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I dedicate this book to all the tal Marías who dare to love and be loved.


And to my late sister, Belinda María Martinez Steele, whose writing journey was just beginning.












PROLOGUE



DISHES AND DOLLS





On the first morning of her death, she lay with her arms wide and her palms facing heaven. Flat on her back under the bay window, it looked like she had fallen from the bed that was too big for the tiny Victorian dining room where she slept.


That first morning was the beginning of my search. A search that would lead me to secrets inside secrets to a truth that broke out on its own. It came out bit by bit, at times too heavy to handle, but eventually I became strong enough to hold this much of it. That first morning of her death, her life ended, but her story began.


Each morning her feet touched down on the warm wood, and in just six barefoot paces she could get to the four-burner stove in the skinny kitchen for a light and then back to the edge of her bed by the window.


Between long drags of her Salem menthol, she’d sit and look out from ten floors up over a sliver of San Francisco that would become Japantown. When the six paces to the stove got too hard (she refused to have matches or lighters by her bed because they were a hazard), she’d call out to me, “Ivana!” her name for me, her granddaughter, Yvonne. She’d call me from wherever I was to light her cigarettes at all hours of the day and night.


When I found her that morning, her head was on the wood inlay, where the natural gold-and-yellow wood met slat to slat, plank edge to plank edge in fixed angles, gold against brown. Grandma Mary had managed to pull down a sheet as she fell. It gathered cross-crooked over her short torso under the light of the bay window.


Even in the light, she didn’t look like herself. There were no rings on her fingers, no “real red” lipstick, no black pencil eyebrows drawn over her eyes with the shiny Maybelline shaved-tip pencil she’d wet her lips with before drawing the arches over her eyelids. Instead, her yellow, cigarette-burnt fingers curved into a half curl and lay parallel to her hips. The chipped red paint on her toes pointed east and west. Her eyes were half-closed; her gaze was gone.


She told no one she was dying. But they all knew, the absent man, the missing cat, and her no-show son. One by one, as she’d gotten sicker and sicker, they’d all taken off.


Grandma was living by herself by the time I got there. I’d been planning a run from my mother’s house ever since the Salt Lake City police installed me there in kindergarten. By the second grade, my stepfather had moved us all to Los Angeles, far, far away from my mother’s family and everything Utah. Each time I ran, I’d gotten farther away. I didn’t begin to make real breaks for it until I was fifteen. This time I’d made it as far as San Francisco, all the way to Mary’s.


The free clinic movement drew her west from Salt Lake to San Francisco when she got sick.


As I knelt over her, I never fathomed that she was actually dead. I left her on the floor undisturbed, gathered my robe around me, and went into the four-by-four foyer that separated our two rooms.


Where Mexican grandmothers put candles and saints in their alcoves, Grandma Mary stationed a heavy black telephone on top of the white and yellow pages. There was no blinking Jesus; no plug-in off and on sacred hearts; no benevolent, blue-shrouded Virgin Mary—only heavy black metal.


I lifted the phone receiver only to feel it drop in my wrist like a free weight. The coil rolled itself tightly around the base of the phone. I put my finger in the black metal cutout dial marked “0” and pulled it all the way around. The dial rolled over the numbers on the phone’s face and took its tick-tick time getting back to zero. I spoke into the receiver close and low, perched in the alcove like I was in a confessional booth.


“Something’s wrong with my grandmother,” I said.


“We’ll send someone,” a voice said back.


“She’s on the floor and won’t move,” I said.


“We’ll send someone,” the voice repeated.


It felt like a screen slat closed shut at the end of a confession when the call ended. There was only silence, not even the comfort of a string of penance in the wake of the shut sound. Nothing in my hands, nothing to hold on to.


The morning light started to shift away from the wood pattern around Grandma’s head, and still no one came. I called the voice in the alcove and called again, walked back and forth to the window, finally pushed it open toward the street and propped open the front door to look down the narrow hallway to see if anybody had arrived to rescue her in the way that you believe that magic will happen just by calling the doctor.


Everybody, it seemed, knew that she was dead but me. I pulled my robe tighter around me and took the accordion door elevator down to the street to see if the ambulance was coming. In the pink, faux fur–lined slippers that she’d given me, I tiptoed across the lobby and out the front of the building. I pulled the pink belt of my matching robe around my waist, the line of pink faux fur crisscrossing over my breasts. My arms wrapped around myself, I stood at the top of the granite steps and took one long look up Post Street and down the other way.


Back inside, the heavy, wood-sculpted door pushed me back into the lobby. My pink fur heels click-clacked across the black-and-white octagon tiles to the elevator. I took one last look through the beveled glass and saw cat paws and hiking boots. My uncle was coming up the steps from around the corner with Grandma’s missing cat. I pushed the door open, wide enough for him, the cat, and his bedroll backpack. My other arm closed my robe over me.


“Uncle,” I said.


“Hey, kid,” he said.


“Where’ve you been?” I asked.


He pulled the red bandanna off his head and snapped it into the air.


“Here,” he said.


Snap.


“And there,” he said.


Snap. Snap.


“She’s been on the floor for hours and won’t move,” I said.


Uncle slid the accordion elevator door shut in front of us and tied the bandanna around his wrist. He pulled it tight with his teeth. I folded my arms over the pink fur of my robe.


“I called the ambulance hours ago,” I said.


I took the key that I found gripped in my hand and opened the door to the apartment. My uncle dropped his backpack just inside the tiny foyer under the phone alcove, leaving the pack ready for remount. He pulled one of his fingerless gloves off his hand with his teeth and took one step toward Grandma’s bedroom in the dining room. In just three steps, he bowed his head under the Victorian circle block corner doorway, his hair in tight black curls around his face. He stood over her with his tip-less gloves hanging out of his back pocket.


He rubbed the sweat of his palms onto the thighs of his hiking shorts. “Let’s take a look,” he said.


He squatted on the window side of her and pressed his hands deeper into his thighs; his boots over the even light-and-dark patterned wood, he bent over her.


“María,” he said in a short breath to himself. Not calling to her, he simply named her. He pushed in on the flesh of her cheek with his hitchhiking thumb.


“María,” he said.


Her brown face went gray against the red bandanna on his wrist. Her head just hung in his hand, as it fell to the side when he released it.


“María,” he said.


Uncle stood up, took a step back, rubbed his hands deeper into his thighs, then reached over her. With one swift yank, he pulled her sheet up from her feet up over her torso. The sheet landed over her face and exposed her from the waist down.


“Take a good look,” he said.


Her short legs opened to graying pubic hair.


“That’s all she was,” he said.


His face twisted into one word.


Cunt.


He wiped his forehead with the red bandanna around his wrist.


“That’s all she ever was to me,” he said.


He moved away from her in the same three steps he took crab-like to get to her.


“That’s all,” he repeated.


Near naked under the robe she had given me, I could only hold my arms tighter over my breasts.


He filled his arms with all her favorite candles, the big ones and the small ones, the half-melted ones, the wide purple ones, the scented ones, the untouched white ones wrapped in tissue in the drawer, plus her blue dishes, all her dolls, and her red geraniums.


“It’s time to get rid of all this shit,” he said.


Back and forth down the skinny hallway he went. He left a trail of dirt, broken candles, and red petals on his way to the garbage chute. He stuffed and stuffed until the chute’s metal door couldn’t close. When there was no more room, he piled up dishes, dolls, clothes, and anything else he could along the wall under the half-open metal chute. Broken pieces of Grandma’s things fell Picasso-like into a shrine and refracted light from broken pictures gathered under the heap.


Nothing could interrupt my uncle’s tight lips and the ridges of wrinkled skin on his forehead, a hate that got shinier with sweat with every load he carried. When there was no more room in and around the chute to shove things, he pressed his back against the kitchen wall and slid to the floor across from the stove, just steps from where Grandma lay. He loosened his hiking boots, rested his elbow on his bent knee, and looked over at her. All the dishes were gone, her pots, her collections of mismatched saltshakers, her clothes, everything. Everything went down that chute, even her pillow and the blankets on her bed. There was nothing left to shove down the chute but her.


She lay near naked, alone and dead from uterine cancer at fifty-two, exposed in death in a way that she’d spent her whole life trying to avoid. I pulled the sheet back down from her face and over her legs.


When the coroner came that evening, Uncle was gone. The ambulance gurney’s legs flipped down under its metal frame beside Grandma where she lay under the bay window. The coroner had her body lifted hand to hand into a long black bag, way too big for her tiny frame. He joined the heavy metal zipper near her feet. With one long yank, he pulled the silver teeth over her short legs, her flattened breasts, and her face. Hand to hand, he had her lifted one more time onto the gurney and with it made his way through the hallway, rolling her over her red petals and dirt, broken candles and blue dishes, doll arms and legs, to the elevator and down to the street.


At nearly nineteen, my body already knew what there was to know about my grandmother. Knew it in ways I didn’t yet have words for. Knew it in the binary neutron charges that informed my posture, my language, and my bearing in the world and told of it in ways that I didn’t know that I knew.


The only thing that mattered to me in the days that led up that morning was that she had taken me in and now she was gone.


Now, nearly fifty years later, I have been able to put together the years of veiled references, coded phrases, and hidden asides to reveal the reason for my family’s open contempt for my grandmother. When I finally did hear the words, heard my aunt speak them out loud, they were the last layer of confirmation, the last piece of evidence. They were hearsay as good as any primary source. And even then, I had to store them away until I could find a safe place to examine them, to bring them out. Words that began in the phrases and images etched in me since I was a little girl in Salt Lake City where I lived with my grandma Mary’s mother, my great-grandmother Mercedes Murillo Corona, and her second husband, my grandfather, Vidal Corona, whose real name wasn’t Corona, it was Arguelles. He wasn’t who he said he was. His name and my mother’s parentage were only a few of the many secrets that my family protected.













CHAPTER 1

FUNERALS







When she wasn’t praying for the dead babies, Great-Grandma Mercedes crashed Salt Lake funerals wherever she could, but mostly at Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church.


“Incate,” she said.


At six, I’d learned to kneel under the golden holy water bowl. The hem of my dress, eyes of white eyelet, the tiny holes in white embossed cotton, brushed across the fat blue flower tiles. I pulled off the white gloves she insisted I wear and laid them across the gold edges of my missal. I pulled my pink plastic rosary out of my white shoulder purse one bead at a time. I put the gloves back in my purse to leave white fingertips hanging out the side of it. My knees on the tile, my bare wrist over the edge of the holy water bowl, I wet my fingers to lay drops on my forehead, my heart, my left shoulder, my right shoulder, and with what was left of the wet, I touched my lips.


I walked one step behind Mercedes and tried not to step directly on the blue flowers. When she paused, I paused. When she stopped, I stopped. When she genuflected midway before the sanctuary and crossed herself, I genuflected and crossed myself. When finally, we entered the second pew on the left side of the church, there stood a statue of San Martín de Porres. We balanced our backsides against the edge of the wooden pew while Mercedes pulled down the red kneeler and our knees went down on the sticky dark-red plastic. Mercedes’s fat black wooden beads bunched in her hand. She made little crosses at each station of her body with one big cross over all of her, a cross over all the crosses, top to bottom, left to right, and then she lifted the metal crucifix to her lips for a long, closed-eyed kiss. Hers was the long way, the Mexican way.


The sky-blue casket lay in state in the middle of the aisle just outside the sculpted white marble ballast that separated the pews from the altar.


The deceased man’s gray mustache had been painted black to match his painted black hair. His skin was a deep, almost copper, tan. His sideburns and Tin-Tan-like mustache was barber cut so you could see the shadow of shaved hair along the Mexican lines of his face. His brown flesh lay in folds over his white collar; only the wild gray in his eyebrows let you see him without elaboration.


I’d crashed a lot of funerals of people I didn’t know with my great-grandmother, so the corpses seemed more like curiosities to me than real dead people.


Incense came at us in torrents from a ball-shaped, silver clapper cast out at us from a long chain. White smoke twisted, turned, and burned the insides of my nose, mouth, and throat. Only the scent of the dozens of roses on the casket let me breathe. Above us, the monstrance with its single bull’s-eye mirror sent out rays in rippled gold.


The life-size statue of San Martín de Porres stood in his corner, a white baby lamb in his arms. His hair and robes were black and white; his hands and face were a dark brown like mine. Mercedes always sat near him in the funerals we crashed and said words to him soft and familiar, like he was her paisano, her sentry in the outlands of Utah where we lived far away from anything Mexican. In another corner of the church, the triangle baby saint held court. With a little diamond crown on its head, it wore a blue-and-gold brocade gown that flowed from its neck into a triangle, and it held a child-sized staff in its porcelain hand.


“Aquí vas a conocer la verdad,” Mercedes said.


Funerals were where the real stories are told, she said, where people gathered to mock the public lie told about themselves and the deceased.


Mercedes’s hands were wrapped tightly in her fat wooden rosary, tight enough for blood to gather red in her hands. The more she prayed, the tighter she pulled. The tighter she pulled, the faster she prayed. The faded black beads tapped against the pew in front of us as her body moved up and back with her breath. Covered head to shoulders, Mercedes’s long black-and-gold veil brushed gold lace against her brown cheeks.


At the end of a mystery, joyful or sorrowful, I never knew which, Mercedes lifted her head and pointed herself in the direction of a woman in the pew a row up and across the dead man’s aisle from us. The woman’s face was covered by an all-black veil that was long enough to crisscross in front at the woman’s neck and fold into black lace scallops over each of her shoulders. I could only see the silhouette of her face and the curves of gold earrings through black organza. Mercedes pulled a fat bead through her hand and nodded to the woman.


“Esa.”


Her fingers pushed out another bead.


“Esa, es la esposa,” she said.


His wife.


In the pew directly in front of us, a young woman in a narrow black dress stood. Her veil stopped above her bare shoulders, and her skirt stopped at her knees. Her long legs were covered in black stockings, and she wore black heels. Mercedes nodded to her.


“Acá está la hija,” she said.


Over here is the daughter.


Next to the dead man’s daughter stood a woman who wore a black-and-silver veil, her beads tap-tapping against her pew.


“La otra mujer,” she said.


The other woman, the deceased’s outside wife.


Across the aisle from their sister, the adult sons of the dead man stood on either side of their mother with the shoulders of their black suits against the black lace scallops of their mother’s organza veil. The son nearest the middle aisle wore a neat cut Tee-Square goatee. He lifted his head and turned to look across the aisle that separated him from his half-sister. His sister parted her red lipstick lips to send him back a smile. He lowered his head and stalked his foot on the red kneeler like a pony.


Children stood parallel to children, their mothers on either side of them in contrasting black-and-silver veils. Only the aisle that led to the dead man separated them.


All facing God.


When someone dies, Mercedes said in words as soft as her prayers, all the entangled attachments are exposed. Every way the dead person knew love or was loved is revealed. Only when dead can we truly know how the dead person loved.


Mercedes pushed fat wooden beads through her hands, prayer after prayer. When she finished, she pressed her bead-wrapped hand against mine and pulled me past Jesus on the cross with his crown of thorns, blood down the sides of his face, blood on his hands, and blood on his feet. Only a small cloth to cover him.


She pulled me right by Jesus, like he wasn’t there. We passed him to rows and rows of red glass candles to another shrine. Burning wax smelled and lit liquid pools around flickering wicks. The corner of candles smelled the heavy smell that wells inside like camphor and black shawls.


Mercedes found a fresh wax wick, put her penny in the small black metal box for a match, lit it, and knelt down on the padless kneeler. My knees hit the bony wooden slats in front of a statue of a woman in a blue shroud who had a serpent at her feet.


“Santa María, Madre de Dios, reza por nosotros … Santa María …”


Somewhere in the middle of her prayers, she started to talk to him.


“Vengo hablarte, Cirilo. No se adonde to llevaron, esposo mio querido. Te he estado buscando desde que te rostraron muerto y sin cabeza por todo el pueblo. Te he estado buscando para saber adonde te llevaron. No me dejaron enterarte, perdí el niño, y murió la hija que no conociste.”


That’s when I first heard her talk to him, at the funerals we crashed. He, who she couldn’t find. He, who she never got to bury. He, who they dragged headless through town after they shot him. He, who she told over and over about the dead babies: the little boy who died and his namesake, the dead little girl he never knew.













CHAPTER 2

THE DEAD BABIES







With their pink cheeks, full bellies, and blond curls, Great-Grandma Mercedes put the gilded holy card cherubs next to a holy card picture of a throbbing red heart. She put them on the fireplace mantle, opposite the bay windows where Salt Lake winter fell against three-paneled glass in seamless white sheets. The holy card heart’s fluted blue veins, truncated valves, and cutoff arteries didn’t need a body. It beat on its own.


Cherub arms and plump fingers lifted open hands up to heaven against an unreal blue holy card sky. The babies and the heart faced each other in a forest of standing thin, short, tall, white, pink, blue, and black candles and of melted wax that hung over the fireplace mantle like stalactites. The wax forest clearing made way for a toy rocking horse, a package of dried shrimp, my birthday cake ballerinas, cinnamon sticks, hard butterscotch candies, sea horses, and dried red rosebuds.


There was something else in the shrine for the dead babies that my great-grandmother Mercedes tended, something I knew was there but couldn’t see, something hiding in plain sight.


A picture of the first dead baby.


Inside the top half of the white baby casket, cream-colored satin folded into pleats in a dome over the head of the little boy who lay there. His tiny brown face was stretched and taut like that of a mummy. Satin clouds made pillows under his head. His eyelids were closed and his forehead flat, his left forefinger placed over his right hand. In death, each side of him rested against its opposite, his body in balance for the last time. Eyeball-close, he was laid out in white baptism clothes. But he was dead.


We never knew him, only his name and the stories told about him, the first of the three Utah dead babies. The second dead baby had a name and a story, but no picture. The third dead baby had no picture, and no name or story until I found her.


The little boy in the picture was my mother’s dead brother.


Mother told her own stories about the dead babies. Always with her back turned while she leaned and pressed into a mound of dough kneaded together from flour, lard, salt, and water—a mound big enough to feed eleven of us. Dough stuck to her hands and hardened into her cuticles. She rubbed off the moist dough that stuck between her fingers and wiped the sticky wads against a stained flour sack that she pinned over her workday dress, a sleeveless paisley shift that closed in the back with a button on top instead of a zipper.


Mother’s broomstick rolling pin pace got faster with her storytelling, her paisley against the rippled chrome that surrounded our yellow Formica, the kitchen table in the middle of the kitchen. The clacks of her rolling pin slammed on top on a fist-sized mound of dough that she’d torn off and lined up in rows a dozen at a time. She then slammed it into a circle, lifted it, slapped it twice, turned it, and rolled it into a wider circle until it was ready for the griddle.


Clack, clack, turn.


“In those days,” Mother started. “In those days, funerals were at home and the people came to the house for the wake,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn.


My Catholic school uniform was of no use in the after-school smog-heavy LA heat. The wool in my red pleated plaid pricked at my thighs through the sticky wet of my cotton slip. It was my job to heat up the O’Keefe and Merritt double pancake griddle until it was spit-hissing hot and turn the hot flat bread when she finished rolling it.


Clack, clack, turn. Mother talked and rolled out more flat bread.


“Get a move on there!” Mother hollered back to me between clacks and slaps.


The big mound of flour tortilla dough had to be ready before she got up the hill from the number 47 bus, the last of her two buses home from the envelope factory. Big, round, and smeared with lard to keep it from drying, it had to be ready so she could break it up into hand-sized mounds and roll them out.


Her purse and lunch bag on the matching yellow vinyl chair by the yellow Formica, she rolled the dough out faster than I could turn it two at a time on the double pancake griddle. Once the rolling really got going, the clacks and slaps made a rhythm that took her far away from where she was, to where she sometimes went, rolling and remembering back to Utah.


“When my little brother Sal died, they put him in the living room. There were little lights all around his head. I can still see those lights. White candles burned down to nothing all around his head,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn. Mother talked and rolled, and I cooked on the stove behind her. I was there but not there.


Until I could lay it on the griddle, the rolled round bread hung everywhere, on the backs of torn yellow vinyl chairs away from the exposed gray cotton stuffing, on top of the faded tin blue flower bread box, on the windowsill with the rusted screen behind it, and all around the rippled chromed edge of the kitchen table.


Clack, clack, turn.


“There was a party at the house the day my brother died. It was a baptism. Everybody was there. All your uncles and all the Utah relations were there. We were playing outside,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn.


The round dough cooked bubbles into the middle of the bread. My fingers scorched every time I tried to turn the half-cooked flat bread with my hands. After each finger-burning turn, I dug my swollen hands in the red wool of my skirt and held them between my legs. When that didn’t work, I put my fingers in my mouth. On the worst days when I was sure she wasn’t looking, I took a fork to the bread, stabbed it, and flipped it over like a pancake. That worked until one of my brothers wanted to know about the four evenly spaced puncture marks on the side of the bread.


“How come there’s holes in the tortillas?” Ted asked.


Mother’s broomstick rolling pin rolled up and around in a wide radius between clacks and slaps and slammed flat on the back of my hand, pushing my fingers into the hot and shiny scratched silver griddle.


“Use your hands, goddamn it. How many times have I told you to use your goddamn hands? How are you ever going to find a husband?” Mother said.


Proper Utah-born Mexican women used their hands; only Eastside slackers like me used a fork. I held my limp, burnt hands between my legs in the red plaid pleats of my skirt. I was doomed to be a spinster.


Clack, clack, turn. The more Mother rolled, the more she remembered, and the more she could tell her stories like she could tell them without telling them at all.


“His padrino ran ’im over. That’s how Sal died. He got run over. Right after the bolo. The bolo is the old custom where they throw the money out for kids to run after when they baptize a baby,” she explained.


Clack, clack, turn.


Mother’s telling trance rolled on with the flat bread.


“We had just got back from the church. The old Lady of Guadalupe Church where you were baptized in Salt Lake. The baptized baby’s padrino threw the change out like candy from a broke piñata. There were quarters, dimes, nickels, pennies. Somebody said there was a silver dollar,” she said.


Mother stopped just long enough to peel more cracked dough off her fingers and rubbed her hands against her thighs into her pinned-on kitchen dirt apron over her Tuesday dress, the blue paisley, her favorite. More bread—clack, clack, turn.


“We ran after the money and put it in our socks. The pennies went under the car,” she said.


She pushed and pulled harder against the table in a rhythm and roll that seemed to lift her out of where she was, away from us, our kitchen, our house, our neighborhood. Back to Utah. Back to the Wasatch Mountains, the Great Salt Lake, Pioneer Park, the Founder’s Day Parade, Saltair, the Terrace Ballroom, The Cinco “R’s” on Second South, “El Abandonado,” and yam pies at Thanksgiving.


Clack, clack, turn. The mounds of dough were almost all rolled out.


“The pennies went under his padrino’s car. Sal went after them,” she said.


The dough from Mother’s apron caked off as she rolled and talked, and it fell into dried bits around her feet. The black heels under her weight made dent marks in the yellow linoleum where she stood, leaned, and worked enough flour dough into tortillas to feed eleven of us.


Clack, clack, turn.


“He went after those pennies,” she said.


She bent into the table and rolled out the last dozen.


“His padrino rolled the car out, and Sal got stuck under the tire. The car went into reverse, and Sal couldn’t get out,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn.


“His head got smashed,” she said.


The round bread on the griddle bubbled up like a blowfish when it cooked on both sides. Cooked hot bread in my hands, I bounced the flour balloon on my burnt fingers in three steps to the kitchen table into a fresh dishcloth laid open in a basket. I took a sideways look at her to see her eyes rolled up to the sky outside our kitchen window.


Clack, clack, turn.


“I was supposed to be watching him,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn.


“I was supposed to be taking care of him. Your grandma Mary cried and cried and almost went crazy when my brother Sal died,” she said.


My fingers in my mouth, there were burn holes in the bread when I got back to it.


“I was supposed to be watching him,” she repeated.


The second dead baby. Doroteo Rico.


Clack, clack, turn.


“They threw your great-grandma Mercedes in jail with her son Doroteo for hiding your great-grandpa Cirilo,” Mother said. “That’s how that baby died. Doroteo Rico died when he got sick in there in the jail with your great-grandma Mercedes,” she said.


Clack, clack, turn.


My cousin, Doroteo Lawson, or D, as he came to be known, was born to my aunt Estella and uncle Gerald in the late 1950s. His dad, my uncle Gerald, was a descendant of the five families who came to Utah as Mormon slaves. Uncle Gerald and Aunt Estella, my mother’s sister, fell in love at the Utah State Youth Detention Center, where they were put for whatever youths of color were rounded up for in 1950s Utah. When they got out, Uncle Gerald came to the steps of our house on South West Temple to visit Aunt Estella while my parents were at work. He wasn’t supposed to be there. The grandmas, Mary and Mercedes, sent Aunt Estella to us to be our babysitter when Aunt Estella got out of the detention center and couldn’t go back to school because she was pregnant.


In a white T-shirt over cuffed jeans, James Dean–style, Uncle Gerald was sixteen, and Aunt Estella was fourteen. Even though none of us could see his generations of Lawsons, they were all there on the porch with Uncle Gerald. Invisible, but standing in the lives and stories of survival.


Aunt Estella snuck him in. I saw my aunt and uncle through the crack in the door to my parents’ bedroom. He with his generations of Lawsons held her and her three generations of Utah Mexicans. In her white pedal pushers and a sleeveless red-checked gingham blouse, she stood at the edge of Mother’s pink-and-green chenille bedspread. The veins in Uncle Gerald’s arms bulged against her gingham back. With his other hand on the side of her face, he pushed her white headband back and ran his tongue along her lips. He pulled her to the door and shut it with his back blocking our view.


When their son, my cousin D, was born, the state of Utah took him away because Aunt Estella was underage.


“Que se lo llevan,” my great-grandma Mercedes had said. They can take him.


Neither she nor Grandma Mary wanted Black people in our family.


When they took him away, Aunt Estella turned herself inside out and told Great-Grandma Mercedes and Grandma Mary, “You better get my baby back.”


Nobody in my family ever talked to them like that. Aunt Estella saying “you better” was talking so crazy to them, little and sick as she was, just the force of her saying it moved them off her bed.


In my family, saying “you better” meant doing what our outlaw patriarch did. It meant being willing to stand up to a posse of ninety men and drawing your weapon, knowing you were going to die and still declaring your love.


Mercedes and Mary brought cousin D home because they really didn’t want to know. Because they already knew. Because Aunt Estella found it in her somewhere to summon our first patriarch, Cirilo Rico.


Cirilo Rico, who, on the way to getting killed, after escaping from jail, after killing the Mormon deputy they sent after him, after stopping a Mormon family in a wagon and letting them go, said, “I have a family too,” as reported in the Salt Lake Tribune, just before he was shot by a posse of ninety men in Utah in October of 1922.


It was a sign to Mercedes and Mary that, Black or not, cousin D was ours. No Mormon protective agency would get him. He was ours.


My beatnik-cum-hippie uncle said Mercedes was “down” with cousin D after that. That’s why they named him Doroteo. Cirilo Rico had sent her back her dead son.


Clack, clack, turn.


The third dead baby, Cirila Rico.


There was no card, flower, favorite food, picture, or story in the shrine for the dead babies for Cirila Rico, but I knew she was there. I knew it every time I was fed, bathed, clothed, and put to bed at Mercedes’s house. I knew it when I sat in my specially upholstered, child-sized chair. When I put on my Mickey Mouse ears to watch the Mickey Mouse Club on our Philco TV. When I played in Great-Grandma’s garden and marveled at spiders and webs for hours on end. When I went to get candy from the corner drugstore and could put it on my very own tab. When I swung on my swing and my great-grandpa Vidal climbed to the very top of the cherry tree to bring me bowls full of cherries.


As a child in Mercedes’s world, there were purple-and-red-painted, metal twirling toys, sugar breads shaped into shells, bride dolls, long flats of freshly rendered chicharrones, flat brown shiny piggy cookies, delicately spiced rice, and brush-painted rodeo dresses with sequined ponies and lariats on them.


I knew these things long before I knew the pink against brown of my own mother’s cheeks and the cavity in the middle of her teeth. My mother, who at seventeen had fallen in love with an itinerant medical student from Mexico City, conceived me after a Founder’s Day dance, and gave me to Mercedes to raise.


Clack, clack, turn.


“When you were a baby,” Mother said, “the only way you would sleep was with canela mixed in your milk. Your great-grandma Mercedes was so afraid that you might die that she called the doctor every time you got sick.”


Clack, clack, turn.


“She called so much, even when you weren’t sick, he told her to give you canela, cinnamon stick with your milk,” she said.


My bed at Mercedes’s house was painted pink and had wooden rails on the sides of it. It’s the only bed I remember from my childhood. The day the doctor came, my nose was stuffed and my throat hurt so bad I couldn’t cry. I turned back and forth, twisted up in my wet nightgown and the bedsheets with my head against the bedrails.


The doctor came in with his black suit and bag. Great-Grandma walked over to him with a wrung-out white hanky in her hands. Leaving his black bag by the door, the doctor walked over to my bed. Great-Grandma untangled me and pushed back the snot-dried hair that was stuck to my red-hot swollen face. The doctor lifted my shirt, put his cold tool on my heart, touched my head, and opened my mouth with a stick.


Great-Grandma took her money out of her dress, where she kept it rolled up next to her heart. She took the rolled-up money and put it on the table under the hearth shrine to the dead babies.


Her red flower print dress pushed through the bedrail slats where she stood over me opposite the doctor. He held a spoon above me. I knocked it out of his hand and rolled over to cover my face.


Great-Grandma rolled me back and looked at the doctor, like it was all her fault. Like she’d better do something, or he might leave. Her face red with tears, she put her hands on my shoulders and held me down. The doctor poured out another spoonful and landed the pink liquid in my mouth. I spat it out.


This time, reaching so that the entire top of her red flowered dress was over my bedrail, Mercedes grabbed my throat, closed my nose, and opened my mouth. I cried and gagged so hard I couldn’t make a sound. The thick, sweet pink liquid ran down my throat, and some of the cold pink slid down my cheek, down my neck.


Back in the kitchen with mother, my memory was interrupted by the steady clack, clack roll of her hand in the dough on the yellow Formica.


Clack, clack, turn.


“Your great-grandma Mercedes hid your great-grandpa Cirilo Rico under a tarp when he escaped from jail. He killed the deputy who they sent to find him in a shoot-out. They knew the law was coming after him, so that night he told your great-grandma Mercedes, ‘Don’t look for me or come after me when I leave tonight. Just look for my hat.’”


Because there were never stories, pictures, or a name for Cirila Rico, not like the other dead babies, I only found her in my decades-long search of State of Utah Vital Statistics records for the death certificate of Cirilo Rico, her father, our first patriarch, the notorious Millard Bandit. After several attempts that twice yielded a half sheet form letter that said they had no record of his death, I called the State of Utah Vital Statistics Bureau.


“I don’t have a Cirilo Rico,” a kindly state archives worker told me over the phone when I spoke to her from my then-office in Portland, Oregon.


“How can there be no record of his death?” I said. “The account of his killing is on the front page of the Salt Lake Tribune and the Deseret News in October 1922.”


“Sorry, hon, don’t have a Cirilo, but I do have a Cirila Rico, who died around the same time,” she said.


Cirila Rico died when she was a year old in a boardinghouse in Highland Boy, Utah, in 1923. Named for her father, her birth certificate showed the cause of death to be bronchial pneumonia. She was born five months after a Utah posse killed her father, my great-grandfather Cirilo Rico, the so-called Millard Bandit, and thirty years before I was born.


It was the cause of her death, and the absence of any visible remembrance of her in any of the dead baby shrines or the family stories, that brought her alive to me. She was the namesake of the man who had thrown his hat into the air as a gesture of love to Mercedes when the posse circled him for the kill.


As she told it, it was an act of love for her, not a surrender.


This is how I discovered the existence of Cirila Rico, the third dead baby that nobody in my family knew about except Mercedes.


“Would you like us to send her to you?” the archives worker on the phone asked.


“Yes, please send her to me,” I replied.


When Cirila Rico’s death certificate arrived, I knew I’d found the missing piece of Mercedes’s shrine.













CHAPTER 3

CHICKEN FRIED RICE







I was six years old and waited by the window for Mother, who at that time was almost as unknown to me as my grandma Mary was. We were still living in Salt Lake when Mother came to pick me up to visit Mary.


My big button, white collar, Little Orphan Annie coat covered me to my knees. I wore white lace-trimmed anklets and black patent leather shoes. My feet hung just over the edge of the overstuffed sofa by the big window at my great-grandma Mercedes’s house, where I lived with her and Great-Grandpa Vidal. They were the only parents I knew.


Mother’s black drawstring purse bounced against the leather sides of her jacket when she walked up the steps. She sometimes came by to take me shopping or to the park to play with my brothers. She lifted me up to her, and I made a circle with my arms around her neck. My face in the sweet leather smell of her collar, my stomach curved around her breasts, she carried me downstairs to the idling Hudson. I sat in the front seat on white stitched leather between Mother and her husband.


My brothers tumbled over each other in the back seat on our way to Mary’s. The green Hudson rolled over the snow like it was carpet under the State Street archway.


Mary lived on Second South in rooms on top of a row of storefronts where our family had owned a succession of Salt Lake City Mexican restaurants since the 1930s. We had places with names like “Los Cinco ‘R’s” and “El Abandonado.”


Mother carried me up the stairs to a six-panel door that had three locks on it and a hole where the doorknob used to be. In her arms, Mother made a swing for me. I rested myself against her and sat in her laced hands like the song she sang.


“Would you like to swing on a star?” Mother sang.


Mother’s face was cream colored, like the cream in my great-grandpa’s coffee just poured.


“Carry moonbeams home in a jar?” Mother sang.


Her lips were pink like the painted pink top of Mexican coconut candy, the kind behind glass in Great-Grandma’s restaurant.


“Or would you rather be a mule?” Mother sang.
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