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To my parents,

SALVADOR and LUPE VILLASEÑOR,

after ten years of writing and 260 rejections—my first one!

Thank you, Papá and Mamá!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In rereading Macho!, I found out that I’m not the same person who wrote that book twenty years ago. I thought of rewriting parts of it—feeling almost ashamed of some sections. But then I got to thinking, hell, the ’60s were the ’60s and that’s who I was then, so I’m not going to change it. It’s rough and sometimes sings as badly off key as Bob Dylan—he was no Joan Baez, believe me—but what it says is still important.

Thank you.

Con gusto,

Victor Villaseñor


MACHO!

macho: n sledgehammer; anvil bank; square anvil. || adj. masculine, vigorous, robust; || n jack, male animal; he-mule, he-goat; masculine plant, rice seed with husk (commonly used in reference to a hardworking man who’s responsible and keeps his word no matter how difficult)



 BOOK ONE

All around, the ground was warm, almost hot, even in the cool of the night. It was the time before the earth-trembling birth of a volcano.


In 1943 in the flat cornfield of a Tarascan Indian, some smoke began rising. A spiraling column. The Indian and his son and their team of oxen watched. The ground shook and a great explosion erupted. They ran in fright to the local priest. The priest and many locals came, and they began to pray for forgiveness. But still the exploding fire continued, and the lava came glowing red and yellow like molasses . . . and was later measured at 1,994 degrees Fahrenheit one mile from the erupting volcano.

The locals dug a ditch and prayed some more, but still the slow, heavy lava came. They moved back, dug again, and prayed again. But still the lava came, and in one week it formed a cone five hundred feet high and covered an area of five square miles. The volcano was named el monstruo and forced four thousand Tarascan Indians from their homes. And, with the wind, it sent a cloud of black ashes to another valley one hundred miles away. And in this other valley, the people witnessed the day turn dark with falling snow of blackness, and they ran to the church and remained inside for days, praying and mourning the end of the world.

Later, when their priest got word of this new volcano, he explained in terms they might understand and the people believed . . . and went out and found their valley as black and smooth and shiny as water. They didn’t know what to do; this had been their valley for farming, and now it was covered with blackness. They began having hunger.

Years later a first son was born, and he knew nothing of the now-dying volcano. He knew nothing of the scientists and tourists who came to the area of Paricutín—now the volcano’s official name—one hundred miles away. He knew nothing about the new roads put in by the Mexican federal government. He knew nothing about the new power plant and scientific experiments being done in Mexico by the USA. He was a Tarascan, born one hundred miles away, and all he knew was that in the valley there was a lake of evil where children were not allowed to play.

Then one day his father came home all excited. That black, evil lake was God-sent! An old man had found out that the volcanic ashes enriched the earth. The boy watched his father and mother; they were so happy, and that night they ate much. Even a little meat.

Now the boy was big . . . and the ashes had long ago been plowed under, and those wondrously rich crops of the valley were gone. And for the last few years, strange clouds had been coming in the wind. Man-made. Invisible. Down the valley from the experimental grounds. And now there was famine. Not just hunger. These man-made clouds did not enrich. They killed—bugs and birds and water; and now, children die and fathers cough much, get drunk, and mothers pray, and a few, but very few, try harder than ever before . . . to survive.

Nearby stands the peak of Mount Tancítaro—12,014 feet—and there it holds . . . giving witness to the last part of the twentieth century.



ONE


They, the family, lived in a house with the walls made of sticks. The sticks were tall and thin and tightly tied, one right next to the other with clay slapped between them. The roof was of palm leaves, and the roof and the walls were good—good against the wind and rain. In this mountainous area of Michoacán, Mexico, such a house was called a jacal.

The eldest son awoke. He slept on the ground in the small third room with his seven younger brothers and sisters. He lay by the outside wall where the clay had eroded from between the sticks and the wind blew in and the light shone through. He looked out the long crooked crack and saw that the arado—the plow, the group of stars called the Big Dipper—said it was time to get up and go to work.

He got up, already dressed, picked up his sombrero, huaraches, and heavy poncho, and went out to the overhang of the roof. There, with no walls, was the kitchen. He saw his mother, squat and dark and old before her time, and she was busy with the fire. He put on his heavy raw wool poncho and nodded to her, not saying a word, and went out behind to the chickens and goats. He got his father’s one-eyed horse. He talked to the big sorrel gelding as he saddled him with the old wood saddle, and the horse knew him and was well at ease. Then he tied down the cinch, made of wide grass rope, and checked everything over and hoped the saddle would last a few more rides. At one time this had been quite a good saddle, but now most of the leather strappings were gone and it was falling apart—falling apart like this big hut that had three rooms and at one time had been the envy of all the poor people of the pueblo. Three rooms. Almost unheard of. One big supply room for the family’s maíz, frijol, calabaza, garbanzo, and chile. Another room for his father and mother. And a third room for the children. And then, lastly, a lean-to for an open-room kitchen had been added by his father, who at that time had acquired fame for being a workman.

He led his father’s big red horse around to the front of the once-proud jacal. He went under the lean-to and said, “And Papá?”

“He is sick,” said his mother, handing her son, Roberto, a jarro de canela and a plate of galletas, which had lately become very popular in the pueblo. “He came home late and is very sick. He will not be able to go with you now.”

The young boy looked at his mother, said nothing, and nodded. Then he squatted to drink his boiled cinnamon bark from the jarro and eat his crude animal cookies. He asked nothing more about his father. His mother grew nervous.

“Roberto?” she said. “He will meet you in the fields when the sun is chest-high. He will. I’m sure. It’s just that he is sick right now.”

He continued to say nothing and finished his jarro de canela and animal galletas, then stood up. He was a head taller than his mother. And because his father was so often sick from drinking, for nearly a year Roberto, not yet eighteen, had supported the home.

His mother, Jesusita, handed him his hollowed squash for water, a guaje, and three tacos made with beans and wrapped in leaves of corn husks. She kissed him and said, “Take care and go now . . . you are the eldest.”

He nodded—he’d been hearing this story all his life—and went out and mounted the big one-eyed gelding, and rode through the little pueblo of houses with gardens and chickens and pigs and goats, and was out of the valley and in the foothills by the mountain before the first cock crowed.

•   •   •

The pueblo was a village of the old style, and the young were to respect their elders no matter what. In fact, if a man hit a neighbor’s boy and this boy was foolish enough to go tell his father, his father would whip him once again and go thank his neighbor.

And so last month when Roberto was made foreman, with older men under him, not only did the men under him begin to hate him but also rumors began throughout the pueblo that Roberto had sold his soul to the devil, and that was why he was getting ahead. 



TWO


There on the mountain Roberto began his work. His work of hunting the oxen that he had put to pasture the night before. He found them and called them each by name.

“Hey! White Pigeon! Hey, you, Billy-goat! Hey, you, Blackbird! Come, you no-good lazies! It is time!”

The bueyes understood who it was, so they obeyed and began their daily walk down the mountain to the fields to go to work. In the valley there were two new water channels. The federal government had put them in to bring water from a small brother-river of the great father-river of the Lerma. These channels were wide and deep, and the men of the pueblo had put logs with clay slapped between them to make bridges. Roberto now moved the bueyes toward one of these bridges. The bueyes didn’t like it, but Roberto pushed them and called their names, and they trusted him and so they crossed. One, then two, then all the others. Twenty head in total.

Roberto lifted his sombrero and looked to the sun that was just becoming visible. He was on time.

The bridge rattled. Then one log moved a little, and the clay broke from between the logs. Roberto’s horse shied, and off the bridge they went. Roberto hit the flat, hard water with a scream of pain and went under with the one-eyed horse on top. Roberto fought and pushed but couldn’t get free. He pushed down deeper and then away to the side and strained upward. He broke the surface and breathed. Deeply. He felt a stab of pain in his side but saw his horse struggling; so he forgot his own pain and swam to the big gelding. He grabbed him by the bridle and worked him upright. He put his own heavy, wet poncho over the horse’s head and made him completely blind. He mounted and began swimming the horse down the channel.

He was wet and cold and had no poncho, but he never once thought about his own discomfort. He felt it—yes, of course—but he didn’t think about it. No, he just mumbled prayers instinctively and thought about the oxen and the ten men who waited for him so that they could start work. He swam the horse until he found a place where the steep walls lessened. He unblinded the horse, got off, climbed the bank, and pulled the horse up. The horse leaped and fought and fell three times. Finally he made it up.

Roberto looked at the sun. It was chest-high off the ground. He was late. He mounted quickly and began to run the horse. He was on the wrong side. He would have to cross the bridge once again. At the bridge, he turned the horse away and blinded him. Then, saying a few quick prayers, he turned to the bridge and bolted him across. He unblinded the big gelding and took off running and in moments was with the oxen. There were only sixteen. Two teams were missing. In each team one of the oxen was green, unbroken. Roberto made his hand into a fist and raised it to the heavens.

“¡Cabro-oo-ón!”

But then he realized this was no help, so he began to think and not pray or curse and decided to get these sixteen to the workmen, get those men working, and then return and find the two other teams. He had tied each green steer, horn to horn, with one of the strongest and best trained of his older bueyes, so there was not too much that could go wrong. He pushed the sixteen on and, at the field that they were working, he found the two missing teams already there and ready to work.

He smiled. He had not been shamed. He had thought ahead well, and the big mature bueyes had done their job. He, Roberto, was still one of the finest vaqueros of bueyes in the whole valley.

The men, nine of them, with large sombreros, were sitting around a small fire. One, tall and light-complexioned, stood up, held his hand horizontally to the rising sun, and greeted him.

“You are late. One finger of sun.”

Another man, old and squat, saw that Roberto was soaking wet and said, “Come. You better come by the fire and dry off.”

The first one smiled, glanced about at the other men, and asked, “What happened? Eh, muchacho?”

“Nada,” Roberto answered, and remained mounted. “Nothing.”

This smiling man looked at Roberto and then grinned and glanced about at the men again. “Hear him talk? Ah? Nothing happened.” And he laughed lightly. “And your papa? Eh? Is he not coming? Or is he sick with a cruda again?”

“I owe you no explanation about my father’s doings,” snapped Roberto. “You don’t pay the wages!”

“Boy! Were you not taught to respect your elders?”

“Yes! I was taught so. But I was also taught that we make no money with talk.”

“Oh? Are you then telling me to shut up?” The man was warming his hands over the fire. He was about thirty-five, big and strong, and well-known for his Saturday-night parrandas. “Ah? Are you telling me to hold my tongue and go to work?”

“No,” said Roberto and held back. He knew he had to go easy. He was the foreman. He was smarter. He was responsible if anything went wrong. No, he would not be angered like his father. “Of course I am not telling you anything. No one tells you anything. You are your own man, your own boss. We all know that. But . . . to get paid . . . we have to work.”

“Oh? Is that so? How about that! You are very wise—a wiseass little boy!” The man was raging-angry. Roberto glanced at the man’s machete by the fire and then at his own in his saddle, and he remained quiet but ready as the man said, “You disrespectful muchacho mocoso! All you young ones of today think you know so much!” The man reached for his machete.

Roberto sat still, not reaching for his, and said very evenly, “You have family, you have mouths to feed. Remember them. And also . . . I have not given you reason to fight. We are honorable men of work; let us be careful not to provoke each other. The weather is upon us, and we are all very tired. Yes, if you must know, I fell in the channel with my horse!”

All the men laughed. The angry man didn’t reach for his machete. And Roberto didn’t say anything more.

The squat old man stood up. He was the eldest of the group and he was wide and very strong. Last month he had been foreman. In fact, he’d been the one who’d recommended to the owner that Roberto be made foreman. As he now stood up, he was happy. He’d made the right recommendation. All the men were tired and nervous, always at each other’s throats, and yet Roberto had been able to handle the situation. He picked up his guaje and drank. “Come . . . it’s growing late, and the boy is right. Let us not provoke each other. We are just tired. We work hard, harder than ten years back, and yet each year we get less of a crop. Come, let us work before the sun grows strong and drains away our strength.”

Saying this, the squat old man and the other workmen went off toward the oxen, and as they went they called the names of their different teams. Their calling-words sounded like song. The teams responded and got up from where they lay resting, and each man ushered his team of oxen along with his otate, a long bamboo shaft, to where they had left their great oak yokes the night before. The bueyes moved slowly and easily. As always, since before the ancient Egyptians, the oxen positioned themselves automatically to their own yoke. Each man put the yoke to them and cross-tied it to their long horns with the leather straps called callundas, or aperos, depending on the local village custom. Then they sang more songs to their team of bueyes, picked up the arado and began moving the bueyes along with the otate in one hand and the arado in the other. Now and then they held both hands on the arado and the otate under their armpit. The sun came, and the sweat began to ooze from both men and beasts.

The boy, Roberto, sat on his horse and watched in case some buey broke away. None did. So he dismounted, and unsaddled and hobbled his horse. He sat by the fire to dry off and took out a taco made of frijol. It was soaking wet. He put it in the coals, then rolled it to and fro. He ate and drank water from his guaje. He looked at the sun. He now knew his father was not going to come. He glanced across the flat field to where his father’s team of bueyes lay on the ground, waiting and chewing their cud. They had only ten or twelve more days to plant this field of garbanzo and he, a boy, had been made foreman and promised a bonus of food supply if he could do it and . . . he would do it. He had to. His family didn’t have enough food for the coming winter. And, if he could get the bonus in food and not money, then his father couldn’t waste it on drink and they would have enough food.

He began taking off his father’s callundas from the saddle. He would now plow, using the arado, the tool that had been handed down to his people from the stars above. The formation of stars that in English is called the Big Dipper, his people called the arado and believed that the design of these stars had given their ancestors the vision of the plow. Through God, naturally. And so that was good.

He crossed the field with his otate and his father’s callundas. The oxen waited, as always, chewing their cud, and this was good. He began his labor as he mumbled prayers for strength, for protection, for fortitude against the great hot sun. Soon the sweat began and . . . this, too, was good.

•   •   •

Since the division of land after the revolution of 1910 and the new constitution of 1917, there are legally very few large landowners in the Republic of Mexico.

Legally the larger ones do not own more than the average little farmers. Roberto’s patrón had a little extra land and he hired some of the village men to help him farm, but only during the garbanzo season, the second crop. After that the small farmers finished with their own first crop, maíz, the staff of life.

And the patrón, Don Carlos Villanueva, was old and carried a silver-headed cane and was basically a good man, so not too many people hated him, even though he had a little money.



THREE


The sun, la cobija de los pobres, was now warm, and Don Carlos Villanueva arrived in an old run-down Chevy. He carried a cane and walked out into the field. He was old and tall, gaunt and bony, and he waved his cane about when he talked. It was well known that it had a long sword within it and that no man walked on his shadow. He owned three deaths and owned them justly. The patrón bent over and picked up a handful of dirt. He rubbed it in his hand and smelled it. He threw it back down and tilted back his Texan hat as he looked out across the field. He called his chauffeur.

“Boy! ¡Muchacho!”

“¡Si, señor!”

“Go and call Roberto. I wish to see him. I’ll be over there by the shade of that mesquite tree.”

The young man walked off.

“Don’t walk. Run! We have other places to go!”

The young man began to run. He found Roberto two fields away. He informed Roberto and started back at a slow walk. Roberto stopped his bueyes, put them to rest, and at first he ran. It was a half-mile distance. Halfway there he stopped. He gripped his side where the horse and saddle had fallen on him in the channel. He looked up at the great hot sun and then went on at a good trot. The old man was sitting on a log in the shade of the mesquite tree.

“Sí, Don Carlos,” he addressed his patrón very formally. “I am at your service.”

Señor Villanueva said nothing and looked at Roberto for such a long time without saying anything that Roberto grew nervous.

“Roberto,” said the old one, motioning him near with his silver-headed cane, “come close.”

Roberto moved closer.

“Why did you stop halfway across the field to grip your side? Are you hurt?”

“Oh, no, señor! I am not. I am fine. I can work!”

“Good,” said the owner. “Good.” He stood up. He was half a head taller than Roberto. His skin was much lighter and his eyes were blue. “Now, tell me . . . why are you working the arado? I do not want my foreman plowing. Tell me . . . have you gone for the garbanzo seed today?”

“No. I was going to go at noon when the men and bueyes rest.”

“Oh. And you . . . you weren’t planning to rest during the heat of day as I like all my help to do?”

“No, Don Carlos. I am sorry if that is wrong but . . . I was not planning to do that.”

“I see.” The old man breathed and eyed the boy, then began to cough. He took out a white handkerchief and coughed so much that his entire skinny body jumped with each cough.

“Water. Please. A cup of water.”

Roberto ran to the car where the young chauffeur sat listening to rock music on the car radio. Roberto yelled, “Turn off that music and get the hell over here with some water!”

“What did you say?” said the chauffeur.

“You heard me!”

Roberto jerked the car door open, and the boy yelled, “Okay, okay!” and picked up a canteen of water and took it to the boss at a run.

“¿Sí?” said Roberto after the old man had drunk and stopped coughing. “How may I serve you?”

The old one sat down. He looked at Roberto a long time. He truly liked this young man. He was courteous and formal and honorable. “Listen,” he said, “this is for your future. Each year the air gets worse. For years, every year I find it harder to breathe.” He took off his hat, wiped his forehead and the band of his hat, then glanced to the far mountains. “When I was a young man, one could see over that range to the tall peak of Tancítaro, but we can no longer see that far, except after a hard rain.” He coughed. “I don’t want you plowing, Roberto. You are responsible for much more. Now, tell me . . . where is your father?”

Roberto bowed his head humbly. “He is sick.”

“He is sick, ah? Sick of what?”

Roberto glanced up. “Patrón, please, do not ask me that. It is not proper for a son to talk badly of his father.”

“I see,” said the old man. He nodded and put on his hat and reached out and patted Roberto on the shoulder. “You are a good son to your father. A good son. I like that. I have two sons but they are . . . oh, well. I’ll tell you what. I don’t want you coming down sick on me, trying to do your father’s work and your own also. So . . . I’m prepared to make you a deal. Are you game?”

“Sí, Don Carlos! Of course.”

“Good. This is my offer. I’ll give you your own wages plus your father’s wages, but not in money. I’ll give his to you in food supply along with the bonus I’ve promised you if . . .” He began to cough terribly. “. . . get this crop in! Understand?” And he stood up and began waving his cane. “In the cities they are already dying by the thousands. I tell you, each day they are dying . . . oh, let me not confuse you with an old man’s knowledge.” He calmed down. “Here. Come here. Breathe. Breathe deeply.” The old man put his hand to Roberto’s chest. “See how it hurts a little.”

The young man felt no pain but didn’t want to disagree with his patrón, so he nodded.

“Good. In the mornings . . . even before the sun . . . work hard! Real hard! And rest the midday. Then in the late afternoon work a while again, and believe me, in one month’s time you will feel better and find you accomplish more work. Now go. Get the garbanzo seed. BUT NEVER DO YOUR FATHER’S WORK AGAIN. You rest at noon when you work for me.” He picked up some dirt. “Maybe it has not got to the soil yet. The air, it’s gone. Birds are dying, and many other birds are not coming anymore. Oh God . . . please, not the soil. Maybe we can still have a good harvest.” He was quiet, remembering. “Like the ten years after the snowstorm of blackness . . . and I, Carlos Villanueva, was the first one to realize it was good for the soil.” He turned, talking to himself. “Maybe . . . I can think of something again. Oh God, help us!” And the old man went to his car. “Ve con Dios, Roberto, and recall my words about resting and breathing and . . . about our deal. I think it best to tell no one. Understand? Not even your father.”

“Sí, cómo no,” Roberto answered, and he watched him go in the old Chevy. Roberto wondered but could not understand about the breathing and hurting and dying of birds and people; so he decided, like his patrón had said, that he would not confuse his mind with what he did not need to know, and he turned, running to what he did need to know; the bueyes had to be unyoked so he could saddle up and go to town for the seed. Yes, the seed—that was needed, and that he did know well. It was food. It was bonus. And he would not tell his father. He would keep it secret between his patrón and himself so there would be food for the family for the whole winter.

He ran, gripping the pain on his side.

•   •   •

Norteños are men who return from the United States with money to BURN!

And they always come back with a new Texan hat, a tejana, and two new pairs of Levi’s and one beautiful suede jacket from a Mexican border town. Most important of all they bring with them a .45 automatic with two extra clips, and call themselves NORTEÑOS!

They contract the local music for themselves and stand at the cantina doors TEN FEET TALL in their hats and pants, guns and holsters, and now and then buy drinks for their old friends who do not have the nerve, the tanates, to go up north and break through the wall of electric fences and enter the land of plenty, the US of A, a land so rich that what garbage they throw away in one day could feed entire pueblos, or so these norteños say and laugh and laugh and burn more money.



FOUR


He mounted his father’s horse and rode the four kilometers into town. He passed by the plaza with the tall shady Tabachin trees and heard music and men laughing. He rode by the cantina and saw that the norteños were still there, and he shook his head, hardly able to believe it. They had been back one month and they were still going strong. This was really something. The group of five that had come a few months back had run out of money in a week. One of them had come to work for his old boss with the bueyes but had quit in two days, saying that they were stupid fools to be working for so little. That in California, picking fruit, a good man could make in one week what they did not make in a whole year down here. A week later he was killed in a cantina for calling the wrong man stupid. Roberto now reined up in front of the open door of the cantina. There were three norteños and four musicians and many other men, and one man was his father.

Roberto’s jaw tightened.

Quickly he reined the one-eyed horse up the street toward the feed store. He didn’t want his father to see him. He got the garbanzo seed and put the sack on his horse and secured it. Then he led the gelding by the reins, going around the other side of the plaza so that he wouldn’t pass by the cantina. But it didn’t help him avoid his father. There they now were, out in mid-plaza in the shade of the tall green trees. They were listening to music and drinking and eating and dedicating songs to different women in town. He saw his father. He felt shame for him. He tried to pass by quietly.

But then he heard one of the norteños, the one called Juan Aguilar, say, “Oye, Tomás, isn’t that your little Roberto?”

“Why, yes!” said his father. “And he’s got my one-eyed horse. The fastest horse in the territory once upon a time, but now . . . you know, he is old like me. Old and tired.”

“Call your son over. I’ve heard that old man Don Skinny Shot-up Leg has made him foreman.”

His father called Roberto over. “Hey, boy!” said the norteño. He was an older man, in his mid- or late thirties, like Roberto’s own father. “Once, years ago, way before you were born, old man Villanueva made me foreman, too. Come, let us have a taco and beer together, as foreman to foreman!”

“No, thank you,” said Roberto. He looked at the small barbecued goat they had on the public pit for public feasts, and his stomach growled with hunger. “I just had lunch. I’m full and I have to get back to the fields with the seed.”

“Oh?” said Juan Aguilar. He was an old-time norteño and had a dangerous reputation. When he talked, men trembled. He owned many deaths. And not all justly, either. “You are too busy, ah? Too important! Too big to have a taco and beer with me, ah?”

Roberto looked at him curiously but said nothing. He couldn’t figure out why such a man would get upset so easily. “Oh, no, señor,” he said. “It’s not that. It’s just that I’m behind in my work. I meant no offense. How could I? I’m just a humble boy.” And he stopped and said no more.

Juan Aguilar eyed him, trying to figure if this boy was playing games with him or not. But before anything could come of either man’s eyeing, they were interrupted.

“Stop that!” yelled Roberto’s father. “And come eat! Do not be insolent to my friend or I’ll thrash you!”

Roberto’s father then lifted his beer to drink. Roberto watched, and his face hardened at the thought of his father eating and drinking and then bringing home nothing for the family.

The norteño Juan Aguilar saw, looking from father to son. “Come,” he said, changing his tone of voice and speaking kindly. “And please . . . do not give me polite formalities about being too full to eat. Have a couple of tacos and a beer with me and then go. Get back to work.”

His father belched. “Yes, do what he says! Show your upbringing.”

“Yes, Father,” said Roberto, his voice thick. He tied up the big gelding. He ate. He drank. He laughed at their jokes. He ate some more. And the big norteño who had invited him to come and eat as foreman to foreman now came close with beer in hand and said, “How are you doing with Don Skinny Shot-up Leg?”

“Good. He pays me.”

“Oh? How much does he pay you?”

“Enough. In fact, today he offered me . . .” He stopped himself, glancing at his father. He didn’t want his father to know of their private deal. As it was, his father picked up both of their wages every week. For he was still a boy, and this village maintained the old custom, and boys—just like women—could not handle money. Only men could handle money. He and his patrón, by making a secret deal without his father’s knowledge, had been very daring. They were going against traditional custom.

“Oh, I see,” said the old norteño, guessing at the boy’s situation. “Good!” He slapped Roberto on the shoulder and changed the subject. “Tell me . . . how strong are you, ah? Can you lift that sack of seed to that horse without trouble? Could you do that all day long?”

“I’ve lifted them.”

“Good! And the sun, the heat, does it bother you?”

“It never has.”

“And the cold and wet season? Do you get sick then?”

“I’ve never been sick.”

“Wonderful! Just like I used to be. Come after work today. I want to see you.” He smiled and stood up.

Roberto figured that he was being dismissed, so he stood up and said he had to go back to work and gave his many thanks.

“It’s nothing,” said the norteño. “Nada. With the money we make up north, this is all nothing. Here, take a piece of barbecue to your mamá.”

“Oh, no thank you,” said Roberto. “We have plenty at home.”

“Boy, don’t you get polite with me! I know you. You are a good boy, of the old style. I like that. So no more games. Let me help you, please. It is my honor as foreman to foreman. Now, take the meat home. And go to work.”

“Thank you, señor.”

“Do not thank me. Come tonight. I have business to discuss with you.” And the man began to cough—cough real hard, like Roberto’s patrón—and Roberto wondered about this coughing but said nothing. The man stopped coughing. “Tonight!”

“Sí, señor. Of course. After work. Tonight.”

And as Roberto turned to go, he noticed his father had laid down in the grass and was asleep, mouth open. He was beginning to snore in a liquored stupor. Roberto looked at him for a moment. Then he left quickly, taking the meat, and then going out to the fields.

Two men were not working. They awaited the seed. He gave it to them and bit his tongue with self-anger, but gave the men no explanation. He did his other errands quickly, then put his father’s team of bueyes to the yoke and worked hard. And when the sun went down and the day grew dark and the others had all gone home, he finally unyoked his father’s team.

Then he resaddled his horse to take the twenty head of bueyes up the mountain. The other men’s work was done, but he still had much to do. At the bridge he blinded his horse and passed with no trouble, going on out of the valley, into the foothills, and up the mountain. Now it was completely dark except for the half moon, and he had to find a good place for the oxen with plenty of food and water so they would eat and drink and lie down and not drift far in the night. That way he could find them easily in the morning. If this was not done properly, in the morning it would be very difficult to locate them, and the men would lose the cool of the morning, when most of the work had to be done.

He rode on, driving the twenty head of huge animals. Once his one-eyed horse stumbled. He petted the horse, talked to him, and the big gelding trusted him, and all was well and they went on. They found a good place and he said good night to his bueyes and headed for home. Going down in the dark was bad—much worse than the coming up. Finally, he mumbled a few prayers without even being aware of it, and led the horse until they made it to the valley. He remounted. In front of him he could see the lights of the pueblo.

•   •   •

When you and your woman or a close relative, if you are not married, baptize another couple’s child in the Holy Catholic Church, you then become not only the child’s godparents but you, as a man, become the other man’s dearest friend, his compadre. For life! Two men bonded together and willing to defend the other’s honor as his own. And if your compadre happens to be quite a bit older than you, then he is almost like a father and a brother and a best friend all wrapped up in one.

A few months earlier, Roberto had baptized, along with his fifteen-year-old sister, the child of an older man in the Holy Catholic Church and footed the bill of the fiesta, as is the custom. And then he bought extra tequila for his compadre and himself, and they got drunk together and talked of the boy’s future and became very close. The best of friends. For LIFE! And to be RESPECTED, no matter what!
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It was late at night when Roberto got home, and he was hungry and tired and barely had the energy to put the horse up before going under the lean-to in order to eat. Getting there, he found his compadre, and his mother said, “Your compadre, a wonderful man, has been waiting for you so you can eat dinner together.”

“Oh,” said Roberto, seeing that his compadre had brought along his two biggest children and not the little one he had baptized a few months back. “Have you been waiting long, compadre?”

“Not too long,” said his compadre. “I have been here waiting for you only since sunset. That is all. I don’t mind.”

“I am glad you don’t mind,” said Roberto as he washed his hands and sat down on the log bench by the warmth of the fire.

“No. Of course not. We are compadres!”

“Yes. We are. Tell me . . . how are you passing it these days? Are you doing all right?”

“Well,” he said, and shrugged, “you know how it is. There’s no work now that we got our own personal crop in.”

“Work? I can use another plower of bueyes.”

“¿Bueyes? Oh, no gracias, compadre. I am not so good with them. And the sun. I get sick out in those treeless fields.”

“Oh. I see. Tell me . . . have you and your children had dinner?”

“Why, no, compadre. Of course not! That would have been rude. Your kind, wonderful, and most gracious mother invited me to join her and the family, but I declined. I wanted to wait for you!”

“Oh,” said Roberto. “That is very thoughtful of you.” His mother was now bringing plates of barbecue and frijoles and a stack of tortillas. She set these on the two old wooden crates that had the faded imprint of Cutty Sark Scotch and a sailing ship. Where Roberto’s father had found these boxes, no one knew. But they were good boxes to eat on, and Roberto and his family felt proud to own such boxes with a sailing ship. They figured fish had come in these wood boxes; fish from the sea that was supposedly over there, far, far away. Roberto nodded and begged for his compadre to start first and watched, taking note of how much his compadre served himself. Then he began to serve himself and said, “Mamá? This is a lot of barbecue. Did you not eat some yourself?”

She grew nervous and said, “Yes! Of course!”

“No, she didn’t!” said one of Roberto’s smallest brothers. “We had none. She saved it all for you.”

Roberto froze. He glanced at his mother. She was all nerves. He glanced at his compadre and saw how he kept eating and quickly feeding his two kids, acting as though he had not heard. Roberto said nothing. He just got up and handed his plate of food to his little brother and saw how he and three others came to it like hungry little dogs. “Compadre. . . my dearest compadre,” he said, wiping his hands.

“Yes?”

“You came to eat with me yesterday, did you not?”

“Well . . . I came to visit, and it happened that . . . you know, you invited me to your most gracious table.”

“It happened, ah? Just happened that you arrived at about dinnertime. Well, LISTEN, my dearest compadre. Tonight, eat! I can see that you and your children are hungry. So enjoy our food! And I feel good and honored to have you as a guest but, unless you show up for work tomorrow morning and start inviting me to YOUR TABLE . . .” And on these last two words his voice thickened and his eyes narrowed small and mad, and his jaw muscles quivered. “Never come here again and just HAPPEN to get invited to our table.” He stopped. He breathed and added, “I speak clearly, do I not?”

“Yes. You speak clearly . . . and . . . and for one who’s so young and a compadre! God forbid! I’ll attend church for you tomorrow. I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” And he stopped talking, ate quickly, finished his plate, and got up. “Come, children. Finish up and let us go!” And he, the compadre for life in the Holy Catholic Church, left in a big hurry. “Never will I shadow your path as long as I breathe!”

“Good!” yelled Roberto. “Good!”

Roberto’s mother began scolding him, telling him that the rumors were true. He indeed had lost all respect and sold his soul to el diablo, and that was why he was doing so well. And one thousand times one thousand she would rather have them poor and hungry than have him, her firstborn, condemned to hell forever and ever. His father, Tomás, would hear of this. He would know what to do with a muchacho who talked disrespectfully to his elders and—my God!—to a compadre on top of that! She began to pray, and Roberto ignored her and watched his young brothers and sisters eat. Then he turned, saying that he was going to the plaza to see about some business.
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