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Praise for The Madonnas of Echo Park

Pick of the Week, The Boston Globe

“This first novel tells the intertwining stories of three Mexican-American families in the Echo Park neighborhood of Los Angeles, from the 1980s to today. … As the narrators pass the story backward and forward in time, the characters unknowingly bounce off one another like particles in the Large Hadron Collider.”

— The New York Times

 “A revelation … the summer’s most original read … extraordinary. … The novel is richly detailed, offering varying perspectives that collide into a singular narrative from an evolving neighborhood in the shadow of downtown L.A. (Think Gabriel García Márquez fused with Junot Díaz.) … The immigrant experience may very well be the defining narrative of the United States in the 21st century. When juxtaposed against its literary rival, the self-confession, the results can be breathtaking as exhibited by Skyhorse’s startling author’s note at the start of the book. … Powerful.”

—Examiner.com

“Gritty … a bittersweet love letter to the neighborhood [of Echo Park].”

— Los Angeles magazine

“A literary glimpse into the often unseen world of Mexican Americans trying to make it as Americans.”

— USA Today

“The work of a significant new voice, full and rich and richly subtle… . ‘Rules of the Road’ is filled with so much texture and detail and humanity and the kind of weirdness that seems utterly true and believable [and] the rest of the [book is] filled with the same qualities. … Also, for a man, Skyhorse has an amazing eye and ear for the way women talk, look, behave—and think and feel… . Brando Skyhorse’s first book is the real deal.”

—Chauncey Mabe, Open Page, Florida Center for the Literary Arts

“Skyhorse’s control and capability as a storyteller make the story clear, compelling, and meaningful. … Above all, The Madonnas of Echo Park is about people trying to understand why their world is changing… . There is much to marvel at, beginning with Skyhorse’s excellent writing. … Its structure, repeated descriptions, interlocked plot elements, even that metafictional “Author’s Note,” all work to do the most important thing fiction can do: create a complex world in which readers can practice empathy.”

— The Rumpus

“Wonderful … moving, lyrical … a complex, multifaceted portrait of the community [of Echo Park].”

— Washington City Paper

“I really loved this book. Skyhorse successfully finds the voice of such vastly different people and it is all brought together with lyrical beauty, even when he writes about the gritty side of life.”

— Latina-ish

“Social fiction meant to shine a light on the lives of Mexican immigrants and illegals. … The story is bright with description, and dialogue so well-written you can hear it.”

— Winnipeg Free Press

“Told in a series of vignettes so strong and well-written they could be stand-alone stories, The Madonnas of Echo Park centers around the life of one young woman, Aurora Esperanza, as told by the men and women of her east L.A. community. It addresses the issues of immigration and assimilation, of being Mexican and American, and of staying true to who you are and where you come from. Skyhorse has written such a beautiful, poignant and well-crafted novel that I feel compelled to encourage everyone to pick it up and immerse themselves in Echo Park.”

— Inkwood Books Newsletter

“Skyhorse gives life to people on the peripheries of Los Angeles who are often invisible.”

— New York Journal of Books

“Skyhorse devotes a chapter each to a panoply of quirky characters who people the streets, all connecting to a girl caught in the gang wars that ravage the area.”

— Asbury Park Press

“Brilliant. Go buy this book right now.”

—Sewtransformed.blogspot.com

“To embrace a community, to capture its fabric, to syncopate its rhythms, lives, views and experiences is a difficult feat. But Brando Skyhorse manages to do just that with his breathtaking and, at times, soul-churning novel. … Skyhorse [finds] breadth and diversity in Echo Park. … Stories zigzag through the book, introducing lives unique and full, bisecting one another at times, standing at solitary edges at others. … [W]e are carried away by this intricately crafted tale. Taken together, the tales spin around the axis of a few streets yet splinter off into infinite dimensions.”

— Chattanooga Times Free Press

“Vivid… . These are the people we pass every day and never give much thought. Now Skyhorse demands our attention as he deftly humanizes their stories. … Eye-opening and haunting, Skyhorse’s novel will jolt readers out of their complacence.”

— Booklist

“Vivid. … Skyhorse excels at building a vibrant community and presenting several perspectives on what it means to be Mexican in America, from those who wonder ‘how can you lose something that never belonged to you?’ to those who miraculously find it.”

— Publishers Weekly

“First-time novelist Skyhorse offers a poignant yet unsentimental homage to Echo Park, a working-class neighborhood in east Los Angeles where everyone struggled to blend in with American society but remains tied to the traditions of Mexico. … Essential for fans of Sherman Alexie or Sandra Cisneros but with universal appeal for readers who favor in-depth character-centered stories, this is enthusiastically recommended.”

— Library Journal (starred review)

“Brando Skyhorse brings a chronically invisible community to sizzling, beguiling life. . . . With this debut novel, Skyhorse has earned comparison to Sherman Alexie, Junot Diaz and Sandra Cisneros. . . . And like those writers, there’s little danger Skyhorse will be pigeonholed as an ethnic writer: his work is simply too good. . . . In The Madonnas of Echo Park, Skyhorse claims the disparate elements of his life and spins them into gold.”

— The Oregonian

“There are a few reasons you should read Brando Skyhorse’s The Madonnas of Echo Park this year … a fresh … and authentic … writer to shake … controversy through the discerning scrim of first-person fiction. … If timeliness and social relevance don’t sell you on the book, then read it for its beautifully imperfect characters, the wise certainty of its prose, its satisfying emotional heft—the basic things we hope for when we pick up a novel … elegantly written. … The book cleverly expresses the tangled nature of multicultural identity and the physical geography of off-the-grid Echo Park. … The thing about tortuous roads and confusing intersections is that we often find ourselves returning to the place where we started, even when we think we’ve left it forever. And while many of us might see this as a lack of progress or hapless water-treading, Skyhorse celebrates it as a kind of hopeful recovery.”

— The Brooklyn Rail

“[A] potential best-seller. … [Skyhorse] has a way with fiction, as he demonstrates in this lovely debut novel about Mexican-Americans in LA. The engaging storytelling, informed by a keen understanding of contemporary immigrant life, is reminiscent of Junot Díaz and Chang Rae-Lee.”

— Vanity Fair

“Brando Skyhorse writes with great compassion and wit (and a touch of magic) about the lives of people who are often treated as if they are invisible. The stories that make up this novel weave together to create a complex and vivid portrait of a Los Angeles we seldom see in literature or film. The Madonnas of Echo Park is a memorable literary debut.”

—Dan Chaon, author of Await Your Reply

“In its depiction of what amounts to a parallel social universe The Madonnas of Echo Park provides a master class in nonlinear narrative, written with imaginative generosity and emotional precision, poignant, brutal, and refreshingly unsentimental. Brando Skyhorse has what can’t be faked: talent. His book is an understated triumph.”

—Glen Duncan, author of Death of an Ordinary Man and I, Lucifer

“In this gorgeous and suspenseful book, the admirably talented Brando Skyhorse takes his readers to a kingdom that he has made very much his own—Echo Park, California. I loved reading about his richly imagined characters, both Mexican and American, and how their lives intersect with our much more familiar versions of Los Angeles.”

—Margot Livesey, author of The House on Fortune Street and 
Eva Moves the Furniture
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Here. I want you to have this.
 It’s an opening, and you’re welcome.
 It’s a city, and in the palm of the city
is a lake. In the heart of the lake is a wing.
All the people, all the exhaust & sprawl:
it’s perfect. Let them sleep in you
when you sleep. And wake with you,
that you might know them and their streets,
and the light that makes them fall in love,
the light that has always been your light.

—JEFF G. LYTLE



Author’s Note

This book was written because of a twelve-year-old girl named Aurora Esperanza. In the 1980s, before I knew I was Mexican, Aurora and I were in a sixth-grade class of American-born Mexicans and first-generation Vietnamese immigrants, both groups segregating themselves into clusters on opposite sides of the room. This was an awkward arrangement for me, because though I felt I belonged to neither group, my Mexican-ness would peek out every so often from under the shadow of my stepfather’s last name when I rolled a vowel too long in my mouth, or grew coarse tufts of premature facial hair. Emphasizing my “in between” status, a desk chair shortage placed me alone at an oversize table with an obstructed view of the chalkboard and my back to the American flag.

There was a constant tension in the classroom, each group suspicious of the other for conspiratorial hushes peppered with strange, foreign-sounding words that shared jokes, kept secrets, plotted insurrections. We were, however, still kids, and our hunger for the latest fads led us to break ethnic ranks and whisper in a common language of desire. We wanted Garbage Pail Kids and Pac-Man sticker trading cards, packaged with sticks of bone-hard bubble gum you could rub against the pavement to write out your name in pink zigzagged letters, a scent of hot caramelized sugar lingering on the concrete. We wanted futuristic digital watches that blinked out the time in a blood-red neon LCD phosphorescence, as bright as a sparkler strapped to your wrist.

And, of course, we wanted our MTV.

It was the rare child in Echo Park whose family could afford something as frivolous as cable television. Most families had one or two parents working a spread of jobs to support both their kids and their in-laws living under one roof. My family had a different arrangement, but I was as astonished as any of my friends would have been when one afternoon I found MTV installed on my very own television in my room, a present for getting a part-time job as an after-school ESL tutor. I sat twelve inches away from the screen, transfixed for the next seven hours, leaving it on when I went to bed with the sound off like a night-light. The next morning, I spread its legend in Ms. O’Neill’s class, watching the tale jump from Mexican to Vietnamese and from boy to girl, just as difficult a bridge to cross at our ages. You could watch music on television? Yes, and every song has a story, and every story has a happy ending. You could watch Michael Jackson dance whenever you wanted? Yes, and when he walks, each step he takes lights up the sidewalk. Here was a way you could see how the music on our cheap transistor radios looked, these popular songs that throbbed with glamour, desire, and plastic gratification—a reimagining of the American Dream in bright pastels. Our parents didn’t comprehend the words and were fearful that the songs they had fallen in love with growing up would be attached to a language we’d never speak and a country we’d never see.

Right before lunch, Ms. O’Neill intercepted a note I’d written to a table of Mexican boys outlining everything on MTV the night before: girls in short skirts dancing down a street in a conga line; girls with shorter skirts dressed as cheerleaders forming a bright Day-Glo pyramid; girls in bikinis dancing by an open fire hydrant. Ms. O’Neill asked how many of us thought MTV was “cool,” and thanks to my classroom gospel, everyone’s hand shot up. MTV was now our mutual language.

The next day, Ms. O’Neill announced plans for an “MTV Dance Party” in our classroom on the Friday before spring break. There would be those expensive Soft Batch cookies that got gummy and elastic like rubber bands if you left them out for more than a day (making them an impractical purchase for most of us because junk food had to last in our houses), two-liter bottles of Coke and Pepsi (not the generic, white-label, noncarbonated sludge with SODA stamped on its side that we drank at home), and Domino’s pizza. In a neighborhood where takeout was considered extravagant, this was the equivalent of a Roman bacchanal. There would also be music. Each of us was to bring in a record and play it. A number of hands shot up in confusion. What if we didn’t have any records of our own? Borrow them from your brothers, sisters, or parents, Ms. O’Neill said. What if they didn’t have records either? Buy a record you’d want to play. What if we can’t afford to buy one? Buy a single, she suggested, they cost the same as two packs of those gross Garbage Pail sticker cards you’re so fond of. All but one hand went down. Aurora Esperanza’s pink fingernails sparkled as her white cotton blouse sleeve fell back down her arm and curled up against her bare shoulder.

“Will we be allowed to dance in the classroom?” she asked. “Will there be dancing?”

“It’s a dance party,” Ms. O’Neill said. “Yes, there will be dancing.”

Dancing? The boys didn’t like the sound of this. Were we expected to dance with girls? And were Mexican boys to dance with Vietnamese girls? What about Vietnamese boys—would they dance with Mexican girls? Then a more terrifying thought arose: Who would I dance with? By the end of class, I had formed a pact with two Vietnamese boys I had never spoken to before, not to dance with any girl, even if we were asked. There were many other treaties of convenience made that day, as boys and girls who had segregated themselves by race and language throughout the year became unexpected allies in an effort to outsmart our teacher, who was white. Who, we wondered, would she dance with?

*   *   *

In the short weeks between the announcement and the party, every classmate had seen or at least stolen a peek of MTV. Was this because I did the charitable thing and invited friends over to my house to watch? Hell, no. Part of the fun of being a kid comes from having things other kids don’t have and lording it over them. On the playground, I recounted the videos’ story lines with such relish, anyone overhearing me would have thought these on-screen adventures were my own experiences, and in a way, I felt they were. What I hadn’t counted on was my classmates’ determination to see these videos for themselves, no matter the cost or inconvenience. Distant and more prosperous Vietnamese relatives, who lived in actual houses (not one-room box apartments) as far away as El Monte, had their remote controls hijacked. Mexican girls took the bus together to the Valley, racing through the Glendale Galleria to the electronics section of JCPenney. With each passing Monday, the MTV circle widened, and with it my reign as the “MTV King” diminished until the day of the party, when the two poorest boys in the class, twin brothers who alternated their clothes in an effort to project a larger wardrobe (the stains gave them away) were what remained of my empire.

The bare turntable wobbled in slow circles like a drunk uncle at a quinceañera in search of a young girl’s ass to grope. Hands rustled in peeling vinyl backpacks, plastic supermarket bags, and cheap store-brand three-ring binders, a shassh of ripped-open Velcro fasteners as 45 records poked out from snug butterfly folders. While I had agreed not to dance, I didn’t want to fail an assignment, so I bought Michael Jackson’s Thriller. Its $9.99 price tag embarrassed me, the large record sitting on my desk like an arrogant boast; many of the other students had brought ninety-nine-cent, seven-inch singles from Thriller, each priced with a distinctive blue El Tocadisco sticker. El Tocadisco was a local discount barateria that sold Spanish music but reserved a small section at the front of the store for American pop stars. (It had occurred to no one to bring in a Menudo album, or any other kind of music. There was a tacit understanding among Mexican and Vietnamese kids alike that MTV music meant American music, and American music meant English men with keyboards, white women with big hair, or Michael Jackson.) Thriller had been out for over a year, but kids here didn’t have a lot of disposable income, meaning pop culture filtered through in spurts. Our teacher grimaced as she collected copies of “Beat It” and “Billie Jean.” The boys nodded to each other in smug conspiracy—there would be no dancing today.

When Ms. O’Neill asked Aurora where her record was, she pulled from a torn grocery store bag a rainbow-sequined vinyl record case. A velvet sash strung around a plastic rose clasped the top of the box, which flipped open to reveal an alphabetized selection of 45 singles. Ms. O’Neill unsheathed each record from its wax paper sleeve with delicate fingertips, the girls ooohhhing and aaahhhing over the case’s delicate satin lining and the number of singles the case contained. Ms. O’Neill counted over fifty, plenty for an afternoon dance party. She asked the class to give Aurora a round of applause for sharing with us something so important to her. Girls both Mexican and Vietnamese burst into squealing chant-cheers, something you’d hear on the playground before a fight, while the boys smacked their hands together like we were trying to smother fires in our palms.

“Aurora,” Ms. O’Neill said, “why don’t you pick the first song?”

She walked across the room in an outfit that matched her record case—a tight red fringe blouse with poet’s sleeves and a tie-string bow across her budding chest along with tapered black jeans that hugged her curved thighs (up to that point, girls had been stick figures, straight lines wrapped in corduroy) and matching black platform sandals. Her face had a thin dusting of powdered-donut-white foundation to cover her chicken pox scars; her eyelashes were etched into her face like fiery black sunsets. I was attracted to her, though I didn’t know what attraction was yet, and because I could think of nothing we shared in common—not one friend on the playground, not a single family acquaintance who shopped or did laundry with an acquaintance of her family’s—I hated this feeling.

When she approached the record player, the boys fire-drill sprang out of their chairs. The girls, sensing some sort of new, significant moment, skirted the edges of the classroom and formed a rigid semicircle, cutting off any chance of escape. My two coconspirators had sandwiched themselves with about ten other boys into a far corner, leaving nowhere for me to stand but right in front of a firing squad of giggling twelve-year-old girls.

Aurora slid a 45 out of her case and in one graceful motion popped a plastic yellow “spider” in the center of the record and threaded it onto the turntable’s spindle. When you play a record, there’s that brief anxious moment of silence when the needle crackles but the music hasn’t started. This was the kind of silence you could tear apart by making an obscene noise, setting off a laughing seizure so uproarious that Ms. O’Neill would lose control of the class, or by doing something catastrophic like wetting your pants, but that meant you’d risk being the object of a ritualized humiliation so vicious, moving to the next grade level wouldn’t stop it. The boys waited in anticipation of who would be brave enough to make that fart noise or trickle “fear piss” down his legs.

Madonna’s “Borderline” began to play. This was a new song, Aurora bragged, which, along with her opulent record case, meant that her parents must have been as “rich” as my parents. (There was a real low bar for “rich” in Echo Park.) I recognized the song from MTV. Part of the video for the song had been filmed in the neighborhood, and because of its story line (Mexican break-dancers, Latin boyfriend, Madonna’s girlfriends dressed in retro chola girl outfits complete with drape coats, baggy pants, and hairnet caps), I believed Madonna was a Mexican.

The girls swayed their hips to the soft, synthesized tinkle that opens the song, then nodded their heads an inch to the left, an inch to the right (the way the Muppets dance on TV) to the syncopated beat, before singing along with the chorus. The circle on the girls’ side tightened in anticipation of the first dance. Ms. O’Neill leaned down to Aurora, and after a quick consultation both nodded their heads in agreement. Aurora strode across the circle and placed her hand on my shoulder.

“This is Madonna,” she said. “Come and dance with me, Brando.”

There was an audible gasp as her fingers traced a line down my shirtsleeve and clasped my hand. Was it too late for me to make an obscene noise or wet my pants? The girls leered with confidence; Aurora’s boldness had made them aware for the first time how powerful a girl their own age could be. So much change was possible in so short a time. I looked to the boys for some sort of help, an intervention, one good idea to get me out of this. They stared back hypnotized in defeat, the way men look when they have played their last, failed excuse. I could sense the walls of the room sliding together, two sides of a V closing shut, our bodies interlocking, our differences now irrelevant. It was simple as following Aurora’s lead.

I shrugged her hands off me.

“I can’t dance with you,” I said. “You’re a Mexican.” It was a moment I’d rehearsed with my mother, but the word Mexican caught on the roof of my mouth like a stutter. It was the hard x—the same consonant that degrades the word sex.

“What do you mean?” She laughed, her shy smile saying, You cannot be serious.

“You are a Mexican,” I said, loud enough for the entire class this time. “I can’t dance with you.”

Aurora kept smiling, but her eyes focused on the chalkboard, evaporating me in a glance.

Madonna continued to play. Ms. O’Neill lunged at Aurora and pulled her into the circle. While they danced, the crowd relaxed and bunched into the segregated clusters we knew so well. My two useless cohorts emerged from the corner and patted me on the back. A couple of Vietnamese girls came with them, their satisfied smiles making me blush. They couldn’t tell for sure whether Aurora, with her excellent command of English and British band names etched in ballpoint onto the cover of her denim blue three-ring binder, was a “real” Mexican (real as in a chola), but they were sure that Aurora’s best friend, named Duchess, was. While we talked, a group of Mexican boys teased me in a singsong mock-Chinese. The boldest of the bunch asked Aurora to dance with him, which she did. I watched them in silent fury, like a lost man watches the horizon.

The school bell ended the party. Ms. O’Neill called me over to her desk and asked Aurora to stay after class. She was on the other side of the room, shoulders hunched, putting her records away as fast as she could.

“You did a terrible, terrible thing today, Brando,” Ms. O’Neill said. “Why would you say something like that?”

“I don’t know,” I lied.

“Well, I think you owe Aurora an apology.”

“Okay,” I said.

We turned to see a door slamming the way it does in a vacuum. Ms. O’Neill raced out of the classroom, shouting “Aurora! Aurora!” until her voice cracked.

When Ms. O’Neill returned, she said, “You’ll apologize first thing after break.”

I spent vacation in my hot, airless bedroom in self-imposed exile, not leaving my house for fear of seeing Aurora at the bus stop or on my way to the supermarket or, worse, running into Duchess, who I believed was on the lookout to beat me to a bloody pulp (this being, at the time, the worst thing I thought a gang member could do to you). Playing on an endless loop on my bedroom television was MTV. I saw the “Borderline” video several times a day for a week. At some point in the video, there was a close-up of Madonna’s face that would melt, time-lapsed, into Aurora’s face, staring at me with that same hollow look I saw when I rejected her, betraying an emotion beyond disgust or contempt—it was a look that said I didn’t exist. I’d recognize this look more and more as I grew older, in places both private and public, for reasons both explicit and unspoken, and once you’ve been  seen through in this way—once you have been made transparent—
no amount of physical pain matches the weight of invisibility.

When we returned from break, I told Ms. O’Neill that I hadn’t forgotten about what I’d done at the dance and was ready to apologize to Aurora, even if I had to in front of the class. She said that wasn’t necessary but was proud of how determined I seemed. The bell rang, and we took our seats in the castes we had arranged for ourselves and felt comfortable with. Aurora’s chair was empty. Ms. O’Neill asked if anyone had seen her during the break. No one had.

A week later, her name was no longer called in roll. I asked Ms. O’Neill what had happened to her.

“Aurora won’t be coming back,” she said.

“Then how am I going to apologize?”

“You’ll have to find another way to do it.”

Twenty-five years later, I think I have found my way, in the book you’re reading now. This is the story of Aurora Esperanza and why she disappeared, told through the people of Echo Park who ultimately led me back to her. And while I’ve changed some details to protect those who drifted in and through this project over the duration of its writing, these are their real voices. I want to add that everyone in this book insisted he or she was a proud American first, an American who happened to be Mexican, not the other way around. No one emphasized this more than Aurora. I am a Mexican, she said when I caught up with her, but a Mexican is not all that I am. To my surprise there were no hard feelings, and as we joked about that day (“I shouldn’t have picked a Madonna song!”), she was gracious enough to ask about my mother’s attempts to raise me as someone other than a Mexican in a curious rather than an accusatory way.

“I don’t blame her,” she said. “I must confess—and I guess this is a confession—why would anyone want to be a Mexican in this country at a time like this?” I understood what she meant. When writing this book, originally called Amexicans, there was such a vitriolic fever against illegal immigration (translation: Mexicans) that it made me grateful I had an Indian last name, and ashamed that I felt grateful.

Aurora, if you are reading this (it wasn’t clear during our talk that you would), I have a confession of my own: I’m ready to dance with you. I’m ready to lace my still too-small-for-a-man fingers around your waist, ready to smell cotton-candy-scented shampoo in your long, black, curly hair as we sway our close but not touching hips to the beat of a song decades out of time. I won’t offer an apology, because you didn’t want one then, and I’m sure you have no need for one now.

I’m ready to dance with you, Aurora. I hope you understand why I need to say that to you here, in this way: because a work of fiction is an excellent place for a confession.

—B.S.



1

 Bienvenidos


We slipped into this country like thieves, onto the land that once was ours. Those who’d never been here before could at last see the Promised Land in the darkness; those who’d been deported and come back, only a shadow of that promise. Before the sun rises on this famished desert, stretching from the fiercest undertow in the Pacific to the steepest flint-tipped crest in the San Gabriel Mountains, the temperature drops to an icy chill, the border disappears, and in a finger snap of a blink of an eye, we are running,
carried on the breath of a morning frost into hot kitchens to cook your food, waltzing across miles of tile floor to clean your houses, settling like dew on shaggy front lawns to cut your grass. We run into this American dream with a determination to shed everything we know and love that weighs us down if we have any hope of survival. This is how we learn to navigate the terrain.

I measure the land not by what I have but by what I have lost, because the more you lose, the more American you can become. In the rolling jade valleys of Elysian Park, my family lost their home in Chavez Ravine to the cheers of gringos rooting for a baseball team they stole from another town. Down the hill in Echo Park, I lost my wife—and the woman I left her for—when I ran out of excuses and they ran out of forgiveness. Across town, in Hollywood, I lost my job of eighteen years when a restaurant that catered to fashion and fame found its last customers were those who had neither. And my daughters, they are both lost to me, somewhere in the blinding California sunshine.

What I thought I could not lose was my place in this country. How can you lose something that never belonged to you?

“Bienvenidos! You are all welcome here,” announces David Tenant from the flatbed of his mushroom brown GMC pickup truck in the parking lot of the Do-It-Yourself Hardware store on Sunset Boulevard in Echo Park. He says this to the regulars, and to those who won’t be back because the work is too hard or the pay too small or they will have been deported or they will have moved on, to Salinas, San Diego, Phoenix. There are hundreds of parking lots in Los Angeles like this one, and thousands of men like me standing in them, waiting for a good day’s wages. That day doesn’t come around too often now because construction jobs are in short supply, but today, the first dry, chilly morning to break through a week of rain, Tenant’s looking for men, and if I’m lucky, I could make a hundred dollars for a ten-hour day.

A restless crowd of thirty to forty men undulate around Tenant’s truck, our hunger for work an octupus’s tentacles swallowing the vehicle into our mass of bodies. The younger men, punching buttons on their ancient cell phones, swarm the front, while the grandfathers are hunched over in devotion or exhaustion in the rear. Tenant leaps up on a set of crates, raises his arms as a conductor readies his orchestra to begin a symphony, and cocks a boot atop the tailgate.

“Who’s here to work?” he shouts.

We raise our hands and yell, “Me, señor!”

He scythes the air with his palms, casting a line in the direction he wants men from and pulling them from the crowd into the flatbed. The chosen men stride past us, hoisting themselves into the pickup in ascension. Any man who fakes being picked is tossed back into the sea; any man who refuses to leave the flatbed has to deal with Tenant’s son Adam, a squat, muscular former security guard and current aspiring actor who sits in the cab shouting into his cell phone until he’s needed. He’s been an extra in a number of horror films with Roman numerals in their titles and comes to help his father after the late-night shoots wired on meth and coming down on coffee, his thick biceps coated with what he says is real Hollywood movie blood.

Men materialize in the parking lot as fast as they disappear into the back of Tenant’s truck. They come from a nearby alley, where they smoke weed and piss against the wall, or from the liquor store, fresh from checking their lottery numbers, or with forty-ouncers. Preachers have been here before to save us, but most of these men want the sermon that comes out of a bottle.

Tenant waves his arms in front of himself with a magician’s swipe, his quota satisfied. “No más!” he shouts. “But we’ll be back.” The pickup jerks the dozen laughing and singing men in the back like bobble-head dolls as it speeds out of the parking lot and turns onto Sunset Boulevard.

We are left with our bodies coiled, smoldering, cursing our luck, waiting for the next pickup truck to approach, which could be anywhere from a few minutes to several hours. It’s an erratic schedule better suited to a younger man, but when a boss like Tenant, who is in the business of supplying trabajadores to job sites throughout the city, says he’s coming back, it’s worth it to wait.

When I started as un trabajador, the bosses could tell I’d never done any outdoor work. And knowing English on top of that? I was lucky to last a day. They liked men fresh from the border, not a forty-plus-year-old man who’d worked most of his life in a restaurant but whose opportunities for a living wage had vanished, undercut by busboys pooled from the very men I now jostled alongside. They could mold these young mojados, push them harder and pay them cheaper. When the jobs dried up, though, my demeanor and reliability became assets.

The sun disappears behind a swath of clouds, darkening the street, when Diego arrives wearing a black Dodgers cap, smoking a cigarette, and holding a cup of coffee. He’s many gray hairs away from forty, but we’ve been drawn together because he likes to talk and there’s nothing else to do while waiting for a job except brag or listen. He drifted here from Mobile after a spree of murders targeting Mexicans in trailer parks. The murderers used baseball bats and, in some cases, machetes. Police blamed Colombians, though Diego insisted it was a meth-dealing white supremacist gang, and for that insistence he had to leave town fast. He sent his wife and four kids money working his way west, but by Albuquerque there was nothing left to send home. His expenses include smokes, whiskey, and underground taxi dancing bars where you can dance with women in lingerie or bikinis for ten bucks, grind on them against a wall for twenty, get a hand job for fifty, or take them home for three hundred (the term women is misleading; the girls at the bars we frequent in East L.A. are either teenagers with developing chests and acne dotting their cheekbones or haggard abuelitas with rubber tread marks around their flaccid bellies and breasts).

I never question the holes in Diego’s story because he’s honest company. He doesn’t wolf-whistle, grope, or lunge at the Catholic schoolgirls when they walk by, doesn’t brown-bag forties for breakfast, doesn’t sell his drugs in front of me, and most important, he doesn’t push, shove, or jostle to get chosen for a job. There’s a civilized, dignified air in his approach to being un trabajador, and while he mentions no plans to change his day-to-day life, this is a condition he says—most of us say—is temporary. Ask any man why he’s here, and you’ll get the same answer: What else can I do?

An SUV with tinted windows creeps into the parking lot. Its stop-start approach marks them as first-timers. Nobody wants to take a job from a new boss. All the young men—those who have a choice—know it’s not worthwhile. The pay’s miserable (six or seven dollars an hour instead of the usual ten), and they think they’ve rented a slave instead of hired a housepainter. During the day, they’re the ones ordered around. Out here, they get a taste of being in charge and get drunk on it. If you’re not careful, a simple driveway paving job can turn into a landscaping job, a garbage collection job, a disposing of paint cans job, or a “suck my dick, maricón” job, and you’d better do it for the same fee you negotiated for one job because, really, who are you going to complain to? That’s why you need to be smart about whose truck you get into. Get into the wrong one and you’re broke, deported, or dead.

If you don’t have a choice, like these men out here in their sixties who still wear cowboy-style straw hats with brims instead of baseball caps and long, dark dress slacks coupled with funeral dress shoes instead of jeans and sneakers, you risk what’s left of your body. You know it’s not worth much to a white man who needs a roofer, but it may be worth something to a Chinese lady who needs her lawn weeded. Slow and feeble, “los hombres del país viejo” can’t be picky.

“Tenant pick up his first crew?” Diego asks.

“About a half hour ago.”

“First sunny day we’ve had in a while.”

“He said he’d be back.”

“Man of his word,” Diego says. “Bad trait in a gringo.”

“I don’t mind a man who’s honest.”

“Hate honest bosses. Honest men are bullies.” He motions to the old men hunched around the SUV with his coffee. “Look at that,” he says. “Why do they still come out here?”

“They’re not that much older than I am,” I say.

“You look young, though. You can lie about your age.”

“Too many lies. I can’t keep track.”

“I’m lying less these days,” Diego says, “but I don’t want to make it a habit. When was the last time you got something for telling the truth?”

Tenant’s pickup truck rattles into the parking lot. Diego taps my shoulder, and we walk (never run, Diego says, and never look too eager or out of breath) over to the gathering crowd, twice as large as before.

“Who’s here to work?” Tenant shouts.

“Me, señor!” we shout back. It’s a revival out here, and we let the spirit of potential employment move through us. The young men bounce up and down pogo-stick style while the older men wave their arms back and forth in the air, swooning as each man is chosen. Diego and I move to the front as Tenant picks his men. Both of us are careful not to jostle or ram up against the younger men, twenty-year-olds who will punch an old man in his remaining teeth if they think a boss will see them better, nor do we huddle with the older men, who cluster together to protect themselves from the more aggressive guys. Tenant picks Diego, and as I try to follow into the flatbed behind him, Tenant waves his arms and shouts, “No más!” As we shamble away, one of the twelve men in the pickup starts coughing. Diego mouths for me to wait. The man throws up on himself, coating his jeans and his shirt with a sticky pool of undigested alcohol and tendrils of bloody vomit.

Tenant leans over and pats him on the shoulder. “Can you stand up? Adam, come here and help this man out.”

Adam hefts him out of the pickup. Tenant looks at the greasy pool and then down at me. “If you don’t mind sitting in vomit . . .”

The site is a teardown in Angelino Heights, one of the oldest neighborhoods in Los Angeles, and overlooks Echo Park Lake. Rows of three- and four-story Victorian-era homes, restored to turn-of-the-century condition, have been selling for a couple million dollars each, while those houses that are too far gone are torn down and rebuilt from scratch to resemble “old” houses using a mix of new materials and relics salvaged from other gutted teardowns. Three historic Victorian mansions that could have fit thirty homeless families have been demolished for a new modern, Victorian-style house, a potential several months of steady work if the bank’s financing doesn’t fall through. Diego gathers this information for us piecemeal. Any of the men on the site could have passed on all the information, but no one here wants anyone else to know too much about a job site out of fear it could give them an advantage in getting attached as a regular.

Some of these men resent me sliding into another man’s spot, though that spot’s covered in vomit; they shift away or don’t look at me. A couple of young boys who tell us they’re from Jalisco say that they’ve never seen anyone get picked for a job like that before. It’s a bad sign, and one of them crosses his chest, saying either the Virgin Mary or the Devil must be looking out for me. “¡Tiene que ser la Virgen María!” Diego shouts, “Pucha, ¿qué hace sentado en su mierda?” The rest of the men laugh until Adam’s fist on the glass divider shuts us up.

We’re ordered out of the truck at the dead end of a street that fetal-curls into a construction lot near a large Victorian house on the opposite corner, which will be dwarfed when, or if, this new house is finished. The lot pours onto a jagged hillside that men are excavating with pickaxes and shovels. Tenant talks to his black foreman, Adam lays out the tools, and we spend more time standing and waiting for others to make up their minds about where they want us, and for how long. Debris from the old houses has been hauled away, and we’re sent to different parts of the new house’s foundation outlines—prepping plywood, digging trench for pipes, mixing concrete—to begin.

I’m given rolls of nine-gauge chain-link fence to enclose the job site. I take some measurements, then gouge deep holes into the ground with a posthole digger, a mixture of what Tenant calls “soft” and “hard” work that allows me to float between Tenant’s men and the trabajadores, earning me the nickname malinchista—traitor. Diego leads off some teasing (“Mexicans are supposed to cut through fences, not build them!”) that helps the men feel more comfortable about me being trusted with such a specialized (no heavy lifting) and suspicious job. It’s a tricky thing to build a fence around a site of trabajadores; I make my calculations away from the other men—they hate anyone who uses pencils and clipboards—and when I set down the marking stakes and line posts, I stand on the inside of where the galvanized fence will be. It’s more difficult this way, but I do it to demonstrate that we’re working on the same side of the land.
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