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This book is dedicated to all fathers and sons and to all mothers and daughters.

There is no deep, dark, mysterious gulf between fathers and sons and mothers and daughters. There is just a different heartbeat for each generation.






Whatever you can do or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Thousands of geniuses live and die undiscovered—either by themselves or by others.

—Mark Twain

It took me a long time not to judge myself through someone else’s eyes.

—Sally Field

A successful person is one who can lay a firm foundation with the bricks that others throw at him or her.

—David Brinkley

It’s not who you are that holds you back, it’s who you think you’re not.

—Author Unknown



Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we uncon-sciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

—Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love:
Reflections on the Principles of “A Course in Miracles,” 1992
(commonly misattributed to Nelson Mandela,
1994 inauguration speech)

We, los Indios, los mescalados, the mixed bloods, are like the weeds. The roses, you need to water them and give them fertilizer or they die. The weeds, you give them nada -nothing and they live. You poison them and they come back the following year. You pour cement over them and they will break that concrete, reaching for the sunlight of God. This was my mother’s power. She didn’t believe in God. She lived with the Almighty, and miracles were her maíz de la vida.

—Juan Salvador Villaseñor




INTRODUCTION

My mother was so upset she was ready to scream.

Once more my dad had made a fool of himself and embarrassed her in public. She wanted me to talk to him and get him to understand that he couldn’t go on behaving like this, or it was the end for them. I could see my mother’s frustration, but I hadn’t seen what happened at the charity function the night before, so I didn’t want to get involved. But my mother kept insisting, saying I was twenty years old, an adult, and so I had to help her. Finally I agreed to talk to my father.

The bathroom door was open. My dad was tying his tie and whistling as he looked at himself in the mirror. I don’t know why, but my father always put on his pants last when he dressed. First he’d put on his red silk boxer underwear—always red silk—then he put on long black socks with those strap things around his calves that held up the socks, and then he slipped on his dress shoes. After that, he’d fix himself a drink para el estribo, for the stirrup, I guess so he could mount up. Now he went back to the bathroom, sipping his drink, to put on his shirt and tie.

“Papá,” I said, “mamá is mad. She says that you made a fool of yourself last night, and she can’t see how you’re going to go to face all those people today after having done such an embarrassing thing last night.”

He didn’t say a word. He just kept right on whistling and working on his tie. It also angered my mother that she could be ready to go in twenty minutes and it took my dad a full hour.

“Papá,” I said, “please stop whistling and listen to me. Mamá is really mad. She says you got so drunk last night that you stepped on the mayor’s wife’s long dress when you were dancing with her and almost ripped her dress off. Then you told her she looked like she was in pretty good shape and told the mayor he was a lucky man. After that you got mad at the bartender for telling you that you’d had enough to drink, and you threatened to go home and get your horse and rope him by the neck and drag him through town. Mamá says that people kept telling her not to worry, that everything was okay, but she could see in their eyes that they felt sorry for her because she had such a drunken fool for a husband. She can’t figure out how you’re going to face all these people today, and she wants you never to behave like this again, or…”

I stopped speaking. My dad was done with his tie. He sipped his drink again and began slipping on his pants, tucking in his shirt, zipping up, and buckling his silver and gold Mexican belt buckle. He still didn’t say a word. He just kept right on whistling, happy as a bird in a tree.

“Papá, ” I said, getting a little louder, “I wasn’t there last night. I don’t know what happened. But if half of what mamá says is true, then you…”

“It’s probably all true,” he said.

“Well, then, papá, ” I said, slightly surprised by his open honesty, “mamá is right, and you’ve got to stop this kind of behavior, or else…”

“Or else what?” he said, putting on his suit jacket.

“Or else she says it’s the end for you two,” I said. “Mamá is really upset. She can’t see how you’re going to face these people today.”

“Do you want to just keep on talking,” he said, “or do you really want to know how I’ll face all these people after what I did last night?”

I took a deep breath. He was fully dressed now, and looked very handsome with his lion-mane of white hair, dark maroon suit, and diagonally striped silver and maroon tie.

“No, papá, ” I said, “I don’t want to just go on talking. I really want to know how you’ll face these people today after what happened last night.”

“Easy,” he said. “I’ve done worse.” “You’ve done worse?” I said, completely surprised by his answer.

“Sure,” he said. “I’ve done a lot worse.”

And saying this he turned and left the bathroom and went down the hallway whistling a happy tune. An hour later I saw him take the microphone at the event he and my mother were hosting, and he said, “Good afternoon. I hope you’re all feeling okay today. Myself, I understand I got to feeling a little too good last night, and I did a few wild things. I apologize and I want to fix the things I did.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But also I want you all to know that I’ve done worse, and I’ll probably screw things up again now and then.”

I was shocked. People started applauding. They loved it. And the mayor’s wife—of all people—was the first one to come rushing forward to hug my dad, telling him not to worry about anything, that it had given her the chance to get her husband to buy her a new dress. Then a lot of other people came up, including a former Miss Southern California who just couldn’t keep her hands off my dad. Hell, she was close to my age, but she paid no attention to me, even though I was all dressed up too. I guess a lot of people had also done “worse” in their lives and felt glad that someone could admit it openly and not feel bad or guilty or think that it was the end of the world. Even my mother, seeing the people’s reaction, calmed down and accepted dad’s hand when he asked her for the first dance.

I was flabbergasted and still am today as I write this story forty-some years later. You see, in one great big stroke my dad taught me and everyone else, including my mother, that forgiveness doesn’t start with forgiving others their trespasses. It starts within each of us. We all need to not be so hard on ourselves and to know how to forgive ourselves before we can begin forgiving other people.

And my mother—she really didn’t learn this until just a few days before she passed over to the spirit world. She was eighty-nine years old, and for months she had not been very happy with herself or others. But one morning she was by the birdcage, whistling to her canaries with such gusto.

“What is it, mamá?” I said. “You look so happy today.”

“I am,” she said. “I’m very happy today.”

“What happened?” I said. “Only yesterday you looked pretty upset.”

“I’ve always been a very practical businesswoman,” she said, “and last night, while saying my rosary, I decided to forgive everyone everything, even your own father.”

“That’s fantastic,” I said. “Congratulations, mamá. But tell me what caused you to do this.”



“Mijito, my time is close. I can feel it, and it dawned on me last night that if I want God to forgive me for all the wrongs I’ve done, then I better hurry up and start forgiving everyone else. I don’t want to go to hell because I’m stubborn. I want to go to heaven, and I can hardly wait to get there so I can tell your father how much I loved him all those years. He was a good man, but he made me so mad at times that I’d forget the good things.”

Smiling a big smile, she once more began whistling and talking to her canaries in the large outdoor cage. She was glowing with happiness. She’d found peace.

And so there you have it. All my other books, except for Macho!, are about strong women. The heroes of those stories are my grandmothers and my aunts and my mother. The men take a back seat to the powerful women in those books. But in this book—as in Macho! —the heroes of the story are the men. In fact, in this book the women are deliberately developed only a little bit. This is a book about fathers and sons and how a boy of sixteen is told that he isn’t a boy anymore but on the verge of becoming un hombre, and to be a man one must go out into the world and live and learn and not be afraid of screwing up.

Enjoy! Thank you, gracias, from my familia to your familia.

 

God bless us all,

 

Victor E. Villaseñor




BOOK ONE






ONE

I was just turning sixteen years old when my dad told me that he needed to talk to me. We walked across the grass and past the barn and corrals to the big old pepper tree. This tree was so huge that many of its limbs were as big around as the trunk of some fully grown trees. I’d been playing underneath this tree since I was a child, and I’d helped slaughter and hang and butcher hundreds of steers in its limbs.

“Son,” my dad said to me, “in a few days you will have your own driver’s license and be driving your own car.”

“Truck, papá. Pickup truck,” I said.

I was all excited about the truck I was getting. It was a 1956 Chevy my dad let me pick out at Weseloh’s Chevrolet in downtown Oceanside. It cost a fortune—$1,300.

“Okay, mijo, a pickup truck,” said my dad to me, “but the point I want to make is this, you are no longer a boy. You are a man now, and to be un hombre, a man must not only know right from wrong, he must also know who he is and who he isn’t. Because if a man doesn’t know who he is and who he isn’t, then no matter how much he knows about right and wrong, he will always be like a fish out of water.

“But, on the other hand, if a man knows who he is and who he isn’t, then he will have the strength and confidence to do whatever it takes to keep his head above water and create a good life for himself and his loved ones. Do you understand? Am I making sense?”

Suddenly, my gift, the new Chevy pickup—a beaming turquoise— didn’t quite seem as important or as exciting to me. What my dad was telling me was kind of scary.

“No, papá,” I finally said. We were speaking mostly in Spanish. “I don’t understand, because, well, to learn what is right and what is wrong, you have the priest and nuns and everybody else telling you which is which. But to learn who you are and who you aren’t, I don’t see how anyone can teach you that. So, then, how does a man learn this? I don’t get it,” I added.

My dad smiled a great big, beautiful smile. “Exactly,” he said. “This is the million-dollar question that nobody can teach you and you need to learn for yourself. My mother, a woman, told me this, and I’ll tell you, mijo, that you will learn who you are and who you aren’t in the next four or five years, because not to learn who you are and who you aren’t in the next few years, my mother said, is to be missing the most important part of your whole life.

“Myself, I had to learn who I was and who I wasn’t at a very early age. Our father had abandoned us and died. The Mexican Revolution was going on all around us, and my old mother and my two sisters were starving. I was ten years old, and all the games I’d played as a child suddenly became the tools for our survival. I knew how to catch rabbits, trap quail, and which wild roots to dig up so we could eat. I knew how to lie and trick the soldiers so that they wouldn’t find my sisters and abuse them. All the playful games of my childhood suddenly took on new meaning, and I learned to see and think, here in my cabeza- head, not as a child, but as the man responsible for the survival and welfare of his familia.”

“I know, papá. You’ve told me this a hundred times,” I said.

“Only a hundred? Well, then listen good because now the time has come for you, too, to put away your thinking as a child and to start looking at life as a man, a person responsible for the survival and welfare of his loved ones. Your brother, Joseph, is dead. He died at sixteen, just as he was coming into his own manhood. You didn’t get to see how he was going to make it here in the United States. And how I came into my own manhood in México during the Revolution and then here in this country in prison and at different work camps—all that isn’t going to be much of a guide for you, either. So, mijo, you are going to have to keep your eyes open and learn as you go. You’re pretty much on your own now, but you are not all alone, because you have familia. Do you understand?”

I didn’t know what to say. My mouth was dry. I was scared. My dad must’ve sensed my fear, because he reached out and put his thick work-man’s hand on my shoulder and patted me gently.



“A little fear is good,” he said. “Nothing wrong for un hombre to be afraid. It helps keep the eyes and ears alert like a rabbit in the bush.”

Tears came to my eyes.

“Good, go ahead and cry, mijo,” he said. “Good men aren’t afraid to cry. You are going to do very well. You are already very much un hombre. I’ve seen you handle a horse. I’ve seen you be kind and patient when we bring the steers from the corrals to this tree to slaughter them.

“I’ve also seen you work in the hot sun in the fields, as good and strong as any boy from México. You aren’t afraid of work or sweat or shooting a steer right between the eyes so he never knows what hit him. It is the cowards in life who are afraid of taking on the full responsibility of death who make the cattle suffer, then make their own familias suffer, too. You are going to do good, mijito.”

The tears now ran down my face. I took a big breath and blew out. My Chevy truck didn’t seem very important to me anymore. I could see that my vehicle and driver’s license were coming to me at a much higher price tag than I’d ever imagined.

“Also,” he said, “remember it is only in making mistakes, and big ones, that you learn to be a man. A man doesn’t learn who he is and who he isn’t by sitting around and talking. A man learns who he is and isn’t by watching, thinking, then stepping into the bullring of life and taking la vida by the horns!

“And a wise man,” he added, “learns a lot about life’s twists and turns from other people’s mistakes. No man has the time in one lifetime to make all the mistakes he needs to make in order to find out who he is and who he isn’t. So, mijito, you keep your eyes peeled like the newly hatched chick and learn a lot through the experiences of your friends and relatives, and especially from your enemies. In fact, when it’s all said and done, my mother always said that a wise man looks back on his life and sees that it was from his enemies that he learned the most.

“Now do you understand? Now are you beginning to see that this is every person’s calling, not just for men but women, too? And people who don’t know who they are and who they aren’t will leave a string of mistakes behind them like a cat in heat. It takes real guts and responsibility to go through these years that you’re about to go through. The body and mind yearn for life. The confusion of love and mating is going on inside you like at no other time. These are your crazyloco years, so you’ve got to be strong, mijito, and keep both eyes open, especially if you’re a man. Because, as my mother always said, it is not the men who carry the child in their bodies for those nine months. It is the women. So men have no idea or understanding of what life is really all about. My mother always said if men were the ones who carried the child, our whole world would be different. Oh, she’d go on and on, asking me to just imagine how different the Church would be if the Pope were a woman.”

He stopped and took a deep breath. “Mijito,” he said, “your brother is gone. You are our only male child left, so I say to you, step forth, mijo, and become un hombre de los buenos —a man who knows how to respect all life and protect his mother and sisters. Do you understand?”

I glanced up into the huge old pepper tree. The sunlight was filtering down between the limbs and leaves. A breeze picked up. I could smell the ocean in the distance. And I’d just thought that my dad had asked me to walk across the grass with him so he could talk to me about transmissions and oil changes and stuff like that. I took another huge breath. This was really tough.

“Do you have any questions?” my dad asked.

I almost felt like laughing or just telling him to keep the truck. But I didn’t. I really loved the truck I was getting. I’d picked out the turquoise color myself. It reminded me of all the stars I’d drawn as a little kid. Turquoise was still my favorite color.

“No,” I said to my dad, “I really don’t have any questions, except maybe one. How does a person know when… when they’ve made a mistake? I mean, sometimes I’ve been so, well, dumb in the past that I didn’t even know that what I’d done was a mistake until a long time later.”

He smiled another great big smile. “Mijo,” he said, “you’ve just hit the nail right on the head. This is a question that few people ever ask. And the people who don’t ask this question are the fools who never learn from their mistakes or from the mistakes of others. Always go to your heart, here inside, mijo,” he said, patting me on my chest with his huge thick hand, “and you will have a much better chance of instantly seeing your mistakes, and then also finding a way of learning from them, too.

“It is the people who don’t listen to their hearts and are always listening to other people’s opinions that end up with the most problemas in life. You listen to your heart, here inside, and trust yourself, and believe me, you will come up with things that at times seem like miracles. This is our power as human beings. This was the strength of mi mamá during the Revolution with all that starvation and bloodshed. And this has been my strength, too. If I’d listened to people, I would’ve never purchased this ranch on which we live. It took guts for your mother and me to step forward and buy this big rancho.

“Pearl Harbor had just happened. All of California was trying to get away from the coast because they thought that any day the Japanese were going to come and attack California, too. But your mother and I didn’t run. No, like I’ve always told you, where there’s fear, there’s money to be made, especially when the other guy has got the fear and you don’t. So we stepped in, took the bull by the horns, and your mother and I bought this ranch for $20,000, with cattle and horses and barns and tractors and new orchards of lemons and oranges and avocados. One year later your mother and I sold one hundred feet by one hundred feet down by the ocean on the 101 highway for $20,000, and the ranch was free and clear. I could never have done all that … if I’d listened to people. Capiche?”

“Well, then, papá,” I said, “are you telling me it wasn’t just you who stepped forward to buy this ranch. It was you and mamá?”

“Exactly. I value your mother’s opinion very much.”

“Well, then, are you telling me that in the next few years I not only need to learn who I am and who I’m not, but I also need to learn how to choose the right woman for my wife like you did with mamá?”

He smiled the biggest smile I’d ever seen him smile and took me into his arms, hugging me in a big abrazo. “You got it! To know how to escoger, how to choose the right woman for your wife is the most important thing any man can do in all his life.” He took a huge breath and blew out. “The right woman can help make a man. The wrong woman can destroy a man. But—and this is a big but—before a man can choose the right woman for himself, he must first know who he is and who he isn’t. It is the people who don’t know who they are and who they aren’t that never, never find the right mate. Marriage, understand, isn’t for weaklings or… built to make you happy. Being happy is a person’s own responsibility. Marriage is for building a home. So, mijo, you are a boy no more. You are un hombre and getting ready to build your own casa.”

I felt like saying, “Yeah, Dad, this all sounds good. But what if I fail? What if I don’t learn who I am and who I’m not in the next few years? Then what am I?” But I didn’t say any of this and just kept still.

Seeing my silence, my dad laughed. “Don’t worry,” he said as if reading my mind. “Believe me, if you don’t learn who you are and who you aren’t in the next few years, then life—la vida —will just keep bringing it up into your face until you learn!”

He continued laughing with carcajadas —great big belly laughs. But I didn’t think this was funny in the least. My God, this was tough! And it wasn’t like I could just do more push-ups and get stronger and in better shape to be a man. No, this I had to do from here, inside my corazón- heart.

I took another big breath, blew out, and looked up at the sunlight filtering down through the branches and leaves of the huge tree. The sunlight looked so soft and beautiful. Many a lazy afternoon had I spent alone under this old pepper tree when I was growing up, looking up into its twisted branches. It was easy to see that this tree had seen many storms and droughts in its life, and it also looked like much of its new luscious growth had sprouted up out of these broken, twisted places.

Maybe this was the answer. Maybe it was really okay for me to go out and make mistakes, and even big ones, like my dad had said, and get broken and twisted. The breeze picked up, and the tree’s branches began to dance. It felt like the pepper tree was talking to me, singing to me. I smiled and began to breathe more easily.



TWO

Ben Weseloh called to say my truck had arrived. My dad said he’d drive me into town to pick it up. Pulling into the dealership, I instantly spotted my truck. It was the only solid turquoise pickup on the whole lot. I rushed up and leaped into the bed of the truck. I couldn’t believe it! It was even more gorgeous than I’d ever imagined. I jumped out, got into the driver’s seat, and started up the engine—a big V-8. I was careful not to gun it. The salesman, whom we’d known for years, had explained to me that there was a break-in period of five hundred miles before I could really goose it.

My dad paid for the truck in cash and went home. I headed for the beach. I met Dennis Tico by the Oceanside pier. I’d known him since grammar school, when we’d both gone to Saint Mary’s Star of the Sea Catholic School. Tico was really built and good-looking. He’d been voted the best-looking guy by the girls at Saint Mary’s. I showed him my new truck, and he really liked it, but I wasn’t able to find Nick Rorick or Little Richard or John Folting or any of my other friends. Little Richard and John Folting went to a private school, the Army and Navy Academy in Carlsbad, with me. Dennis and Nick and all my other friends went to Oceanside High School, where I wish I’d been able to go. But my brother, Joseph, had gone to the military school and liked it, so my dad and mom decided that I, too, should attend.

I cruised the strand along the beach about half a dozen times, waving at the guys and girls I knew, then headed over to Herb’s drive-in across the 101 highway from the old cemetery to get a Cherry Coke. I ordered a small one because I was on the wrestling team at the Academy and had to keep my weight down. Our coach told us to chew ice if we got thirsty or hungry. At Herb’s I met a lot of people I knew, and some really liked my new truck, but others, I couldn’t believe it, made fun of its turquoise color.

I was just getting ready to leave the drive-in when Little Richard drove up in his cherry-red model-T roadster. Richard was about the coolest guy I knew. He had curly blonde hair and was small and wiry and very strong and athletic. A beautiful girl was sitting right next to him. People said that he looked a lot like Tab Hunter, except better looking. Little Richard and big Ted Bourland, who towered over everyone, were the only non-Mexicans I knew who were tough enough to work with me and the Mexican workers on the ranch. No one, but no one, knew how much guts and strength it took to work in the hot sun out in the fields until they’d actually done it.

“Is that your new truck?” asked Little Richard.

“Yeah, this is it,” I said, proudly. For two years I’d been working and saving my money to buy a pickup. I’d wanted to buy my own vehicle, as my friends had done. But then a few months ago my dad had taken me down to Weseloh’s and told me that he and my mother had talked it over and they wanted to buy me a new car, the way they’d done with my older sister, Tencha. Seeing the turquoise-colored pickup in the brochure, my heart had leaped with excitement, and I’d said yes to my parents’ offer.

Little Richard started laughing. He, like my other friends, had worked for years to buy his vehicle. “But why didn’t you get it in a real color, like black or forest green or cherry red? Nobody drives around in a turquoise-colored truck!” he added, still laughing.

The girl next to him started laughing, too. Several people came around. Most of the local guys who went to the Academy were ostracized by the town kids, but Little Richard was real popular all over town, even though he went there.

“How long have you had it?” asked Little Richard.

“Not long. Maybe an hour,” I said.

“Well, then, maybe you can still take it back and get yourself a real truck.”

Little Richard was a good friend of mine, so I didn’t know what to think or say. Everyone was now grinning and laughing at me. My mouth was as dry as cotton balls. I felt like I was going to cry, but I didn’t want to in front of everyone.

“Bye,” I said. “Good to see you, Richard, but I’ve got to get back to the ranch. It’s just about feeding time.”

“Sorry if I hurt your feelings,” he said as I was leaving. “But really, you can’t go around in a turquoise truck without expecting people to laugh at you.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.

“See you around.”

“Yeah, see you around,” I said, and I drove off.

By the time I passed through the front gates of our ranch, I felt so crushed that tears were running down my face. And there were my parents, up ahead of me on their horses, taking an afternoon ride alongside our lemon orchard. They looked so happy to see me driving in through our big white gates in my brand-new turquoise Chevy. I didn’t want to spoil their day, so I quickly wiped the tears from my face and tried my best to give them a great big smile.

Two days later I took my truck down to L. C. Settle’s body shop, and I asked L. C. to paint it black for me.

“But why?” said L. C. “This is a factory paint job, and it’s brand-new and in good shape. I can’t do a paint job as hot as the factory does, because when the factory does it, it’s just the body. No motor or tires or windows to worry about.”

I nodded. I understood what he was saying, but still I said, “Please paint it. I need it black.”

“Why black?”

“Well, not necessarily black,” I said. “Just any color different than this… this turquoise.” I had to fight back my tears.

“How about white?” he said. “Black is hard to keep clean, and it gets real hot in the summer when you’re working on the ranch.”

“Okay, white then,” I said.

“Does your dad know you’re doing this?” he asked.

I started to lie and nod my head but couldn’t. I shook my head. “No, he doesn’t,” I said.

“Maybe you should talk to him first,” said L. C.

I took a big breath. I’d known L. C. all my life. He was a local cop who ran a body shop on the side.

“Sir,” I said, “I really need to do this on … on … my own. I’m sixteen, you see, and I need to start doing things without going to my dad all the time.”

I took another deep breath. I’d already decided what to do if L. C. wouldn’t paint it without my dad’s permission. I’d simply drive over to Carlsbad or even as far away as Vista and have it done somewhere else.

“Well, all right,” said L. C. “Putting it that way, I’ll do it. But if your dad says anything, you tell him that I warned you. I hate to paint a vehicle that already has a good paint job on it. But you’re a good kid, and you must have your reasons. It’ll cost you $29. I’m not cheap. I do the best paint job in town. You can get a $19 job done just down the street if that’s what you want.”

“I know you’re good. That’s why I came to you first, sir.”

“And I appreciate that.”

The next day I picked up my all-white truck, and feeling really good, I drove into our local drive-in. Little Richard was there with a different girl at his side. The moment he saw me, he started laughing again.

“What in the hell did you do?” he yelled, walking up to me and my truck. “Trade in your new pickup for a milk wagon?”

“No, I had it painted.”

“You had it painted!” he shouted loud enough for everyone to hear. “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know factory paint jobs are baked to the metal? You’ve ruined your truck. Now you can never trade it back in as a new truck.”

I didn’t even wait for the Cherry Coke I’d ordered. I gunned my big V-8, peeling rubber, and drove home as fast as I could. At the gates I took the fork in the road that went up to the barn and I parked my Chevy with all the tractor equipment. I never wanted to see that truck again. Little Richard was right. It did look like a milk wagon. I’d ruined my beautiful turquoise Chevy truck. I’d been the biggest damn fool I knew to have listened to what people thought. I should have just listened to myself, down deep inside, just as my dad had told me to do. I began to cry. I’d failed. I’d really failed!

The following day I called a body shop in Carlsbad—too embarrassed to call L. C.—and asked them if a new paint job could be removed with paint remover. They asked what was under the paint job.

“A brand-new factory paint job,” I said.

“Is it a Chevy pickup?”

The question startled me. “Yes,” I said.

“Are you the Villaseñor kid?”

“What?”

“Aren’t you the one who had L. C. paint your truck over a brand-new paint job?” he asked, laughing. “I’m Ray Chavez. I knew your brother, Joseph, before he went to that military school. He was a good guy. No, not too much can be done about removal. What you’ll probably have to do is paint over it again. What color is it you’d like today?”

I felt devastated. Everyone knew about my stupid pendejada. “No, thanks,” I said. “I was just wondering.”

“Tell your dad and mom hello for me,” he said.

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll tell them,” and I hung up the phone.

My hands were trembling. What a stupid damn fool I was. I’d done exactly what my dad had told me not to. I’d listened to other people’s opinions instead of listening to what I’d felt inside. I’d loved my turquoise Chevy and I’d ruined it. My dad and mother would never have purchased the ranch we lived on if they’d listened to what other people thought. Here I was only a couple of weeks into my sixteenth year and I was already the most confused, stupidest person I knew on the face of the whole earth!




THREE

Then to make matters worse, that same week we were told at the Academy that we had to take a girl to the next school dance. I’d never taken a girl to a school function in all my life. I was terror-stricken. I didn’t know the first thing about how to do this. As long as I could remember, every time I even got near girls, crazyloco things happened. Take, for instance, just three years back when I was in the seventh grade and a girl asked me if I’d like to go to the movies with her on a Saturday afternoon. I knew her. Her name was Mary. She’d come over to ride horses at our ranch with her parents a few times, so I said yes, but that I’d have to ask my mom first.

I did. My mom said okay. So that Saturday I biked over to Mary’s house, which wasn’t too far from the Catholic school of Saint Mary’s on Wisconsin Street, where she and I had gone to school the year before. Mary got her bike, and we rode together to downtown Oceanside. It was a wonderful bike ride, but then getting to the ticket window of the movie house, I didn’t know if I was supposed to pay or if Mary was supposed to pay since she’d invited me. But then, when she just looked at me and didn’t reach into her purse to get her money, I figured that I was supposed to pay for both of us since I was the boy. The tickets cost a fortune— twenty-five cents each—and if I paid for them both, then I’d only have ten cents left and I wouldn’t be able to buy us each a Coke and popcorn. This was when Mary finally reached into her purse and said that she’d buy her own Coke and we could split the cost of one bag of popcorn. I thought this was really great, that she’d figured out what to do so I wouldn’t keep looking like a fool, trying to count my pennies and nickels.

But then in the darkness of the theater, we just couldn’t seem to coordinate our timing and we’d bump our hands together trying to get into the bag of popcorn at the same time. We ended up half ripping the bag and spilling the popcorn all over ourselves. We began to eat the popcorn off our laps. I finished mine first, and she said I could have some of hers. I thought nothing of it, eating the spilled popcorn off her lap. But then she took hold of my hand when I reached for more popcorn and held my hand fast to her lap, right in between her legs.

I got so scared and nervous that my hand began to sweat, but still I had to admit that it felt pretty good to have my hand against her warm legs. We got so hot holding our hands together on her lap that I finally had to get my handkerchief out of my pocket so I could wipe the sweat off our two palms. I didn’t know what was happening. She was having trouble breathing, and she kept pushing my hand in further between her legs. Her hand began sweating even more than mine. She began making tight little sounds, and I began to smell something I’d never smelled before. It was a strong smell, too, a little bit like a saddle that has just been taken off a sweaty horse.

I closed my eyes. My heart was pounding so fast that I was getting dizzy. After that, I don’t remember anything about the movie. All I remember was that when we came out of the theater, it was still daylight, and the sunlight was so bright that it blinded us. My God, it felt to me like we’d been in that theater for a couple of days.

We had trouble getting on our bikes to pedal to her house. We were both dizzy and disoriented. Something crazyloco had happened to us inside the darkness of that movie house. I was feeling so weak and uncoordinated that I had a hard time getting my legs to work right. And she was having trouble pedaling, too.

At her house, she parked her bike next to the garage. We hadn’t said a word all the way back to her house. I walked her up to her front door. She started to go in, but then—I’ll never forget—she turned, closed her eyes, and puckered her lips toward me. I couldn’t figure out what was going on. Did she have something in her eye? Then it dawned on me that she wanted me to kiss her. But I’d never kissed a girl who wasn’t my sister or a cousin, and especially not on the lips.

I drew my face close to hers. I could see that her lips weren’t all sweaty like her hand had been, so it wasn’t disgusting. I closed my eyes and puckered my lips, too, but then when I tried to kiss her, our noses bumped and we hit our foreheads together real hard when we tried to get around our noses so we could get our lips together. The door behind her suddenly opened, and she fell over backwards into her house with me on top of her, and there was her dad with his open newspaper in hand. I was terror-stricken, to say the least, and all the way home I couldn’t stop cussing myself out. My God, things just seemed to get crazyloco every time I was around girls. And why had our hands gotten so sweaty, and why did she have trouble breathing? Had she gotten sick? And why had I felt so dizzy and had a hard time getting my legs to work so I could pedal my bike?

But then about two months later, I got a lot of these questions answered. It happened at Jimmy Wucker’s house, up California Street from our ranch, past the famous rock house, and then around the bend to the left at the top of the hill. Jimmy Wucker’s mother took Jimmy and me and his sister, Karen, into the study and brought out two charts of the human body. Jimmy was two years older than me, and I was two years older than Karen. I’d never seen the human body naked before.

“How old are you?” Mrs. Wucker asked me.

“I’m fourteen,” I said.

“No, you’re not,” said Jimmy. “You won’t be fourteen until next year.”

“Well, yeah, but that’s not too far off,” I said.

“All right, you’re almost fourteen,” said Mrs. Wucker, who was one of the youngest mothers I knew. She was very blonde, just like Jimmy and Karen. Her husband, on the other hand, was a big, dark, hairy guy who hardly ever talked or smiled. He was a doctor who fitted glasses in downtown Oceanside, and he and Mrs. Wucker had met in college.

“You see,” continued Mrs. Wucker, “the human body is very beautiful, and lovemaking is one of the most wonderful experiences of life. Children should be taught about their sexuality just like they are taught how to ride a bike or drive a car. A lot of things can go wrong if we don’t know what we’re doing. For instance, just the simple act of kissing has to be done properly or there can be a lot of confusion. Take the nose. You can’t kiss if you don’t turn your heads sideways or your…”

I suddenly realized what had happened when I’d closed my eyes and puckered my lips to kiss Mary. Her eyes had also been closed, so this was why we’d bumped our noses, and then banged our heads together, hitting the door behind her. And her dad, thinking that someone had knocked on the front door, had gotten out of his chair with his newspaper in hand, opened the door, and that’s when we’d fallen through the doorway with me on top of Mary. I should have kept my eyes open so I could’ve seen that our noses were a problem and turned my face to one side. Then everything would have maybe been okay.

“This is the male sexual organ,” said Mrs. Wucker, pointing to one of the charts. “And this is the female sexual organ,” she added, pointing to the other chart. “As you can see, men and women are built alike in most respects and yet quite differently when it comes to their sexual parts.”

I glanced at Jimmy and Karen. They didn’t seem the least bit embarrassed by what their mother was telling us. Myself, I could hardly look at the pictures, because I couldn’t help it, but… but now I was beginning to imagine Jimmy’s mother naked as she stood alongside the charts, pointing to them. I mean, the way she filled out her blouse and slacks, she looked every bit as beautiful as the nude woman on the chart.

Mrs. Wucker was now telling us about hygiene and washing ourselves properly before we put our private parts together so we wouldn’t develop rashes and strong odors, and especially for girls with their something cycle every month. My eyes opened wide. Boy, this was probably why a girl had given me toilet water on Valentine’s Day in the third grade, so I could wash my private parts. I turned all red.

Now Mrs. Wucker told us that normally it was best if the man was a couple of years older than the girl he married and had some experience, because men developed more slowly than women. But it was also okay if it went the other way and the woman was older and had some experience.

“Like you’re two years older than Karen,” said Mrs. Wucker to me, “so this would be a good relationship, once you two grow up and finish high school and go to college. In fact, one of the main reasons people go to college is to find a mate.”

Karen and I glanced at each other but quickly turned away, we were so embarrassed. I guess that Mrs. Wucker was saying that Karen and I could get married when we got older. But I wasn’t really thinking about Karen. No, I was thinking about Mrs. Wucker and wondering if her private parts were blonde and if she had plans to teach me so I’d have experience before I married.

Then, I couldn’t believe it, Mrs. Wucker now began to tell us about the different positions that people most commonly used while making love. My eyes got wide once again. I’d never realized that people could do it face to face! How embarrassing! I’d always thought that people did it from behind, like horses and cows.

Suddenly I understood where Mary had been putting my hand when we were at the movies and why it had gotten so warm and all sweaty. We were doing it, and I hadn’t even known it. That’s why she’d kept pushing herself back and forth into my hand and started having trouble with her breathing.

I leaped up and ran out of the study, across the kitchen, down the hallway, and out the front door. I ran across the field to the Wuckers’ barn and got my horse and took off for home as fast as I could ride. I’d sinned! I’d really, really sinned, and I hadn’t even realized it! I had to go to confession as fast as I could! I didn’t want to go to hell, in case I died. I’d done it! I really had, and I wasn’t even married!

Jimmy Wucker caught up with me when I was getting to our own stables. He’d come chasing after me on his horse. He wanted to know what was going on. I told him that I had to go to confession as soon as possible. He asked why. I didn’t want to tell him, but I finally did, and he started laughing and telling me that I hadn’t really done it yet.

“You two were just petting,” he said. “You petted hers, but she didn’t even pet yours.”

I nodded. This made a lot of sense. “Then petting isn’t doing it?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

“Oh, then does this mean that Mary is still a good girl?”

“Is that her name?”

I turned a dozen different shades of red. I should never have said her name. “Yes,” I said. “But you’ve got to promise to never tell anyone.”

“Okay,” he said. “And yes, she’s still a good girl. You see, everyone pets,” he added. “It’s just natural. People can even pet themselves.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Not in my family!” I yelled.

“What do you think, that your parents are virgins? Your father and mother petted themselves growing up; then once they got married, they did it all the way or you kids wouldn’t even be here.”

“Well, yeah, maybe so, but my parents have only done it five times, so they could have us five kids. My older brother, Joseph, who died, my older sister, Tencha, and me and my two little sisters, Linda and Teresita.”

Jimmy laughed all the more. “Married couples do it more than just to have kids,” he said, “especially if they’re happy and love each other.”

“You mean like once a year?” I said.

“No, more like several times a week, my mom told me.”

I closed my eyes. I’d never be able to look at Jimmy’s mom in the face again. Now I’d always see her doing it in all those positions she’d shown us. Oh, I couldn’t stand it! I was now sure to go to hell—my mind was so full of all these sinful, awful thoughts. But what could I do?

“Well, maybe so,” I said, “but that’s because your parents are Protestants. Catholics, I’m sure, don’t do it that much.”

“You’ve brought up a very interesting point,” said Jimmy, “because I’ve been reading in National Geographic about some very different sexual practices in accordance with different religious beliefs. But I’d venture to say that Catholics, because of their larger families, probably do it even more often than Protestants.”

I stopped listening. Suddenly I was flashing on all those pictures of large-breasted naked native women in Africa and South America that Jimmy had shown me in one of his National Geographic magazines with the bright yellow border on the cover. Then once more I flashed on his mother standing alongside the two charts of nude people, and she was completely naked as she pointed to the charts, and yes, she had blonde hair on her private parts. I guess that was when I began to fall head over heels in love with Jimmy’s mother. I mean, after that, I’d get so embarrassed every time I’d see her that I didn’t know what to do. She knew so much and was so beautiful. I began to dream of Mrs. Wucker and her charts, and… and of her teaching me all that she knew.



FOUR

The school dance at the Academy was only two weeks away and I didn’t know what to do. Should I invite Karen, Jimmy’s sister, or should I invite Clare, my friend Nick’s sister, whom I’d gone to St. Mary’s with in Oceanside? Or … or should I tell Mrs. Wucker that I loved her and that every night I dreamed of her and invite her to the school dance? Oh, it was so confusing. I was a virgin, and yet my head was so jam-packed full of wonderful, awful, sinful thoughts that I couldn’t invite any girl to the school dance. I mean, we were going to have to wear our white dress pants to the event, and I just knew that if I danced with my date and our private parts brushed against each other, my thing was going to leap out so big that everyone would see my pants sticking out.

My only salvation was to talk to Mrs. Wucker and ask her to please teach me what to do. But what if she said yes, that she’d teach me? Then what would I do? Because the priests told us that sex outside of marriage was a mortal sin, and we’d burn in hell for all eternity! Oh my dear Lord God, I didn’t want any more catastrophes happening to me like what had happened with Mary at the movies. And I couldn’t not invite anyone and just go to the dance alone, because I’d been going to the Academy for three years—since the seventh grade—and I’d never brought a date to any of our dances. I was told that this was it, that I had to bring a girl to the next school dance like everyone else. Otherwise my class would get demerits because I wasn’t participating in extracurricular activities. I felt trapped. But what could I do?

Finally, I decided to invite my friend Becky, who also lived up the hill from us, past the rock house on California Street. Becky and I were pretty good friends, after all, and her dad knew my dad and so probably, just maybe, I wouldn’t get turned down. Plus she was beautiful and had her own horse, so this probably meant that she’d seen her horse do it, so maybe I’d be safe with her because she also didn’t know that people could do it face to face.

I asked her, she accepted, and on the night of the dance my parents and I picked her up in our car—we cadets weren’t allowed to take our own vehicles to school—and she came out of her house in the most beautiful-looking dress I’d ever seen. She looked spectacular! And her eyes were dancing all over the place.

On the way to the Academy we sat in the back seat together, and my parents sat up front. I didn’t know if Becky and I were supposed to sit close together and hold hands or sit far across the seat from each other. I mean, I’d never held hands with a girl since I went to the movies with Mary. But then driving across the lagoon that separated Oceanside from Carlsbad, Becky moved over closer to me and took my hand, which felt really good, but I made sure she didn’t put my hand in her lap. After all, I wasn’t innocent anymore.

Getting to the Academy, my parents pulled up in front of the main guardhouse and told Becky and me that they’d come back for us at midnight. I got out, walked around the car, and opened the car door. I took Becky’s hand to help her out of the car, as we’d been instructed to do at school. We said our good-byes to my parents and went up the walk-way along with all the other cadets who’d come down to receive their dates at the curb.

I’d been taking dancing lessons for a month now, so I wasn’t feeling too terrified as we went up the stairs and into the gym, which had been decorated to look like a ballroom. The dance floor was set up in the middle of the room, and there were tables with chairs along the sides. Punch and soft drinks had been set up on a table by the entrance. Becky wore a pretty little jacket and gloves. We crossed the dance floor to leave her things on a table. As we walked, I noticed that a lot of cadets were looking at my date once she’d removed her jacket. And I could see why. I’d never seen Becky all dressed up before. I’d always known her in Levi’s, boots, and long-sleeved Western shirts. But a few months back, I’d come to see Becky in a whole different light.

We’d been riding our horses along the railroad tracks down by Crouch Street when her mare started acting up. Up on a little hill in front of us, a stallion belonging to our friends the Nelsons could smell that her mare was in heat. He was calling to her in wild, screeching horse calls. Becky’s mare heard him and started going crazyloca, too. This was when her mare suddenly reared up and accidentally hit her in the chest with her neck and head. Becky was almost knocked unconscious. It took all I knew about horses to get that mare to calm down enough so I could get Becky safely out of her saddle and on the ground.

That was when I saw that Becky’s blouse had come open and one of her breasts had popped out. I couldn’t help myself, I kept staring. I’d never seen a girl’s naked breast before, and especially not one this large and up close to my face. Instantly, I swear, without my meaning to, my thing got so big in my Levi’s that I got dizzy and had trouble breathing. But Becky was oblivious to this. Her hands covered her face as she was crying in pain. I reached out to steady her and helped her sit upright on the ground. Then her other breast popped out of her shirt. I lost my breath at the sight of her two great big, juicy breasts and got so dizzy that I had to sit down, too. Her breasts weren’t just huge but mammoth, and I’d never realized that girls’ breasts had such big, thick nipples with a little pinhole in the middle. I guessed that the pinhole was for babies to nurse on and get milk, just like a calf with a cow. I could never look at Becky the same way after that. Just as I used to undress Mrs. Wucker with my eyes every time I saw her, I now started undressing Becky, whom I was sure had to have the biggest, prettiest breasts on any girl or even a grown woman.

Now at the dance and after putting her stuff down, I walked with Becky back across the dance floor to the punch bowl and soft drink area. The place was really crowded, and I was only a sophomore and had no rank, so Becky and I kept getting pushed back in the crowd of cadets and their dates.

“Wait here,” I finally said to her. “I’ll just cut in real fast from the side, get us some punch, and be right back.”

I did just that. And I was gone no more than a minute, but when I came back, Becky was in tears.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Those two guys over there,” she said, pointing to two older cadets, “they spilled their punch on me.”

“What? Was it an accident?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, “it was no accident. They deliberately poured their punch on the front of my dress.”

My heart exploded. I could now see that the low-cut part of her gown that held her breasts was soaked pink with punch. “But why would they do that?” I asked, still not understanding.

“Guys are always making fun of my … my large chest,” she said, crying. “Look, they’re laughing now and telling those other guys what they did to me.”

I turned and saw that the two older cadets were now, indeed, pointing toward my date, and they were laughing. They must have told the other two cadets what they’d done. She was right. This had been no accident. They’d done it on purpose.

My heart began going crazyloco, beat, beat, BEATING! My mouth was suddenly dry, and I was in a rage. I knew these guys. They were seniors and one was a sergeant, but I didn’t give a rat’s ass.

“Come on,” I said to Becky, “I’ll walk you back to our table and take care of this. This will never happen to you again while you’re with me.”

I sat her down with both of our glasses of punch, then walked back across the crowded room. I was so angry I was trembling. There were two of them, and they were both way bigger than me, but working all those years on the ranch baling hay and moving horses and pigs and cattle had made me into a pretty strong, capable guy. I’d joined the wrestling team my freshman year, and I’d beaten a lot of guys who were juniors and seniors. I marched right up to the four older cadets.

“You two,” I said to the guys who had poured their punch on Becky. “We’ve got business outside!”

All four looked at me, and a couple of them started laughing.

“What are you gonna do, spill punch on us?” said one. “Look, it was an accident. Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t want to step outside with us.”

My mouth felt like it was full of cotton balls. I had to keep licking my lips. “I don’t think it was an accident,” I said. “I think you two are such chickenshit cowards that you only pick on girls,” I added, kind of liking how I’d said this. I almost sounded like one of those good guys you saw in the movies defending the heroine’s honor.

“We aren’t chickenshits,” said the other one, laughing. “We just think that you and your cheap date look ridiculous. How’d you ever end up with Big Boobs anyway?”

“Yeah, why don’t you turn Big Boobs over to us older guys who know how to handle a girl like that?” said the first one.

I was going to kill these two guys right on the spot. This was just the kind of talk my dad had told me that son-of-a-bitch soldiers had used when they’d beaten and abused his sisters in the Revolution.

“LISTEN!” I yelled. “Are you two chickenshits afraid of stepping out with me or what?”

This was good. My dad would be proud of me. Also, I’d seen this done in many movies when the good guy had had enough. But on the other hand, what the hell was I supposed to do if they really did come outside with me? Maybe I should’ve yelled a lot louder so somebody on the faculty could hear our ruckus and come over and break us up, because I’d never have a chance against these two big guys at the same time. I should never have brought a date. I should have come alone and let my class get demerits.

“All right, let’s go outside,” said the biggest one.

Oh, shit, I’d really done it! But what the hell, who was I to complain? My dad had had to step up to the plate of manhood when he’d only been ten years old, and I was sixteen. We walked across the room with me leading the way. The whole place was so noisy that no one noticed our argument. My heart was going a million miles an hour. I’d been a fool! What was I, stupid? Going out the side door of the gymnasium, the sea breeze hit me like a cold wall. I was terrified. There were some concrete steps in front of me. As soon as the door closed behind us, I stepped up on the first step so I’d be taller than them and whirled about, screaming at the top of my lungs, taking them both by surprise.

“YOU BASTARDS! I’VE KNOWN THAT GIRL SINCE WE WERE LITTLE KIDS! How would you like to have someone do that to your sister? You ever come near her again and I’ll cripple the two of you for life! AND DON’T THINK I CAN’T! I was raised on a ranch! I’ve got guns and knives and axes and know how to use them, and I’ll bring them with me to school and butcher you two assholes!”

“She’s your sister?” said one, looking slightly concerned.

“No,” I said.

“We’re not afraid of you!” said the other one, not looking concerned in the least. “There are two of us, and we’re both bigger than you!”

“SO IS A THOUSAND POUND STEER bigger than me!” I bellowed, leaping off the step into the face of the one who’d spoken last. “AND I SLAUGHTER THEM!”

Reflexively, he leaped back away from me, and in that instant when they were both stunned, I turned, opened the door, and quickly walked back into the ballroom. I’d done it and it had worked and I’d saved my date’s honor and, also, my father’s words to me had come true. He’d always told me that if you’re scared or outnumbered, just take your enemy by surprise with a scream or a gunshot over his head, because a coward would always back down for a split second no matter how big and brave he pretended to be. It took a very brave, confident hombre to hold steady during a surprise attack.

So this, then, proved that they were, indeed, chickenshit cowards, which I’d assumed because only sick cowards would pour drinks on a girl’s breasts. But my dad had also explained to me that a bluff could only work once, and that was why I’d turned quickly and gone back inside. My dad had told me that he’d seen many a brave man done in by cowards because he hadn’t known when to fold his cards and walk away.

Back inside, I had to take several deep breaths to calm down. Then I quickly walked back across the crowded room. The two cowards had also come back inside. I’d have to keep away from them for the rest of the evening, but give them a hard, strong-looking face every time our eyes met, acting like I’d never been afraid of them in the least.

But when I got to our table, Becky wasn’t there. I looked all around for her. I guessed she’d gone to the restroom to dry herself off. Or maybe she’d gotten so upset that she’d called her father and gone home. And who could blame her?

Then I saw Becky on the dance floor with my friend Nick McLean who was on the wrestling team with me but two weights above me. Nick was one of our best wrestlers, and I could now see that he was also an excellent dancer as he spun around and around with Becky, my date, in his arms. They looked so happy together. This was crazyloco! I mean, I’d just risked limb and life for her, and she hadn’t waited two minutes for me. No, she’d gone off with Nick, my friend, a good guy, and now her eyes were dancing for him with such love as they whirled around and around.

When the dance was over, Becky spotted me and walked toward me with Nick at her side.

“Nick tells me you two are best friends,” she said, holding his hand in her hand close to her private place.

“Well, I don’t know about best friends,” I said. “But we’re on the wrestling team together, and we are good friends.”

“I didn’t know where you went,” she continued, “and Nick was kind enough to ask me to dance.”

“But, Becky, you knew that I went outside to straighten out that mess about your …”

“Let’s not talk about that right now,” she said, cutting me off. “Every-thing is okay. Do you mind if Nick and I dance together one more time?”

What could I say? “Sure, of course, go ahead,” I said. One more dance became another, and another, and now I could see that the two guys, whom I’d taken outside to defend her honor, were laughing at me and really enjoying themselves watching Nick, a very popular cadet, dance with my date, dance after dance. Finally, I went outside and looked up at the stars so I wouldn’t feel like such a stupid damn fool.

At midnight when my father and mother came to pick us up, Becky wanted to know what had happened to me, saying that I’d disappeared so she’d ended up dancing with Nick all night and two of my other best friends. I didn’t know what to say. I’d never realized that I had so many best friends, so I said nothing. I was feeling so confused inside that I didn’t want her to even touch my hand as we rode in the back seat of my parents’ car back to Oceanside.

I didn’t know how to explain it, but Becky just wasn’t very beautiful to me anymore. Something crazyloco had happened to me deep inside when I saw that she hadn’t even appreciated what I’d tried to do to protect her honor. I felt so terrible I wanted to cry. When we got to her house, I got out and opened the car door for her, but I made sure not to take her hand or let her touch me as I walked her to her door.

After that, on the way home, I was so quiet that my parents wanted to know if everything was okay. I said yeah, sure, and as soon as we got home, I went to my room and lay down. This wasn’t how it went in the movies. The good guy always won, and I’d been the good guy—or so I’d thought. Now these two big seniors were going to be waiting for me at school Monday morning to beat the living crap out of me. And what for?

Tears came to my eyes as I looked out my bedroom window. I could see stars in the night sky and I could also see that my dad had been right once again. Even before I’d started kindergarten my dad had explained to me that most men didn’t know beans about choosing the right woman. Yet knowing how to choose the right woman for a wife was the most important thing that a man needed to know.

“Most men are fools,” he’d always tell me, “thinking that a pretty face or a great figure is the answer, but these are small potatoes compared to what is needed to make a home. To make a home, a woman must be smart, strong, cunning, and, above all else, have a good heart. Because without a good corazón, you can’t have trust, and without trust no love can last for long.”

My dad was right. I’d lost all trust in Becky before we’d even kissed. Hadn’t she realized that I’d been her hero tonight, that I’d stood up for her, and that Nick had lied when he’d told her that he and I were best friends? Good friends, yes. But not best. And those other guys who’d danced with her, saying they were my best friends, too, hadn’t she been able to see through all those lies and figure out that they were lying and they’d just wanted to rub up against her big boobs like Nick had done all evening long? Yes, I could now see very clearly that a woman had to be smart and strong to make not just a home but even a date.

“Always watch how a woman treats other women,” my dad had also told me, “especially when they’re working in the kitchen. Is she happy? Does she work with ease? Then watch how she handles her tortilla when she eats her frijoles and guizado. Does she chew her food real good? Because if she doesn’t, she’ll have an angry stomach, and a woman with an angry stomach will always find every fault she can in her husband. Then, most important, notice how a woman behaves when a man walks into the kitchen. Does she change her ways, or does she continue behaving as she’d been behaving before the man walked in? Strong, confident women don’t change their ways. Only weak, confused women get all cute and flirtatious and their eyes begin to dance. This is also why you must learn to study a woman’s eyes and see for whom they dance, because dancing eyes are always a good indication of amor.”

I guess that I’d been a fool. I hadn’t been paying attention to see for whom Becky’s eyes danced when a guy came near her. And why hadn’t I been paying attention? I guess because I’d been hypnotized by her gorgeous eyes and big beautiful breasts. Now I was going to pay the price for my stupidity and get my ass killed on Monday.

When was I ever going to learn that I couldn’t be around girls without everything going crazyloco? Only with Mrs. Wucker did I seem to be able not to screw things up. With her, whatever I said or did just seemed to come out perfect. That night I once more dreamed of Jimmy Wucker’s beautiful blonde mother with the greatest smile in all the world. She was so smart and levelheaded and… and she knew a dozen different positions.




FIVE

I was terrified. It was Monday morning, and I knew the moment I got to school those two seniors would be waiting for me to beat me up. But when I got off the bus, I glanced all around and I didn’t see them. I quickly made my way across campus to my assigned cottage. We, the day students, were assigned to a room with a couple of boarders and were expected to help our fellow cadets get their rooms ready for our first morning inspection.

I was in a cottage with eight other students, and in my room one cadet was from Mexico and another from France. The other students in our cottage were from places like Los Angeles, La Jolla, Pasadena, and Hollywood. They were all talking about the things that had happened after the dance on Saturday night. I couldn’t believe what I heard. They said a lot of dates had sneaked back on campus after the dance. Then I heard that Nick’s date had come back to see him on Sunday, and they’d had a wild time behind the stage in the main building. I couldn’t believe it. Did this mean that Nick had a date of his own and that she’d come back to see him the day after the dance, or did it mean that Becky, my date, had come to see Nick the following day? I wondered if anyone even knew that she’d originally been my date.

These thoughts were racing through my mind as I made my way to my last class of the morning. Then suddenly, coming around a building, there were those two big seniors. They were grinning and there was nothing I could do. I hadn’t been paying attention. They’d caught me flat-footed. And this time I was the one who quickly turned into a coward and got my ass kicked.

In fact, if a cadet officer hadn’t stopped them, they probably would’ve killed me. They were kicking me once they got me down on the ground and telling me that I’d been a stupid fool, that Nick had ended up getting it on with my date just as they’d known was going to happen. The cadet officer who stopped them from injuring me was named O’Brien. He was a captain and one of the toughest, strongest, and also nicest guys in the school. He was from La Jolla, and at the dance on Saturday he’d brought his sister, aunt, mother, and a beautiful date as well. He’d danced the Charleston with his aunt, who was absolutely drop-dead gorgeous and maybe only ten years older than him. He’d seemed so comfortable with himself, dancing with his aunt and date and sister and mother. I would have bet that he really knew who he was and who he wasn’t, and he didn’t keep undressing his date or his aunt in his mind’s eye all the time.

“Do you want to report this?” O’Brien asked me, after breaking up the fight.

I wanted to report it. I really did, but I knew that I’d get it worse later on if I did. Also, if I reported it, then the whole business of my defending Becky’s honor would come out, then everyone and his uncle would know I was the biggest damn fool in school.

“No,” I said, shaking my head, “I don’t want to report it.”

“Okay, but let me tell you two something,” he said, turning back to his fellow seniors. “If you ever harass any lower-class cadet again, you’ll deal with me!”

They quickly cowed down to him. After all, O’Brien already shaved and looked like a fully grown man. I went back to my cottage to wash my face and straighten up my uniform. My roommate Juan Limberopulos, who was from Guadalajara, Mexico, wanted to know what had happened to me. I told him the truth, that I was the one who’d brought the girl with the large breasts to school—the same girl who ended up with Nick.

“And for that these two guys beat you up?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “They beat me up because … because,” I could hardly say it, “I called them outside to defend her honor. They’d deliberately spilled punch on her breasts.”

He started laughing. “And while you were outside defending her honor, Nick picked her up, eh?”

I nodded.

“What honor, you fool?” he said. “Don’t you know that girls with big breasts have got to have it and have no honor because they have extra hormones?”

“You mean only girls with small breasts have honor?”

“Of course. Everyone knows that, you fool! That’s why if you’re smart, you get all the girls you can with big breasts like Nick is doing, but only marry girls with small breasts.”

“That’s bullshit,” said Lamont, the cadet from France who had come into the room. “Women with large breasts have just as much honor as small-breasted women. I know, I’ve had both, and believe me, they were all very honorable!” he added, laughing.

“But doesn’t honor mean that you don’t do it until you’re married?” I asked.

“For girls, yes,” said Juan, “but for us guys, no. We’re obligated to go out and get experience so we’ll know what to do on our wedding night.”

I nodded, trying to figure out how this new bit of information fit into everything else I’d learned so far about men and women. But it was very difficult for me to make sense of this new stuff. Girls and sex and love just didn’t seem to fit together and make sense like things did in chess or math or wrestling. Girls and sex seemed as confusing to me as reading and writing, where the exact same word could be pronounced a whole different way and have a different meaning depending on how it was used in a sentence. I didn’t know what to think. It just seemed to me like the whole world was thinking about nothing else but sex, sex, SEX!

“But, then, what happens to all those girls who we guys get experience with,” I asked my roommates. “Do they find guys to marry, too?”

“Some do, but mostly they don’t,” said Juan, “because they’ve been soiled.”

“Bullshit,” said Lamont. “Doing it before marriage or not doing it before marriage has very little to do with getting married or not. It depends how well the girl dresses and how well she can do it. Some women marry rich, wonderful men after doing it all over the place.”

“You mean it’s not just about doing it, but how well we can do it?” I asked. This was astonishing! I’d never heard of this.

“Aren’t you a much better wrestler now that you’ve had two full seasons behind you?” asked Juan.

He was also on the wrestling team with me, two weights below me. Juan was very muscular and well defined, with a six-pack etched on his stomach. I, on the other hand, wasn’t that muscular-looking but I was much stronger than Juan and had a very good sense of balance, which our coach, a Marine, told us was the most important thing in wrestling or in hand-to-hand combat.

“Well, yes, of course,” I said. “I’m a lot better at wrestling now that I’ve had two full seasons under my belt, but does this mean that we guys are supposed to practice and work out at f… f… you know, doing it?”

I wasn’t able to say the word. They burst out laughing so much that I turned all red and walked off, feeling even more like a fool than before. All that week the talk was that Becky was coming to school every afternoon to see Nick and that they were actually, really doing more than just petting each other’s private parts. They were doing it. They were practicing. And people said that Nick told them that Becky was really experienced and very good at knowing how to do it just right.

I felt crushed.

I felt betrayed.

I felt like such a damn fool! Didn’t anyone know that it was wrong to do it before you got married? I just didn’t know what was going on. I’d always thought that doing it was a great sin and that you’d go straight to hell if you did it before marriage. I’d thought only “bad” girls did it. And yet I knew Becky wasn’t, well, really a bad girl. I’d known her since we were kids, but maybe Juan was right and big-breasted girls just had too many hormones and couldn’t help themselves.

My dad was right once again. For as long as I could remember, my father told me that the relationship between a man and a woman was the greatest of life’s mysteries. That he’d seen many a big tough man become nothing but a little weakling when it came to women and that he’d also seen many a levelheaded woman go crazyloca over a man. And I knew that what my dad had told me was true because just last year a friend of my dad’s, a big, strong-looking man, had killed himself because he hadn’t known how to handle his new wife.

He’d been a very successful real estate broker. His first wife had died, and he’d remarried a younger woman with two kids from a previous marriage. I’d met her. She was a dyed blonde with great big boobs. She wanted him to sign over his beach house and other real estate holdings to her. He’d said no; he had three children from his first marriage and they were going to inherit the wealth that he and his wife had accumulated while they’d been married. His new wife had threatened to leave him, and that was when he came over to see my dad. They’d taken a walk together out to the corrals and were gone for about two hours. When my dad came back home, he was fit to be tied, he was so angry.

“Lupe, he’s a grown man!” my dad had said to my mother as he fixed himself a drink. “A smart man, a tough man, and yet he asked me, ‘What should I do, Salvador?’ Like he had no brains of his own. ‘I’d kick her out immediately!’” my dad said that he’d told him. “Because no man or woman should live under the same roof with someone who threatened them.”

“‘But I love her,’” my dad said, mimicking the real estate man.

“Bullshit!” my dad said that he’d told him. “Love isn’t based on threats or blackmail! You offer her a deal if you want to keep her. Tell her you’ll leave her the beach house when you die but not a penny more, and if she doesn’t like that, then tell her to hit the road!”

“‘But what if she leaves me?’” my dad said his friend asked.

“She won’t! You yourself said that she didn’t have a pot to piss in when you married her. And she’s not that young anymore or that valuable at the marketplace of marriage. Hell, you got a better chance than her to find another woman. You’re smart, you’re good-hearted, and you’re clean and dress well. Shit, you don’t even smoke, so you don’t stink, either.”
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