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Critical acclaim for Helena María Viramontes’s fiction


Their Dogs Came with Them


“The novel will no doubt—like her other work—break ground and enrich the range and vision of our American literature. I hope you, too, will feel the enthusiasm and faith in her work that I do.”


—Julia Alvarez


“In her most ambitious book yet, Viramontes makes the private property of her characters’ stories relevant to us all.”


—Poets & Writers


“There are certain books—and I’m a pretty good judge of this—that are going to become, over time, the books of their time. . . . This is one of them.”


—Michael Silverblatt, host of KCRW’s Bookworm


“A profoundly gritty and moving portrait of everyday life . . . highly rewarding.”


—Ithaca Times


“The novel draws us in with Viramontes’s hypnotic prose. . . . Unflinchingly . . . tells the story of the conquered people from the point of view of those conquered and displaced.”


—San Antonio Express-News


This title is also available as an eBook.


“To fully appreciate it, approach it like a mural. While the grandness of a mural is what first commands attention, the viewer enters through its image details. After which, the viewer can then step back and reflect on the whole. The same is true of Viramontes’s startling second novel.”


—The Austin Chronicle


“A novel carved of both cruelty and sensitivity. Viramontes is a writer of immeasurable spirit.”


—Alex Espinoza, author of Still Water Saints


“Viramontes’s power is in her heartfelt observations about the forgotten poor . . . the despised and reviled: the homeless, the immigrant, the cholas and cholos. She is as compassionate as John Steinbeck, as sweeping as the unflinching camera of Sebastião Salgado.”


—Sandra Cisneros, author of Caramelo and The House on Mango Street


“With elegance and poetic precision, Viramontes has captured a humanity that will not stay down, no matter what the odds. Like the characters in this novel, her prose is a warm breath of the real thing.”


—Ernesto Quiñonez, author of Chango’s Fire


Under the Feet of Jesus


“Adds another important chapter to the existing body of literature about the Mexican-American experience. . . . Working firmly in the social realism of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath and Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, she paints a harrowing . . . portrait of migrant laborers in California’s fruit fields.”


—Publishers Weekly


“An exciting read. . . . Throughout this rich novel, Viramontes brings us into her world and we fall under her spell.”


—Los Angeles Times Book Review


“Blends lyricism, harsh realism, and a concern for social justice . . . stunning.”


—Newsweek


The Moths and Other Stories


“Most of the stories in The Moths, Helena María Viramontes’ debut collection, are tense, direct, and powerfully imagined . . . she both reveals the invisibilized group and invents a way of seeing that’s absolutely true to its own experience and wonderfully attentive to the incalculable beats of personality.”


—The Village Voice
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To my son, Eloy Francisco Rodriguez, and for his father


In memory of


Ann Sunstein Kheel,


who believed in neighborhoods




They came in battle array, as conquerors, and the dust rose in whirlwinds on the roads. Their spears glinted in the sun, and their pennons fluttered like bats. They made a loud clamor as they marched, for their coats of mail and their weapons clashed and rattled. Some of them were dressed in glistening iron from head to foot; they terrified everyone who saw them.


Their dogs came with them, running ahead of the column. They raised their muzzles high; they lifted their muzzles to the wind. They raced on before with saliva dripping from their jaws.


—The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico, by Miguel Leon-Portilla




1960–1970




PART I





ONE



The Zumaya child had walked to Chavela’s house barefooted, and the soles of her feet were blackened from the soot of the new pavement. She swung her tar feet under the vinyl chair as she stacked large, empty Ohio Blue Tip matchboxes the old woman had saved for her into a pyramid on the kitchen table. Throughout the house, scraps of paper, Scotch-taped reminders, littered the walls. Cardboard boxes sat nestled like hungry mouths of birds wide open for wrapped tumblers, cutlery, souvenir ashtrays. Bulk-filled pillowcases leaned against the coffee table, tagged by the old woman with words so scratchy they could have been written by the same needle used to pin the notes to the pillowcases: cobijas, one note said; Cosa del baño, said another. No good dreses. Josie’s tipewriter. Fotos. The child swung her feet as she stacked sixteen then eight then four then two then one hollow matchbox until the shadows lengthened in the kitchen. Before the lightbulb had to be switched on, before the old woman Chavela ordered, Go home now, listen to me, it’s getting late.


Chavela continued packing tin cans from the pantry into a box on a chair opposite the child. The old woman was toothpick-splintery like her writing. Her hands trembled from the onset of Parkinson’s. Rhubarbs faded from the print of her housedress. She padded across the kitchen wearing neatly folded-down cotton socks and a pair of terry-cloth slippers. She barely whooshed the air whenever she passed the child.


Are you deaf? It’s getting late. Chavela’s croaky words floated from a distant place to the child’s ears like yanked strands of seaweed beached on the shore. The child held a matchbox in midair and looked at the greenish flame flicker under the iron comal and waited for the old woman to say something else. The chair was hard, lumpy and stuck to the child’s thighs. Chavela shook out a cigarette from a cellophane package, propped it between her stitched crunch of lips, grabbed a matchbox and shook it, rattled another, then another in search of matchsticks until she had scattered the pyramid about the table.


Chavela waxed the shiny temples of her forehead with her tobacco-tarnished hand. The child could see the milky film of her eyes scanning around the kitchen in search of matchsticks and finally the old woman said, It’s not right, I’m telling you. Chavela raised the flame on the stove and hunched over the spurting fire under the comal. The heat splashed on her face and then she lowered the gas, inhaled and coughed and returned her gold bunched package to the pocket of her rhubarb dress.


The child had dreamt of lizards, and it was because of the dream that she had listened to the smaller Gamboa boy, who had caught a tiny lizard from a mound of bulldozed earth. The earthmovers, Grandmother Zumaya had called them; the bulldozers had started from very far away and slowly arrived on First Street, their muzzles like sharpened metal teeth making way for the freeway. The Gamboa boy had hidden behind her grandfather’s toolshed, and psssted at the child to join him. His face tar-smudged, he held it and at first the lizard clawed the thin air. In his other hand, the Gamboa boy held a pair of rusty scissors. He reassured her that the tail would grow back. It’s not right, she knew, even if they witnessed a miracle. The lizard turned to stone, stiff and silent. They both waited. He made her touch it and then he made her touch the rings of wrinkled skin. The cold sensation never left her fingers, his clamp around her wrist as he pulled her behind the toolshed never left her, his dirty rough clasp where the lizard’s head poked in and out never left her. That feeling—it’s not right—never left her.


The old woman had taped scribbled instructions all over the walls of the house. Leve massage for Josie. Basura on Wetsday. J work # AN 54389. I need to remember, Chavela had told the child when the child pointed a matchbox at the torn pieces of papers clinging on the walls. Water flours. Pepto Bismo. Chek gas off. It’s important to remember my name, my address, where I put my cigarillo down Call Josie. Chavela Luz Ybarra de Cortez. SS#010-56-8336. 4356 East 1st or how the earthquake cracked mi tierra firme, mi país, now as far away as my youth, a big boom-crack. The dogs and gente went crazy from having the earth pulled out right from under them. Cal Mr . . . Lencho’s tio sobre apartment. Shut off luz. The earthquake’s rubble of wood and clay and water yielded only what was missing; shoes without shoelaces, flowered curtains without windows, a baby rattle without seeds in its hollow belly, an arm without a body; and how the white smell of burnt flesh choked. J work # AN 54389. Smoke outside. That’s why I began to smoke cigarettes, to hide the white smell even over here in El Norte, even after seventy-seven years, so don’t complain about my cigarillos.


But Chavela forgot to smoke her cigarettes outside and the tobacco made the child’s nose itch. She smoked in front of the kitchen sink where the linoleum floor was scuffed with so many years of standing to scrub metal pots or pour a glass of tap water. The old woman inhaled quietly, and stared out the window at the lawn of her small yard to see the lemon tree that yielded lemons every other year, to memorize the potted ferns hanging from the shanty arbor built by a married man she had once loved. As she exhaled, the cigarette smoke resembled coiled earthworms without the earth, and she studied the shrubs of bursting red hibiscus bushes that bloomed lush and rich as only ancient deep-rooted hibiscus shrubs can do. Chavela squinted to keep the fumes away from her eyes and then rested the cigarette on the cigarette-burnt windowsill where she had rested hundreds of cigarettes or saved little discoveries such as safety pins or loose Blue Chip Stamps or buttons. The old woman returned to her task at hand and placed another cardboard box next to the child. Chavela’s shaky fingernails ticked against the cardboard lid like the rooster clock on the wall.


I’m trying to tell you how it feels to have no solid tierra under you. Listen to me! Where could you run? The sound of walls cracking, the ceiling pushed up into a mushroom cloud. Do you need Drāno to clean out those ears of yours?


But the child heard it, a long rip of paper.


It just wasn’t right. Nothing was left, I tell you. Nada. I cried for so long that if my grief had been a volcano, it would have torn the earth in two.


The child gazed at her, imagining an egg cracking into two jagged halves.


My tears could wash away mounds of clay, a flood as dark as blindness pouring from my eyes.


The child imagined a river of molasses.


And under all the rubble, under all that swallowed earth, the ruins of the pyramid waited.


The child knew the end of the story and continued stacking the matchboxes.


Pay attention, Chavela demanded. Because displacement will always come down to two things: earthquakes or earthmovers. The child stared at Chavela’s cigarette smoke coiling as thick and visible as the black fumes of the bulldozer exhaust hovering over the new pavement of First Street.


Now go home! the old woman said abruptly, packing a set of newspaper-wrapped plates in the box. At least you have one.


•  •  •


Saturday morning barely stretched against the skies. The dull gray doused the glow of the yellow porch light. The child lay buried under a heavy fleece blanket imprinted with a lion roaring. Someone had given the orange blanket to Grandmother years before the child came to live with them, and though she tried to be a good girl humming under the weight of the animal heat, the rigidity and the goodness became impossible. She poked her head out, saw morning light, relieved.


She yawned almost as earnest as the lion, and then swallowed a few times to clear the ocean waves in her head. Her hearing sometimes reached and sometimes connected or sometimes didn’t connect to the waves of sea. Fever-sweaty, she wrestled one leg then the other from beneath the tight hot compress of the blanket until she was free to jump on the lion’s incisors. The springs of the mattress squeaked and the headboard bounced and the pillows spilled to the floor and then Grandfather’s thundering threat, Renata will get you! followed from the next room and she froze.


For weeks he had engaged the child’s attention with the story of Renata Valenzuela, a local schoolgirl who had vanished, abducted one afternoon. Grandfather once pointed to a derelict house claiming it belonged to Renata’s parents to show the child what could happen if she was bad. The neglected grass burnt to coarse pricks under the carnage of dead leaves heaped everywhere. The windows were draped in straggly black curtains. Tongues of paint curled from the rotted wooden door and whispered to the child of horrific grief.


At night the child refused to succumb to the long harrowing blankness and fought sleep in order to keep at bay the menacing Renata. Finally, the morning light arrived entirely, inviting. Her feet itched to walk against the cold hardwood floor and she slid off the bed and began to tiptoe to the window. She kicked aside a pillow and stubbed a toe on the doll that Mrs. M. of the Child Services gave her last Christmas. At the window, the child puttied her hot cheek against the rain-cool glass. On the other side of First Street, Chavela’s blue house looked as empty as a toothless mouth.


The rows of vacant houses were missing things. Without hinged doors, the doorframes invited games. Shattered windows had been used as targets. Chavela never would have allowed her yard to weed wild, never allowed cans of trash to be scattered by the street dogs or left to the crows who pecked at coffee grinds and cucumber peelings. The earthmovers, parked next to the row of empty houses, were covered in canvas tarps and roped with tight-fisted knots to protect the meters, ignitions and knobs on the dashboards from the weekend rainstorms. Already the child viewed the two Gamboa boys sawing a butcher knife through the thickness of hemp knot.


The child wasn’t allowed out of her room until her grandparents had awakened, until Renata’s story disappeared temporarily, but the wait seemed as endless as the coming of morning. The honey-yellow floor was biting cold and her toes sprang up in resistance. She peeked out of her room into the long hallway. Sharp white light escaped from between the venetian blinds and then escaped from between the palm tree drapes, and the light stenciled distinct angles on the plasterboard walls. The child waited until the shadow became a chair and the wall became itself and the light became one morning slicing through the quiet dark of the house.


Her grandparents slept under thick hand-sewn quilts, the overhead fan chopping the still air. Their bedroom door was slightly opened, and the child remembered an aching floorboard that always groaned somewhere nearby. She breathed in as if she had sunk underwater, glided in and out of the shadows, around the chair, over the noisy floorboard and out of the hallway, and breathed out.


Except for a border of blue tile framing yellow windmills, the kitchen was austere and functional and smelled of bleach and bacon fat. The child reached over the counter and grabbed a single spoon and the lingering scent of honey made her hungrier. Still in her flannel nightgown, she pinched the uncomfortable elastic of her underwear, then jerked open a drawer and the spoons and forks bumped into one another. She selected a butter knife and then gingerly picked the aluminum handle of the porch door. The door hinges protested but did not prevent her from stepping out into the morning.


The clouds had shapes of squashed gum and the breeze that forced them to float above her tossed about her choppy-cut hair. She sat on the cool concrete steps of the porch, placed the butter knife beside her and scratched the bottoms of her feet. The eyelets of Grandfather’s steel-tip leather boots stared at her as she slipped them on. They were clumsy, damp and sawdust-rough against her bare feet but she knew to return them to their rightful place before Grandfather awoke, his hunchback stuffed with endless scolding.


One of the Gamboa boys mouthed off to the other, and the smaller one punched and shoved the taller one. A milk truck passed and the udders of the cow looked too pink, too plastic fake, and this fakery irritated the child. The child yawned and swallowed. Then the ocean waves stopped in her head and the volume of sounds connected: the cawing ruckus the crows made while pecking the garbage, the milk truck bottles rattling, the boys’ curses, the church bells clanking a summons, the dogs barking in response. She even heard the clouds that sailed across the light brush against each other like sandpaper.


The child thumped down the stairs and to the middle of the yard and then twirled a few times like a top. The flannel billowed above her knees until dizziness overwhelmed her. The shells of houses and fences and morning blurred when she came to a staggering halt. Light-headed, she wound herself up again, tripping on the laces and falling on the well-groomed lawn. Her mouth opened in laughter.


First Street seemed deserted. The cars were held back by a new traffic light at the intersection, and the child padded across the Bermuda grass. She waited for the cars to pass and then decided to clunk across the wide pavement. The loose laces of Grandfather’s steel-toed boots trailed behind her.


Get outta here! yelled the lizard boy, the smaller but meaner Gamboa brother. He knelt on the canvas tarp, stopped his sawing and held the butcher knife straight up. He had worn the same T-shirt for five days.


Leave her alone, said the bald-headed Gamboa brother, the other one who was really a girl, but didn’t want to be and got beaten up for it.


She’s just the Zumaya kid.


So what?


She don’t talk.


She better not. And then he said to the child, You better not. The lizard boy pointed the knife at his brother who was really a sister and continued:


She better not or else.


The child had heard people like Mrs. M. of the Child Services say she was deaf; but she wasn’t—was she?—if she could hear them say she was deaf. It seemed fortuitous to the child, an option she commanded early on—to have the ocean’s sob and then to decide the noise, the external reverberation of language and landscape, until she demanded the silence again.


The lizard boy severed the knot, the bald-headed one pulled and finally the tarp flew up and then whipsaw-slammed, slapping the concrete. The Gamboa boy who was a real boy cursed the child, blaming the noise on her, and screamed that she better make like a tree and leave. His voice boomed and the child hoped the lizard boy had not awakened Grandfather. She pictured him shirtless, hunching over the kitchen sink to wash his face, the bony spine of his bare back full of anger like the hump of a camel full of water. The child saw it all so clearly that she put her two palms up together in prayer, pleading, Please oh please oh please don’t wake Grandfather.


Unwanted, the child clunked her boots toward Chavela’s house. The outside stucco swirled under the blue paint where glitter specks glistened. Once the child entered the house, sunshine flooded the empty rooms. The linoleum bubbled on the screen porch and exploded like popcorn and the child did a little hat dance to the wonderful sound because by now this was all a game to her. Every room, as hollow as it was, smelled of Chavela’s burnt tobacco and the child sneezed. The cigarettes had left stains on the windowsills and the child rolled a finger in each brown notch.


She looked out at her own house and all the other houses on Grandfather’s side of First Street; the houses on the saved side were bright and ornamental like the big Easter eggs on display at the Segunda store counter. Some of the houses had cluttered porches with hanging plants or yards with makeshift gardens; others had parked cars on their front lawns. Some built wrought-iron grate fences, while others had drowsy curtains swaying in wide-open windows. In a few weeks, Chavela’s side of the neighborhood, the dead side of the street, would disappear forever. The earthmovers had anchored, their tarps whipping like banging sails, their bellies petroleum-readied to bite trenches wider than rivers. In a few weeks the blue house and all the other houses would vanish just like Chavela and all the other neighbors.


Ten years later the child becomes a young woman who will recognize the invading engines of the Quarantine Authority helicopters because their whir of blades above the roof of her home, their earth-rattling explosive motors, will surpass in volume the combustion of engines driving the bulldozer tractors, slowly, methodically unspooling the six freeways.


She will be a young woman peering from between the palm tree drapes of her grandparents’ living room, a woman watching the QA helicopters burst out of the midnight sky to shoot dogs not chained up by curfew. Qué locura, she thinks. The world is going crazy. The chopper blades raise the roof shingles of the neighborhood houses and topple TV antennas in swirls of suction on the living side of First Street. The young woman has waist-length hair and wears a nylon underslip pasted to her sweaty back. She pushes the sun-bleached drapes apart with her uninjured hand. The other hand, swathed in gauze and dappled with antiseptic and blood, tingles from the dog bite. Above the woven arteries of freeways, a copter’s searchlight sweeps over the road-blocks to catch a lone stray running out of the edge of light. The bitch zigzags across the pavement of First Street, its underbelly droopy with nursing nipples.


I gotta do something soon, the young woman thinks. The wheeling copter blades over the power lines rise in intensity, louder and closer and closer and louder, just like the unrelenting engines of bulldozers ten years earlier when the young woman was a child.


And from Chavela’s kitchen window, the child saw Grandfather’s avocado-green roof and her own square front door. A group of kids circled the Gamboa boys. The child propped her head on her elbow to watch a third tarp being liberated as if the broken window were the cherrywood-box television. A few of the kids, Tudi, Memo, Diko and Chula, worked at placing stones on the tarps so they wouldn’t smack like tattling lips.


The child embedded a finger on the last notch of the last cigarette burn and then she remembered that Chavela had laid the cigarette down on the windowsill to lift a cardboard box to a chair. The old woman had resumed packing plates while the last cigarette burned the last brown notch on the white paint of the windowsill and when the child placed her fingers there to remember—boxes, tin cans, scribbled notes, pyramids and cigarettes burning—she rolled each finger back and forth.


She never confessed her disbelief in the resurrections of lizard tails or the smell of death wrapping around you as if you were a piece of meat laid on butcher paper. The smoke coiling from the resting cigarette simply disappeared into thin air like everything else.


The last night they spent together, Chavela had said, It doesn’t matter a little bit if you believe me or not, as if she read the child’s doubts. The old woman always looked at the space above the child’s head. Because it’s all here, she continued, pointing her toothpick finger to her chest. Everything.


But everything was wrapped in a whirl of dust and floated up somewhere beyond the clouds and so the child continued to search, exploring the vacant house while she picked crusted snot from her nose. She raised her arms, twirled again, this time spinning gracefully. In the bathroom, she discovered the toilet seat up, the washbasin bone-dry. Crumpled balls of newspaper tumbled across the floor. She walked cautiously to the bedroom; shattered glass shards from a broken window crackled under Grandfather’s boots.


The bedroom closet of the blue house was the emptiest room of all. Without the shoeboxes and impenetrable thickness of coats, dresses, hats and stacks of telephone books, the grungy carpet seemed solemn. A lone hanger swung from a hook when she opened the door. The back wall revealed a patch of brittle old wallpaper. Horses bucked the cowboys in a rodeo. Who would have thought there were cowboys in the closet?


The child touched the saffron paste of old glue behind the peeling cowboys. A pair of wooden beams held up the ceiling and the child tried to memorize them because Chavela told her it was important not to forget. Her ears remembered and she fished an ashy corner of curling wallpaper and then ripped it, cutting the horses’ hooves, leaving the spurs behind, nipping the hats waved in the air by the cowboys. She crumpled the paper into a tight ball.


The shouts of the children blatted a trumpet reveille. The Zumaya child startled and ran through the vacant rooms as fast as the clunky boots would permit. Her grandfather’s boots flip-flopped through the wild and muddy yard. A few crows raised their wings and fluttered aside. Not far, a timid cat backed off and sat on its tail patiently observing as the child stomped on the garbage and crossed the street. Casually, the cat returned to gorging on chicken bones.


When the child reached the living side of First Street, Grandfather held the screen door open. She could see Grandfather’s nose long and straight, two perfectly round black nostrils vacuuming the air between them. The skin under his chin slung like a loose hammock. The child was out of breath, heaving deeply, and her throat felt as dry as dusty potato skins. His rough hand, as rough as the boots she was warned not to touch, had the capacity to catapult against the side of her face whenever she wasn’t a good girl. His glare singed the top of her head. He held a forgotten butter knife.


The child glanced upward. Who was it that told her all she had to do was look up at the heavens to see the shapes of things missing? Was it Mrs. M. of the Child Services or any one of the three foster parents? Everything went up into thin air but didn’t go away. The child swallowed and disconnection occurred. Her foot slipped limply out of one boot, then the other, and her bare feet were embarrassingly ticklish against the concrete. If it wasn’t Chavela of the Ohio Blue Tip matchboxes, who was it, then?


Grandfather’s hand came forth like a swift strike of a sulfur match. The child made a symbolic attempt to block his slap and the fistful of Chavela’s cowboys fell. Her eyes glazed with hot welling tears. She didn’t want to ask why everyone disappears because it seemed to happen all the time; what she wanted to know, what she wanted to ask, was where. Renata Valenzuela and Chavela’s last cigarette and the kitchen table and the photographed faces of her mother and her father and all the other ghosts of all the other houses were wrapped in tinfoil; up in the blurry sky, bulky metal sheets of block, stone, wood, and voices floated like scattered clouds, to where, the child could only dream.





TWO



The name skittered. Turrrtle, someone screamed, wrenching the name out of thin light and hurling it into the street like the metal lid of a trash can. How could Lote M Homeboys know where she’d been hiding? She jerked back into the crevice between the warehouse wall and the Dumpster, her heart hurried and apprehensive. The Quarantine Authority helicopter gunfire had ended at dawn and she closed her eyes to a stillborn morning, until the hollow clang of her name spooked her awake.


It wasn’t the name Antonia María, tenderly whispered into the ear of a Mexican movie actress Turtle’s mother had admired from the balcony of the Million Dollar Theater and which came immediately to mind as soon as she filled out the birth certificate at the General Hospital. And it wasn’t the nickname Tony Game, which had been given to her by a friendly Lucky Strikes–smoking gym instructor at Belvedere Junior High. The name was her For Real one. She had been christened Turtle—always and por vida till death do us part—when she joined the McBride Boys with Luis Lil Lizard hasta la muerte. The two were known as half-and-half of the cold-blooded Gamboas.


Known as “them two.” Were them. Once upon a time.


Turtle perspired and waited, feeling the warm air vent against her leather jacket. Daylight slowly whittled away a new morning. She stretched her cramped legs, one and then the other, and slugged her thighs to arouse her muscles, make her legs spark into a run if need be. Once she stood, she shook out her cramps hokey-pokey style and slipped the large Workman screwdriver into the back pocket of her khakis, all the while listening. Hunger became unbearable, and she ambled to the end of the alley.


Turtle scouted both directions. The intersection of Hastings and First was just beginning to noise up. Above the volume of morning traffic, Turtle was sure she had heard her name, a wake-up call. A pickup truck carried a refrigerator harnessed with ropes. The weight stressed the muffler into an unusual rattle as it passed. Feeling secure, Turtle eased to the street corner, strutted an attitude to say, No worry in the world. She stood behind a mailbox, yawned and the sour of her mouth hung tight.


A morning chill teased her exposed midriff. She hitched up her khakis and pulled down the waist of her leather jacket. The city roadblocks were racked up and trucked out for one more day but the barricades were the least of her worries. Curfew had landed her in the alley and she slept with her knees bunched to her chest, the screwdriver at arm’s distance for protection. Patrol sirens and gunshot reports of the helicopters shot through her thin veil of sleep, and she had dreamt of Luis Lil Lizard crouching in the jungle somewhere in ’Nam, clinging to an army-issued rifle, his fingers trembling just as hers had been.


To the left of the mailbox, a young pimply man read a brick of a paperback and didn’t even look up to notice the woman who sat at the bus bench and rustled a grocery bag between them. Turtle guessed the scar-faced man was a Che Guevara wannabe, a brown beret flopped on his head like the mural on the wall of the Ramona Gardens housing projects. Who did he think he was fooling? Che crossed his knees. He seemed small against the large expanse of bench. Oblivious to the woman, to the morning and to Turtle, he continued to read.


What a loser.


Potholes the size of hubcaps near the street junction made tires dip. Flecks of loosened gravel pinged the drain grates. Years ago, the city developers came in with plans for freeways and had erected bright traffic lights. First Street had been newly paved with hot tar as black as fire-treated cast iron. Turtle was five feet one inch by the time she was eight years old and she stood exactly on the same corner as now, tall and awkward, crunching on a pickled pig’s foot while she watched the men shoveling the smothering asphalt to feed the steamroller. The dense stench of tar hung tight in the air. Turtle remembered how deflated and lanky she was at eight, wearing her father’s T-shirt, a knotty kid sucking on the rubbery skin of a pig’s foot while crossing the intersection. At eight or eighteen—it was just like her—never paying attention to the safe harbor of space between two painted fluorescent white lines on the pavement.


Traffic lights changed and people crossed. The Black Cat TV Repair Shop remained closed but El Zócalo Fine Meats was opening and a sullen butcher who wore a bloodstained apron wrapped around his bony hips dragged a soggy mop across the storefront entrance. Turtle knew to stay alert. The scent of pork rinds escaped from the opened doors and the leafy tops of carrots peeking out of the woman’s grocery bag agitated Turtle’s hunger. Turtle needed to eat before she could think and she jerked the jacket over her empty stomach and then studied the passing vehicles as if breakfast seemed just as fleeting. Every move had to be calculated to avoid the inevitable gang crossfire. Being half of the Gamboas meant holding her own, for Luis’s sake.


Turtle wondered where Luis Lil Lizard was on the day she munched on the pig’s foot, transfixed by the newness of the asphalt, before the hot summer sun heated the pavement and it became painful to walk barefooted. A few Mexican laborers gathered on the steps of the Sacred Heart Church searching eagerly for possible employment. By their thrift-shop looks, their desperate pleading faces, Turtle knew they were migratory and their faces elicited contempt in her. Turtle became embarrassed for them, their low-casting eyes, their soiled shirts and dirty hands, their begging for a job.


What losers.


The church bells chimed seven times. Yesterday, Turtle had gulped her only meal, lukewarm broth at the Little Brothers of the Poor Rest Home. She sat next to a man wearing a raggedy army jacket and halfway through her third bowl his cauliflower smell became overwhelming. If Turtle hadn’t been so hungry, she would have left her bowl and white bread right on the table. The day before, she had sought out Cross-eyes and banged under the apartment number 303 until her knuckles drained white. Cross-eyes was a junkie and whenever he plugged himself he was a shotgun type of guy, watching your back, helping you spend your money, ready to take action.


But when he was clean and dry and straight as the dashes of the Interstate (as he was now, and he had raised the radio volume to deaden Turtle’s rapping), Cross-eyes became a model of unreliability—his only offering to Turtle a cereal box from between the crack and chain of his door. Turtle smacked it out of his blue-veined hand and for that she had heard him slap the three bolts and hurl a hard Fuck off! She backed away, buying time, and waited at the end of the anteroom to see if Cross-eyes would retrieve the box. One of the tenants had burned chiles so bad the scent tattooed the air around her for hours. Fuckin’ hell, Turtle had shouted, giving up and kneeling to scrape up some of the Kellogg’s cereal flakes that spilled on the trampled carpet.


Fuck you too.


The Val U Mini Mart would be displaying the fruit bins outside just about now. Turtle considered the double risk of walking down the eight gang-disputed blocks to get to the market and then making a fast food break with some oranges or pears. The immediate moment provided the best opportunity. Would Lote M Boys be out for a jump this early in the morning? Turtle yawned and then leaned over the mailbox, playing with the slat while she tried to think.


The 26 halted and Che rolled away while Turtle fisted her jacket pocket to search for a Lifesaver, maybe a Juicy Fruit stick or if she was lucky, a frajo. Leather creaked from the strained seams, and her jacket rode up again. More laborers appeared on the church steps, some with baseball hats, some twisting the neck of their lunch bags, others bare-handed, hatless, searching deep into the streets.


The carrot tops and the woman and another bus disappeared while the exhaust and confining jacket pressed against Turtle’s lungs. The jacket and the high-top tennis shoes were already so tight she became conscious of every resisting stitch. When she turned to check out the corner, her jacket rode high, allowing a chill; when she leaned on one foot to offer the other a break, her damp toes pushed up against cool rubber. Every edge of cloth, leather and shoe canvas squeezed against her flesh like shackles.


Turtle was large, and her mother had once said her largeness was bequeathed from a father they called Frank, though his real name was Francisco. Her size gave the impression that Turtle was all muscle, a birthmark of luck in a neighborhood where might makes right. But in Turtle’s head, there seemed no end to the charley horse cramps of growth spurts. Her bulky mass of marrow and flesh ballooned beyond her bones, beyond her outgrown clothes and spilled way too large into the streets the McBride Boys like Palo, Santos, Lucho and Luis Lil Lizard had once claimed as their own territory. Limited to a few city blocks which surrounded McBride Avenue and which provided a safety net of fences and alleys, it seemed, at least in Turtle’s head, that their dominance, their ownership of those precious city blocks was now thrown into question by their rivals, the Lote M Boys. Consequently, when she walked the streets, she loomed as inviting to them as a bull’s-eye target.


The curfew roadblocks were the least of her worries. Turtle knew how to work the streets, how to avoid the Quarantine Authority who enforced the curfew, how to hide from the Lote M Homeboys and mostly how to keep away from her own McBride Boys. Prior to today, her street savvy had been sharp and crisp and unrelenting.


More people crossed the intersection. Turtle kept an eye out for the grocery baskets and glass box carts of the fruit vendors, saving her the trip to the Val U Mini Mart. A few days ago, she had solicited a corncob, a slice of watermelon, a cup of hot atole with a promise of guarding the cart whenever the vendors went on a pee break. Usually, there were two or three of them out by this time, staking a corner, cracking coconuts with a machete, squeezing lemon, sprinkling chile pepper on pieces of mango. This morning they hadn’t appeared; the vendors knew something she didn’t know and this thought began to worry her. She continued slapping the mailbox slot.


A man in a straw hat jogged across the street. Holding his hat in place with a hand, he hopped onto the curb and toward her.


Perdón, the man said. He held on to a tissue envelope. Por favor. He urged politely, wanted Turtle to move. The way he said it made her stomach turn in disgust. Taller than the man, she barely inched, and the man excused himself again and she barely inched a second time. The man slipped his envelope into the mailbox slot and when he brushed past her, Turtle threw her leathered shoulder forward, pushing the man to one side with such force his sweat-wrung hat snapped back. Astonished, the man stared up at his perpetrator. He jutted out his chin, gestured angrily with his two hands, answered the challenge with another one.


¿Qué traes pelón? The man straightened the rim of his hat. Pedestrians barely glanced at the two ready to square off under the awning of El Zócalo Fine Meats. Turtle caught herself. Someone had keyed the padlock and pulled back the accordion gates of the Black Cat TV Repair Shop and she caught sight of her prismatic reflections in the blank monitors of the display televisions inside. In another life, Turtle had kept her head finely shaved, razor-skinned scalp shining. But as the days living on the streets turned into weeks, her hair had grown out unevenly, and she looked coffee-stained like an old kitchen sink. The studs stapled on the curves of her ears at first to disguise the Turtle in her but later to disguise the Antonia in him no longer had the glint of steel. Worse, she looked rumpled, sleepless and old for her eighteen years and the televisions inside the Black Cat multiplied this feeling. From the ache of bone to the bags under her sleep-deprived eyes, Turtle felt God Almighty shitty.


A solid punch broke her gaze. Although she had no reason other than to harass the man in the straw hat, she now felt compelled to be left alone. He suddenly was not worth the effort. The man shoved Turtle’s chest again to prompt a reaction, and said with jackknife sharpness, ¡No te ’toy molestando, pendejo!


An immediate hot temper pitch surfaced on Turtle’s face. Her gut reaction was to crush the jaw of this small, worthless loser because no one, not one body, had the right to touch her. Turtle straightened her shoulders. With an abrupt flick of a hand, she flipped up the black collar of her jacket and the gesture made the man flinch. Turtle returned her attention to Hastings and First because she had learned the hard way that to render someone invisible was more painful than a cracked skull. And so she listened with great concentration to the flap of canvas awning, the hum of the wind between people passing. She jammed a chafed hand in her pocket and fished out a few gum wrappers, a matchbook and a quarter and dismissed the presence of the man as if he were transparent.


The challenger waited, determined to prove her cowardly.


Turtle lifted the quarter and squinted at Washington’s silver profile with exaggerated scrutiny. In her peripheral vision, she was aware of the man.


Got another one? Turtle rattled the tense silence.


¿Estás loco o qué?


You know, got a quarter?


Turtle boldly pushed the coin close to his face. If he smacked her again, she would have to do the honorable thing; she would have to finish what was started. She didn’t make the rules. The man, more confused than angry, delivered a wanton wave of his hand to banish the request.


Bótate chingado, he snapped. He pressed his hat again, and ran across the street against the light with the speed of a man eager to arrive at his destination.


Well fuck you too, ése, Turtle whispered without malice. She fingered the coin and returned it to her pocket. She breathed out and then waited. As the clouds drifted in like shifting sands from a sand dune, Turtle massaged a palm over the stubble of hair. The city park was not far from the Val U Mini Mart and the wooden awning of the picnic tables provided temporary shelter if it rained. As the clouds began to gather into a contemptuous mass, she tried to remember if Luis was with her the day she watched the steamroller, the day she sucked on a pig’s foot. The darkened morning slowly became the gray color of a burned-out bulb and the hunger in her belly rumbled thunderously.


Someone had turned on all ten televisions to the same station. All this action happened without her knowing, alarming her. Fatigue had begun to wear thin her street sense and this was bad news. Turtle punched her chapped knuckles into her pockets. None of this would be happening if the other half of the cold-blooded Gamboas were around. Till death do us part. That was the rule. She wasn’t supposed to be left behind with the daily tallies of the Vietnam War casualties broadcasted like sports scores.


Hey, lady! Turtle called to a woman. Yea, you.


Holding her little son’s hand, the woman stood close to the mailbox to inspect the price of a television. You, what time you got?


The volumes of the televisions were lowered and the sizzling blue-green images all mimed the same Alka-Seltzer commercial. Behind Turtle’s back, someone pulled out Luis Lil Lizard’s draft number, someone stole him away to another war, someone tallied up the body counts and someone silenced the television voices and all this had happened without her permission. It pitched a rise in her so bad Turtle needed to listen to someone speak.


Come on. Yea, you. What time you got?


The woman released her son’s hand and abruptly clamped her large handbag to her chest, a familiar move that usually had no effect on Turtle until today; the gesture made Turtle lose respect for her. Unleashed from his mother’s grip, the boy straightened out his Superman cape.


Time. Time, sabes? Turtle tried to remember her Spanish, words that were boxed in storage. Pan, mantequilla. Ven pa’cá. But what was the word she couldn’t find? The sound escaped into a deserted labyrinth of midnight street corners and padlocked doors. She felt as if she had to burglarize her own memory in order to get to the Spanish words. Turtle pointed to the woman’s watch. You know, hora. ¿Sabes que hora?


The woman held up her wrist. Turtle returned her attention to the intersection while the woman whisked the boy away, his cape fluttering and disappearing into the pedestrian traffic.


Well, fuck you too, Turtle whispered.


She breathed out and waited. A cramp clamped on her right leg. She used the mailbox for support, jiggling her leg to relieve the pain, and tried keeping a poker face. It angered her to hurt so badly. The knot of dirty shoelace dissolved and she labored to ease the shank of her leg. It hurt so badly. To miss her brother this much.


Them two. The almighty.


Were them. Once upon a time.


A few years back, when they were just kids, they devised a plan to invade the Val U Mini Mart. Luis Lil Lizard played lookout, kept his eyes on the convex mirrors which hung from the corner aisles of the market, nodded when all was clear. Turtle had it down; she’d lift a can and pretend to check the price while her other hand worked hard to grab sticks of candy or bags of macaroni, hiding items beneath her mother’s thick winter overcoat. They had it down, them two not knowing that wearing a thick oversized winter coat during the summer heat wave was a dead giveaway.


But they were just kids then, and eons away from the draft, or from the McBride Boys being fingered out for a gang jump by Lote M. Them two knew to eat when they got hungry, to warm themselves when they got cold, to do what needed to be done in order to rule their world.


The bagman who caught her was not a kid. Maybe one, but older, maybe not more than nineteen or twenty, maybe as old as the pimply Che reading the paperback. The bagman followed her out of the Mart one late afternoon and before she reached the drying concrete freeway on-ramp, he grabbed the collar of her mother’s overcoat and the candy and tins of black olives and tomato sauce rolled to the overpass.


He forced her to stand spread-eagled. Disregarding the traffic, his big man fingers began to frisk her legs and poke into her cutoffs’ back pockets. At first he believed what he felt on her chest were not breasts but stolen apples, hard and concealed, and he clamped his big man fingers on her flesh under her loose T-shirt to make sure. This boy had tits, this boy was really a braless girl with growing, firm chi-chis, her big brown nipples just there, under the shirt for him to pinch in utter disbelief. Then he did it again. The bagman groped her body under the draping wool coat again to make sure they weren’t stolen produce, and then he slowly dug his metal-cold fingers between her thighs again, this time pressing harder, palming her buttocks, swirling his two hands much slower and slower to make himself believe.


She inhaled, tried to deflate all her flesh into the hole of her belly button, as she had seen cartoon characters do.


Not one driver from all those cars zooming on the new freeway bridge, not one driver driving the overpass of the 710 freeway construction, not one stopped to protest, to scream, What the hell do you think you’re doing, motherfucker, pinche puto, get your fingers off her tits, baboso! Turtle had closed her eyes to shut out the cry as the swift wind of the cars bathed her face. She should have booted the bagman hard in his wobbly pink purses and run for dear life, taken her chances; but his gripping big fingers fastened, loosened, tightened, loosened, tightened. Finally, when she opened her eyes, Luis Lil Lizard appeared.


He was smaller than Turtle, even smaller than the bagman, but he wedged himself between the two of them without a semblance of fear because fear for Luis was a proud conquest.


Like the time Amá had yanked and yanked Turtle’s hair in an argument over her choice of boxers under her cutoffs, of her erasure of breasts and dresses and all that was outwardly female, over her behaving like some unholy malflora. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Luis Lil Lizard challenged Amá, and shoved Turtle into the bathroom. Luis slammed the door on Amá’s curses, latched the metal hook into its eyelet and the metal hook chinked in resistance. Luis took a pair of manicure scissors and sat Turtle down on the toilet seat and cut Turtle’s hair, asking, What she gonna grab now? Over her arched shoulders, Turtle’s chestnut curls fell like commas on the tiled floor and then Luis took the dull razor from the soap dish in the tub and rasped it against her scalp.


Luis convinced Turtle to believe they could reach a place called New Mexico where you awoke banging your head against the sky or sucked on sweet cactus pulp for lunch or watched lizards transform into alligators in the afternoon. To escape, all them two had to do was bulldoze a tunnel through the hill on Eastern Street, Luis explained, and the country awaited their arrival. Turtle helped him because she loved the way her brother watched Zorro on television, one leg stretched out, the other bent at the knee and shaking with a nervous tic; her other half, her real brother whom she loved worse than herself, this homeboy who always appeared without a semblance of fear and yelled, Leave my sister alone.


Turtle could think of nothing to say except, Luis, and then she began to cry.


Shut up, Luis snapped, because he had a girl for a brother and he profoundly resented it. No matter how many asses she kicked after that, or how bad, how really bad she was, he learned not to care. Luis knew, when it came right down to it, when the correctional officers conducted strip searches or the draft number came in, she wasn’t there for him. She could never hang as tight as the other McBride Boys. Hey, he once said, I didn’t make the rules. The boys all vowed to be there for each other, always and por vida, hasta la muerte, because that’s what it’s all about. About loyalty. About tightness. About protecting and serving. About shoving the bagman in the belly and saying with firm conviction, I’ll kill you if you don’t leave her alone. Luis Lil Lizard fisted a red can of tomato sauce and it looked like his hand bled between his fingers.


What a piece of shit, the bagman replied. (How dare he call Luis Lil Lizard a piece of shit!) I oughta call the cops and lock up your ass. The bagman spat to prove to the two dirt-stained brothers how disgusted he was.


Next time, the man continued, bending to collect the cans on the concrete, if I see you in my market, I’ll be the one doing the killing.


They had broken the cardinal rule: never get caught.


But they did, the tarps banging and whipping against the concrete to no end. Amá demanded they leave the bulldozers alone, threatened to spank them all with the wire hanger she held. The children scattered faster than scuttling roaches, including Turtle. But Luis clasped the steering wheel with two fists and refused to let his dream go while Amá ripped his T-shirt and the wire whipped air between her and his flesh. She tired of the beating before he did.


No tunneling Eastern Street, and New Mexico remained a region undiscovered, and they would never know what it was to be somewhere else, be someone else. And if the bagman said he was gonna kill you, wouldn’t you believe him? Wouldn’t you have done the same? No reason for Luis not to believe, wouldn’t you? But what he had to do to the bagman later that night, he had to do himself because he had a girl for a brother.


It shamed them both.


After the bagman’s warning, they walked home sullenly, neither one saying a word. The hem of Amá’s bulky winter coat swept the sidewalk as they passed the junkyard, the houses, the dead end, the hospital building, and more houses, and another dead end. Luis Lil Lizard retrieved a deposit RC Cola bottle from a patch of weeds near a stop sign and then they cut across the Zumayas’ thick Bermuda lawn, where they ignored the Zumaya kid who waved to them, and finally reached the porch of their small rented house. Luis slammed the torn screen door shut, leaving Turtle on the porch. She knew he needed to be alone and so pressed her shoulders against the screen, and felt the perspiration between her breasts, too ashamed to remove the winter coat. Woozy, Turtle stared at the long bending metal rods jutting out of the semi constructs of overpasses, on-ramps, bridges and interchanges being built across First Street. The thick, choking stench of blackened diesel smoke rose from the dump trucks, and bulldozers blew carbon exhaust into a haze. Her eyes were so tired, they squeaked as she rubbed them.


Out of the pulverizing dust of heaved-up dirt and cement, the old neighbor woman appeared, smoking one of her beloved cigarettes. The frajo stuck to the corner of her wrinkled lips in the same way Turtle’s Tío Angel smoked while he sat at the kitchen table with Amá and Aunt Mercy, which was the same way the old woman smoked while cracking a tray of ice cubes on the porch railing of her blue house. Since lemons came every other year, the old neighbor woman froze ice trays of lemon juice.


Across the jackhammering blasts and cacophony of earthmovers and over the sound of passing cars on First Street, the old woman dropped three lemon cubes in a cupful of water, spooned sugar and stirred and tweaked as the water and sugar and cubes created lemonade so cold the aluminum tumbler beaded. Turtle was about to place the cool rim of the tumbler to her parched mouth but the swift force of door, the swing of screen, pushed her awake from a stupor, and Luis Lil Lizard’s deep man voice said, Get outta my way, you pussy.


He clutched the neck of the RC soda bottle and began walking to Ray’s store. Sweat-drenched, Turtle waited for her brother to turn and say to her, What are you waiting for? Come on! But her brother dissolved into the cold shadow of the hot freeway like the lemon ice cubes in water.


•  •  •


Turtle’s fingers were stiff cold and she wove them together, then cracked her knuckles. Several schoolchildren crossed Hastings and First, protecting their heads from the drizzle by wearing triangular newspaper pirate hats, jovial at the blustery gusts of wind. Rushed pedestrians whooped and cursed and ran under the El Zócalo Fine Meats awning. Turtle sought shelter under the awning as two women crossed the street. One was short and plump, and the other one, her younger companion, was taller and hunched under an umbrella, cradling a package wrapped in white paper. Was it possibly a white bag containing bolillos or pan dulce from La Pelota Bakery? Turtle saw an opportunity: simply bump her and run with the package. God-sent easy. Certainly, the clumsy rubber boots, the long black shirt she wore would inhibit a chase. Even her red poncho trimmed with black tassels became a matador’s cape taunting Turtle to lunge.


But then she leaned over to whisper in the short woman’s ear, and the short woman burst out in laughter and the taller one emerged from under the umbrella and ran ahead like a schoolgirl as the light turned red. When the taller one reached the corner first, she stopped momentarily to lift her arms and open the wings of her poncho. While the winds pinched up the corners of the poncho, and the clouds clacked with terrifying force, the taller woman turned and smiled at Turtle with incredible delight and then rewrapped her flapping poncho to nestle the package once again in the cradle of her arms.


She was way too easy.


Large raindrops cackled above her and the awning darkened like puddles of tar. A man wearing a shirt of pink flamingos stood next to Turtle and the shirt seemed ridiculous, absurd, deserving of provocation.


What you looking at? Turtle challenged the man in the flamingos. She wiped her runny nose on the leather of her sleeve, ready to strangle those birds.


No one, the man replied, surprised, unsure what the question meant. I’m not looking at nothing.


At nothing? You calling me nothing?


Hard pebbles of rain pelted, and she eyed the man, who seemed sincere when he asked, What’s your problem, carnal?


Got a quarter?


The man shook his head no while his flamingos tottered on their one-legged stances. Others under the awning gradually made space between themselves and Turtle. A bus arrived. Within minutes, deserted sidewalks.


Turtle brushed her palms together for warmth, then returned them to her jacket pockets. Indecisive, cold and hungry, she knew not to stay in one place too long. The loud clamor of thunder sounded like a wrecking yard and the awning already sagged heavy with water. No wonder the fruit vendors stayed indoors. Cars passed and fast-beating windshield wipers melted the faces of the drivers under sheets of water. She supposed now was as good as any time. Turtle shrank her neck in the valley of her shoulders for protection against the downpour.


What you waiting for? Come on, no one said, and Turtle jumped over a flooding gutter and into the wide intersection. At eight or eighteen, it was just like her, never paying attention to the safe harbor of space between two painted fluorescent white lines on the pavement. The rain was immediate and unmerciful and whipped her face. At the end of the storefront block, a bloodied dog’s carcass from last night’s search littered the street, ground raw into the pavement by car tires. Rust-colored water surrounded the carcass. It must have been female, Turtle judged, because purple droopy teats fell to one side. Black veils of flies swarmed every inch of flesh. Sorry, bitch, she thought, I didn’t make the rules. The flies hung tight together, even in the rain.





THREE



Have faith, Mama said with a slight slur, didn’t I say?


Amen, Tranquilina replied. They waited on the corner for the light to change. Amen to that.


The two women had convinced the new butcher of El Zócalo Fine Meats to donate a five-pound chuck roast for the after-services meal. In previous years, the former butcher, Obdulio, never hesitated in donating pork rinds or stew bones for their ministry; however, since his departure to Jerez, Zacatecas, he had been replaced by a skittish, nervous man. Lacking more in the ways of butchery than in generosity, the replacement butcher had discreetly and without his jefe’s consent promised the two women the chuck roast on the one condition that they never come to him for another donation.


After mopping the front of the shop, the butcher had placed a roast beneath the overturned bucket near the employees’ entrance and then weighted it down with an industrial mop in order to protect it from the roaming dogs. Tranquilina removed the soggy mop and discovered the muscle of meat wrapped tightly in white butcher paper. The find was a revelation, a blessed fortune. Mama put down her umbrella and placed her hand over the package. Bluish remnants of jawbone swell strained her ability to speak; yet she voiced profound gratitude by praising God, Thank you, Lord, right in front of the huge trash bins.


More than the meat, the kept promise had made Tranquilina optimistic. The rigorous traveling, the endless list of hostels, the constant flow of pitiless doubters and forever larger supply of ravished believers had worn on Tranquilina, though she refused to admit this to Mama and Papa Tomás, even to herself. Her vigilance of years past had somehow corroded, dedication buried in layers of decaying convictions. She had allowed this to happen almost organically, over a period of time, and thus Tranquilina blamed herself for fermenting such anguish, which arrived one late night in the form of a man smelling strongly of manure.


The manure man had assaulted all three of them after a prayer meeting outside of Cuero, Texas. Although it was the manure man who grasped the shovel with both fists and swung with the might of a scythe against wheat to tumble them and force them to fall, Tranquilina blamed herself for Mama’s face swelling twice its size in bruised weight. Although the man pushed Tranquilina down face first, her mouth grit-full of soil, it was she who felt culpable for infecting Papa Tomás’s thoughts so that he now slept only in seizures of anxiety.


Mama had wanted to return to the Eastside, to Tranquilina’s birthplace, and said so, holding her daughter’s head under her own broken jaw in a grove of Texan pecan trees, ready to immediately dispose of the assault like garbage heaps outside of Cuero, no stars or full moon to pour gentle blue light on the fertile earth. While in the two-room police station, Papa Tomás spoke against vengeance, and then spoke against returning to the Eastside. Fragile in health, he knew there was no returning to their beginnings. Time never stood still, and no routine or familiarity, no wishing to return Tranquilina to the safety of her womb, would erase the assault.


Nonetheless, it was Mama’s decision to return and that was why at this very moment Mama popped up her umbrella and the two crossed First and Hastings undisturbed by the rains, their spirits lifted by the butcher’s kept promise. The winds picked up and a man’s hat tumbled just in front of him, and he dashed for it and just when he reached out for it, the taunting currents buffeted the rim of the hat again, out of reach. Tranquilina elbowed Mama and they laughed because the two were not above finding humor in the folly of men.


The butcher’s package felt chilled against Tranquilina’s chest, and she ran to the corner and readjusted the bulk, the cloak of her poncho raised to shield it from the rain. Then she turned to Mama; but instead her gaze locked with the razor-cut head of a cholo under an awning. Between them a fence of lashing rain, Tranquilina recognized his glassy yellow-eyed hunger. The same crazed intent of the Cuero man who smelled of deep fermenting dung, the cyclops gaze that ushered a forewarning—robbery in its cruelest form. She held the package tightly.


The storm fractured his face. Tranquilina tried to revive the compassion she once had for those with such hunger, when hunger meant empty bellies or an overflowing desire for a better life. Hadn’t she learned? Hadn’t she realized that experiences teach, and if God loved the meek enough to deliver them from evil, and if God loved the poor and the broken and the worst of men, then it stood to reason that Tranquilina’s brokenness, her dismembering, should only bring her closer to God? And as a way for this gangster youth to forgive her immediate condemnation, her abrupt suspicion, she lifted the corners of her mouth (just as she had lifted the corners of her poncho seconds before), delivering upon him a broad, toothy smile. She turned away but her backside grew rigid, almost expecting the repeat of the shovel against her shoulders.


Tranquilina followed Mama through a weedy lot between two vacant buildings and passed a tower of abandoned tires stacked up in a way as to suggest a child’s game. The two women wore rubber boots once worn by men who worked at the city incinerator and their boots tramped broken amber shards of glass, hypodermic needles, frajo butts and gum wrappers on soil as muddled as a swamp.


Mama slowed, and Tranquilina, not paying attention, bumped her. They reached a concrete sidewalk and stomped the clumps of mud off. The wind continued to bend sheets of rain.


Kern Street is over there, Mama said and leaned her umbrella to the right. This time, Tranquilina understood her.


The two women struggled through the rain in a maze of unfamiliar streets. Whole residential blocks had been gutted since their departure, and they soon discovered that Kern Street abruptly dead-ended, forcing them to retrace their trail. The streets Mama remembered had once connected to other arteries of the city, rolling up and down hills, and in and out of neighborhoods where neighbors of different nationalities intersected with one another. To the west, La Pelota Panadería on Soto Street crossed Canter’s Kosher Deli on Brooklyn Avenue, which crossed Pol’s Chinese Kitchen on Pacific Boulevard to the east. But now the freeways amputated the streets into stumped dead ends, and the lives of the neighbors itched like phantom limbs in Mama’s memory: la Señora Ybarra’s tobacco smell and deep raspy voice; the Gómez father’s garden of tomatoes; Eugenio’s pennies taped on envelopes for their ministry; Old Refugia, who had two goats living in her cluttered backyard and who took the goats to graze at the edge of the Chinese cemetery before opening hours.


The city of Tranquilina’s birth was hardly recognizable. They crossed puddles so deep, rainwater covered the ankles of their liver-colored boots. Papa Tomás had warned Mama, You can never return to the same place twice unless you discover peace in its transformation. The two women rested here and there, their anxiety growing, leaning against a bus bench, stopping to ask for directions, the rain hammering. On the corner of Humphreys and Floral, Tranquilina pointed to the concrete freeway walls splattered with gang graffiti. The solid slab of endless cement looked as cold gray as the rain-filled sky.


Mama yelled over her shoulder, but the rising wind spirited her words away. She had to shout it again, ¡Otra tormenta! The rains percolated into puddles, glutting the gutter grates. Paper plates, yellowed newspapers, condom wrappers began to lift and whirl beside them. Mama used the umbrella as a shield and her plastic raincoat crackled like burning wood. They seemed to be the only pedestrians on the sidewalk. The winds pressed the cloth of their long, black skirts against their legs. Tranquilina lagged behind, holding the white bundle, the black tassels of her flapping red poncho grasping at thin air.


Tranquilina halted, footsore, a blister caused by the friction of rubber edges and she studied the intentions of the clouds. Her drenched, short brown hair helmeted her head and her poncho was sopping wet. If the downpour continued, it was best to stay under a storefront awning. She caught a glimpse of city geese cutting a large V across the folds of gray sky, a few stragglers struggling to keep within the flock.


Tranquilina winced at brilliant veined lightning. Blinding light sizzled and dazzled just as metal often sparked brightly against a pumice wheel. Though she stilled for a moment to regain her sight, Tranquilina felt the deadening thunder strike like a sledgehammer banging wobbly sheets of armor steel. The pulse of her blood surged, a mad, black water swell poured over her skin as if her body were a great Amazon tributary, its rising torrents flooding structures, breaking windows, drowning church benches, reaching rooftops, tipping steeples and then bursting into the ocean of skies. She felt carried away by the currents of vastness.


Tranquilina heard the receding sound of Mama’s rubber boots, barely audible, a losing crunch of weeds, mud and debris until no sound remained except for the whistling transmigration of pumping wings gliding in the mist. Hollow, her boots dangled. Light refreshing drizzle sprayed against her face. She was close enough for the fluttering feathers of the city geese to brush her cheeks delicately. Tranquilina’s feet were incredibly cool, and her toes tingled. A wisp of vapor escaped from her astonished lips. She opened her eyes slowly.


Mama often spoke to her of Papa Tomás’s legacy. In the short hiatus of youthful innocence, Tranquilina once believed in her birthright, coconspiring with Mama to transcend the stories of levitation into familial fact. Though Mama planted its incubation in Tranquilina’s life, the actual experience arrived without warning. Or had it really happened? Tranquilina could no longer make that leap of faith, levitation ascribed only to saints who proved too holy for a world that didn’t deserve them. And Tranquilina knew she deserved this upside-down world where the peaceful love of nonviolence was reciprocated by sharpshooting hatred. Even with assassinations, assaults and the slaughter of planet and people, Tranquilina’s love for this world remained a conflicted, loyal love. Because everything happened here on these sidewalks or muddy swamps of vacant lots or in deep back alleys, not up in the heavens of God. Lost souls roamed here, and Tranquilina stomped a tingling foot on the ground as evidence. Then, embracing the package as if it were an anchor, she muttered a prayer of contrition for doubting Mama’s stories. The geese remained in full view and she scurried to catch up to Mama like the last of the stray geese. Unsure of her experience, Tranquilina pressed a palm to her forehead as if to squeeze some sense back into her brain.


She asked her mother, Where do I go now?


The rain battered the flowered fabric of Mama’s umbrella. The rubber soles of her boots shuffled against the slickness of unfamiliar sidewalk. Mama wished out loud that wherever the disappeared neighbors were relocated they had lemon trees outside, where long garden hoses on summer afternoons were permissible and goats were not prohibited; where the sun took forever to descend between the telephone poles. She thought of them in a vagueness that unbridled her attention. She stepped off the curb and didn’t notice the bumpers of speeding cars until Tranquilina yanked her by the collar back to safety. They decided to wait in the Cruz Azul Farmacia until the rains eventually turned from downpour to drizzle, until there was space between the cars, until their hearts calmed.


•  •  •


The storm subsided, a brief, powerful tormenta, suddenly turning into a misty shower. Mama and Tranquilina passed a small boy, proud and elevated, his Superman cape fluttering high.


Now let’s find the main boulevard, Mama instructed clearly, without slurring. It’s shorter.


Soon after their trek resumed, the sunshine wrestled and tentative shadows appeared. Mama closed her umbrella, insisting they make up for lost time. They stopped once more to ask for directions at a patio table where a group of noisy girls laughed loudly. Mama became grateful again for the smallest things: a man who chased his hat in the wind, a boy wearing a red cape, a sun-laden day, the fine youthful laughter of girls, a bundle of meat, a recognizable house.
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