using the new metro subway lines connecting the city. He talked about Chapultepec Park, about museums that housed the artifacts of our ancestors. He talked about fancy cars and houses so big that everyone in our entire pueblo could live inside of one and there’d still be more than enough room. Many of the men stumbled home by the time he finished, but I remained, mesmerized by his tales. It was a Sunday. Elena was out with her friends. I had the whole day to myself.

“Ernesto,” he said, cupping his hand over my left shoulder. “The last time I saw you we were still silly boys pretending to be men.” He whistled through his teeth. “Híjole.”

I shook my head. “It’s good to see you again, old friend.”

We sipped our beers, and he asked me what I did for a living.

“I raise hogs. On what’s left of my father’s ranch. He died. So did my mother.”

“Did you marry?”

“Yes. Elena Pimentel.”

Julián nodded. “I remember her.”

When I asked if he ever thought about coming back to La Peña, he laughed. “Shit no.”

“But your mother’s here.”

Once, during a fight with her, his father poured lye into Carmen Tamez’s eyes, blinding her for life. He then went to jail, leaving his wife with a teenaged boy, two young girls, and a small plot of land, which was sold, the money used to buy a house closer to the center of town, near the one medical clinic in La Peña. Carmen was cared for by Julián’s sisters, twins named Teresa and Tomása. Their only job was to keep constant watch over their mother. When Carmen Tamez needed to use the bathroom, Teresa and Tomása each held their mother by an arm and escorted her, Carmen taking small steps, inch by inch, towards the toilet.

“The money I make in the city helps here,” Julián explained. “If I return, what would I do? Raise pigs to try and sell? No offense.”

The countryside was no place for young men like us, he believed, because we belonged in the cities, working and moving and making money to support our families, wherever they may be. He looked around the cantina; only a few other men sat at the low wooden tables playing dominos and drinking pulque out of tornillos made from dull green glass. There was confidence in his stare, in the way he carried himself. He wasn’t strong or broad shouldered like the rest of us. He was slender, he wore his hair long and shaggy, not clean cut the way men of the campo did during that time. His plaid shirt was unbuttoned, revealing a tan chest dotted with moles. My memories took me to that hot afternoon by the rio. Swimming in the cool water, our legs brushing against each other as we kicked and splashed, laughing, our mouths open as we looked up at the sky. We splayed out on the rocks, naked. I tried not looking at his body, the tender skin, his flaccid penis slick from river water. Julián had his eyes closed. I gritted my teeth to hide the excitement, cupped my hand over my groin when I felt the blood rushing there, swelling me up.

Julián shook his head and sighed now. “Look at these poor bastards. Tired. Wasting away. There’s nothing here except ghosts and los espíritus, the dead, they tell the best lies. You must stop listening to them, mano, get out while you can. Before the children come. Because mocosos make everything more difficult.”

“Do you have a wife there in the capital? Children?” I asked.

He whistled at the bartender who was reading the newspaper. The man set it down, grabbed two more bottles of beer, and placed them next to us. “No, hombre. I’m not the type who’s going to do that.”

“I was thinking about going to the United States. Like my brother,” I said. “Just for a while. To make enough money to start a savings account.”

I had been contemplating it for some time but never mentioned anything to anyone, not even Elena. It was a relief to hear myself utter it out loud, breathing my ambitions to life. Julián flicked his hand and told me the United States was a waste of time because everyone was going there. All the good jobs were taken. In Mexico City it was easy to find chamba, he called it, without even trying. The capital was where I stood a better chance of getting work that was going to pay me well so that I could start saving, maybe even buy Elena nice things.

“Have you heard from Heriberto?” he asked.

“No.”

The last thing we received from my brother was a wire transfer five years earlier. It was money to help with the burial cost for our mother, who passed away after our father did. I’m sorry I can’t be there, he wrote. Another man who had left with him returned to La Peña and said Heriberto was caught up in an immigration sweep at a factory in Chicago where they both worked.

“They put him on one of the other buses,” this man recounted. “But when we arrived in Juárez, I didn’t see him. I bet he snuck back.”

Julián took a long sip of his beer. “They say you’ll die if you go there.”

I didn’t want to die, but I was looking for something else.

He then lowered his voice. “Do you believe in fate, brother?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“You know? Since before I came back here, I’ve been thinking of you. You came to me in a dream. A premonition. Then today, just as I was out and about, something pulled me in here, into this pit of a cantina where I find you. It’s as if we were meant to meet up. To go on a great adventure together.”

I laughed, then finished my beer and said goodbye.

I tried making it work. But it was slow in the countryside and those little towns were scarred with the legacy of war and revolution. And it stared at you in the face every single day. You heard it stirring in the wind when it rushed through the branches of the huizaches or across the empty cornfields. Wailing. It never stopped. It was in the ripples of water, in the crow of a rooster, and in the stone faces of the mountainsides. There were wounds of sadness all around. And in that way war never ended. It just went on, distorting light, bending time. It made you remember when all you wanted to do was forget. Then there was the memory of my father, a man who only knew spite and never-ending work, a man who forced us to labor in the fields alongside him, from sunup to sundown, as soon as we were old enough to hold a hoe and plow a field. He pulled Heriberto out of school when he was nine. Thanks to our mother’s intervention, I lasted until I was thirteen, but eventually joined them.

If we ever complained about the backbreaking work, if we were sick or wanted to do something else, it was his fists or his belt we would answer to. My two sisters married men as soon as they were old enough and left La Peña, left my father’s tyranny and endless rage. Heriberto set his sights north once the crops got bad and our father lost the will and strength to work the fields. In his final days, his spirit was shattered, and all he could do was sit around and cry while my mother prayed to her saints and angels. I couldn’t abandon them like my brother and sisters had, so I stayed behind and continued working the land. I watched over them and the animals as I went from growing corn to raising pigs. Then he died from a heart attack. My mother said it was his rage that did it, a rage so heavy and toxic it poisoned his blood, made him bitter for reasons she never knew. After he passed, it was as though a massive weight had been lifted from her shoulders—mine as well—and she felt free to talk about him in ways she never dared to when he was alive.

“He wasn’t the most attractive, but I remember it was his gentleness that I liked,” she told me once. “Men that kind were rare back then. When the revolution happened, so many of them returned damaged by all the things they’d done, all the people they’d been forced to kill.” She shook her head. “Afterward, there was a darkness inside him, and no matter how hard I tried, no matter how much I opened myself to him, it never went away.”

The years following his death were the happiest of my mother’s life. She carried herself with a lightness I’d never witnessed before. She became a young girl all over again. Her constant laugh melted away the wrinkles my father’s presence had brought on, and there was a calm energy wherever she went, a love that radiated from her body, warm and serene. My mother passed in her sleep. I found her early one morning. The sun was barely rising, and she lay there in the cold predawn stillness, her thick gray braid a rope tangled among the blankets. She clutched a rosary in both hands, and a smile, slight as a whisper, stretched across her lips.

I was alone then, alone in the house my father built, alone on that remote patch of land passed down from great-grandfather to grandfather, to father, to me. My brother was lost somewhere in el norte, maybe even dead, and my sisters were scattered to different corners of the republic and raising families of their own, their children strangers to me.

This was around the time I first met Elena, and she reminded me so much of my mother. She moved into the house with me soon after we married. She painted the walls bright colors, sewed curtains and pillows with embroidered patterns of hummingbirds and flowers. She tried tempering the anger and the resentment I held against my father for his punches and insults, at my mother for dying, at my siblings for abandoning me. Still, though, it wasn’t enough to eliminate it completely, and I yearned for something, anything, else. There developed a restless energy inside me, an urge that kept me awake at night as I spent hours in bed imagining the life I could be living instead of the one I was forced into.

When Julián Tamez appeared that day, something was reignited.

I raised the hogs, fattened them up, and sold them to buyers who slaughtered them for food. That’s all I did. Season after season. It was always the same thing. It never changed.

I wasn’t surprised when Julián came to see me a few days after we talked at the cantina. I was tending to my hogs, up to my knees in shit.

“I’d forgotten how a pigsty smells.” He circled the perimeter of the large pen I’d constructed myself. It was sturdy, made of thick wooden beams held together by posts jammed into the ground. Inside, the ground was muddy because pigs weren’t happy unless they were rolling around in dirt. I’d also made a feeding trough where every day my pigs gathered to eat their slop—a mixture of grains and table scraps we saved in a bucket.

I removed my straw hat and wiped sweat off my brow. “Bienvenido.”

Julián hopped up on one of the horizontal beams, swinging his legs around, his feet dangling. A few pigs strolled over, sniffed his boots, then walked away. “Friendly animals you have here. Too bad they’ll be butchered.”

We both laughed.

He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one. “I’m serious about what I mentioned the other day, hermano. You should come back to la capital with me.”

“Elena would kill me. I don’t know.”

“You want to live the rest of your life here?” He whistled and flicked his cigarette into the pen. “You’re meant for more, Ernesto. We both are. There’s only misery here. Ghosts. The dead tell the best lies in order to keep you in this place. You should come with me, hermano. What have you got to lose?”

And there I stood, panting, sweating, caked in mud and shit. “But Elena. I can’t just—”

“Even if it’s only for a few months,” he insisted. “There’s no harm in that, is there?”



Later that day, she was silent when I told her about my conversation with Julián. The idea didn’t sit well with her. She stood outside, her back to me, tossing bits of grain at the hens flocking at her feet.

“You’d just go?” she asked.

“Why not? Julián says there’s work in the capital.”

She pointed to the chickens, to the pigs. “There’s work here. Why do you think you have to look elsewhere for something? There’s plenty all around us.”

“But not the kind that pays. Not the kind I’m interested in.”

“Your father was a farmer. So was your grandfather.”

“So that means I must be one as well? Stay here. I’ll send money.”

“Are you crazy? I’m not going to sit around like some burra. Last week, Luz Calvo hopped on a train for Tijuana with her kids. She got tired of waiting for Felipe.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

She stopped feeding the hens, folded her arms, and turned to me. “I’m going too.”

“But you—”

She interrupted me: “I’m packing and going.”

She glanced around the yard before walking past me and into our house. Inside, we stood in the kitchen. It was tiny with a cast-iron cookstove, a cupboard where we kept our dry goods, and an old light-blue GE refrigerator. We were one of a handful of people in La Peña who owned one and were the envy of the whole neighborhood.

“No,” I insisted. “You will stay here, and you will wait for me.”

“I won’t.”

“Elena, listen to me. I’m the man of this house. You do what I say.”

“Or else what?” She chuckled. “I’m not going to let you abandon me. I’m not stupid.”

I told her the journey would be by bus, and that it would be long and uncomfortable. Doesn’t matter, she replied. We’d probably have no place to sleep when we got there, I insisted. Doesn’t matter, she repeated. Nothing swayed her.

Preparing for the trip a few days later, I said Julián ate rats when he first got to the city. It was, of course, a lie. She shook her head as she placed our belongings into a suitcase we’d bought from a vendor named Pancha Serrato who sewed rebozos to sell to tourists passing through La Peña on their way to Pátzcuaro, to the lake, to the butterfly sanctuary where the monarchs went to rest under the warm canopies of fir and oak trees.

“Then I guess I’ll have to eat rat tacos.” When she finished packing, she sat on the edge of our bed, her small hands gripping each knee, and said absolutely nothing.
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