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                Prologue

                It began as a joke, when I was in my late twenties.

                I thought I’d make my older brother Dan laugh by learning a song in the long-forgotten Spanish from our youth, then belt it out unexpectedly some afternoon when we were having beers.

                The song was by Vicente Fernandez and was an unofficial anthem for the Mexican farming class, back when Dan and I were growing up on the border of Texas and Mexico in the 1970s and 1980s. When it came on the radio, it would make anyone listening stop what they were doing and sing along at top volume with Mr. Fernandez in pure, animal joy, like an overemotional call to arms.

                The song was, or is, rather, “El Rey,” (“The King”), and was originally written by José Alfredo Jiménez, a near-illiterate troubadour who wrote over one thousand songs, it is reported, even though he never learned to play an instrument.

                The song was so popular on the border that even my grandmother, who was not known for her joie de vivre, would bounce along happily in a mock waltz and sing out as the spirit overtook her, in uncharacteristic glee:

                Con dínero, o sín dínero . . .(If I’m rich, or if I’m poor . . . )
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                One afternoon, after blaring the song repeatedly on my stereo in order to retrace those disused paths of language—much to the confusion of my neighbors in Seattle, I’m sure—I made one of the most startling discoveries of my early adulthood.

                Vicente Fernandez, I was told by my friend, David Saldana, who grew up in the Chicano movement of 1960s California, was sort of a farmer’s Frank Sinatra, and sang the rancheros and corrídos traditional to that class. (David, who grew up in urban areas, was more partial to Juan Gabriel, who was considered “posh.”)

                What I could not have known growing up and hearing Vicente Fernandez all around me in South Texas was that he was singing the paean of machismo, the topographical map of the rural Mexican male’s emotional processing.

                Right in front me, after a quick online search, was the lyrical genome for machismo. José Alfredo Jiménez had mapped the emotional DNA of the border male, had illustrated clearly what had so viciously plagued my father, and, well, his mother, who was as butch as they come.

                Here was the source code for everything I was trying to escape: the generational compulsions and impulses of alienation, narcissism, self-destruction, emotional blackmail, and a profound conviction that everyone else in the world is wrong—wrong!—wrapped in a deep, all-consuming appeal to be accepted, protected by an ever-ready defensive, fighting posture, perfectly captured in a song. I was stunned at the accuracy; Jiménez, in his illiteracy, was nothing short of brilliant.

                This is the song, and my bad rendering to the right1:

                


                El Rey

                Yo sé bien que estoy afuera
                    

                    pero el dia en que yo me muera
                    

                    sé que tendras que llorar
                    

             Llorar y llorar
                    

                    llorar y llorar
                    

               Diras que no me quisiste
                    

                    pero vas a estar muy triste
                    

                    y asi te vas a quedar
                    

                    Con dinero y sin dinero
                    

                    hago siempre lo que quiero
                    

                    y mi palabra es la ley
                    

                


                no tengo trono ni reina
                    

                 ni nadie que me comprenda
                    

                    pero sigo siendo el rey
                    

                


                Una piedra del camino
                    

                    me enseñó que mi destino
                    

                    era rodar y rodar
                    

               Rodar y rodar
                    

                    rodar y rodar
                    

               Después me dijo un arriero
                    

                    que no hay que llegar primero

                    


                       pero hay que saber llegar

                        Con dinero y sin dinero

                        hago siempre lo que quiero

                        y mi palabra es la ley

                        no tengo trono ni reina

                        ni nadie que me comprenda

                    pero sigo siendo el rey

                    


                The King

                	I know very well that I’m on the outside
                    
 but on the day I die   

                        I know that you’ll have to cry

                        to cry and to cry

                        to cry and to cry

                        You say you never loved me

                        but you’re going to be really sad

                        and that’s how I demand you stay

                        If I’m rich or if I’m poor

                        I will always get my way

                        and my word is law 



                	
                    I have neither a throne nor a queen

                    nor anyone that understands me

                    but I will keep on being the king



                
                    A stone in the journey

                    taught me that my destiny

                    was to roll and roll

                    to roll and to roll

                    to roll and to roll

                    Then a mule-driver once told me

                    that you don’t have to be the first

                    to arrive,

                    but you have to know how to arrive

                    If I’m rich or if I’m poor

                    I will always get my way

                    and my word is law

                    I’m without throne or a queen

                    nor anyone that understands me

                    but I will keep on being the king



                It loses quite a bit in the translation, but dear God, this is really what they felt. This was truth, and it was the water Dan and I swam in, growing up.

                We were the sons of kings.

                


                
                    1 Music and lyrics by José Alfredo Jiménez; translation by Domingo Martinez.

                

            


		
			
				Chapter 1

				Border Justice

				They were children themselves, my mother and father, when they started having children in 1967 on the border of South Texas. Dad had just graduated from high school and in a panic asked my mother to marry him because he wanted to avoid the Vietnam War draft. Mom had eagerly agreed, in order to escape something even worse.

				They had three girls in three successive summers, and were then happily surprised by a boy the following year. Having done her duty in producing a son for her husband, Mom was allowed some ten months off from incubating yet another child. Or maybe Dad had finally discovered condoms. Perhaps they’d bought a television. Whatever the reason, there was a full eighteen months before I was born, the fifth child and a second son, at least for a while. 

				Most of the kids had been born in August or September, roughly nine months after Thanksgiving, when the Dallas Cowboys traditionally played. Dad had been a Cowboys fan since their inception, and their winning streak in the late 1960s coincided with the conception of most of his children. The year I was next to be born, the Cowboys didn’t win, so I was conceived sometime during grain season, when he was maybe flush with cash and had come home drunk, which is possibly the reason I hate sports and am very fond of bread.
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				Collectively, we have vague and dreamlike memories from those early days of the burgeoning family, but one stands out for all of us. In it, Dad surprises us one afternoon by bringing home the smallest puppy we had ever seen. We stand around him and watch him feeding it with a bottle, and after a while he cups it in the palms of his hands and offers it to one of my sisters while the rest of us watched this and cooed enviously: There was no way she was going to keep this dog to herself, we had all subconsciously decided.

				The puppy was black, with tiny brown feet, and as we had only recently been introduced to English when the oldest kids entered kindergarten, we were limited on possibilities when it came time to name it. The name “Blackie” caught on quickly, and we were immensely satisfied with our creativity at giving the dog a name in English.

				We were big on names back then. We each went by a nom de guerre as kids. The eldest, Sylvia, was called la flaca, or “the skinny girl.” Margarita, the second oldest, was Tata, or Títa when we were feeling kinder to her, because as toddlers, Sylvia would look at her and yell, “Ta! Ta! Ta! Ta! Ta!”—in Spanish, of course.

				The third girl, Maria de los Angeles, was called la guera, or “blondie,” in a way, because she was fair skinned and born with light hair. My older brother Daniel was called ¡Denny!, always with that exclamation point. Dan grew up startled. And I was, as Domingo Martinez, Jr., called Yuñior, eventually to be called “June,” when we made the switch to English. 

				I was a boy named “June.” 

				This must have been about 1976, maybe 1977. When we got him, Blackie, a Chihuahua blend mixed with something equally rodentian, was still just a few weeks old. I remember we tried our best as a family to be as good to the dog as possible, even though I was just four or five years old. The dog was a new project; the pack of children had never quite come together like that before, and we tried to outdo one another showing kindness to the new family pet. 

				The dog, on the other hand, very likely would have disagreed, because in a family with five children under nine years of age, and parents who were no more than children themselves, Blackie must have thought he was a victim of relentless torment. But such was the love we knew.

				Margarita, or Marge, as she was eventually renamed, had previously insisted on a dog, as she developed an early fixation with lap dogs that would last her whole life. I think Mom gave in to her as a way of an apology after Dan threw a large D-sized battery at Marge while they were playing under the laundry shack.  It split her forehead open. Dan threw the battery out of jealousy, as he felt Mom was giving Marge far too much attention. Dan has always been a bit too protective of the things he loved. 

				So we were all surprised when Dad brought the tiny puppy home in a blanket, coddled it as it fed adorably on a disproportionately gigantic bottle of warmed milk, and then ceremoniously handed him over to Marge, who murmured lovingly at the dog and quickly forgot the huge cut on her forehead, though I don’t believe Mom really ever did. Mom was also quite overprotective of her favorite things. 

				Meanwhile, Blackie began his adjustment to the loud, large family. He was molecular in size—perfect for children—and we loved him to death. We doted on him constantly: We fed him and pet him until he was so annoyed at our attention that he snapped at us, yapped at us. 

				We didn’t care. 

				Marge made sure Blackie slept with her at night on her thin, yellow cotton blanket. He would curl up in the ribbed crook between her knees and growled every time she moved, so she’d wake up with a stiff back but she would never tell anyone about it. I would force a bowl of leftovers at Blackie when everyone else was gone, lying on the floor on my stomach so I could see eye-to-eye with this black and chocolate rat with the cold nose. He’d get annoyed with me and snap at my hand and face with his vicious, tiny teeth, but I didn’t care, because we all loved him, this yappy puppy with the heart of a wolf. 

				Mare,  the third oldest and youngest of the girls, had always been a bit sickly and asthmatic. She had been delivered at home by a midwife, and it had been a difficult birth. She had come through with a caul, and because her umbilical cord was wrapped around her neck, she was blue and had to be resuscitated. Now at age six, she had developed allergies to almost anything with dander, and as such, she wasn’t very close to the dog, but Mare and Marge were best friends, so Mare loved the dog by proxy. Sylvia, as the oldest, joined in on the care and feeding and tormenting of the dog, but from a distance. Syl had the burden of being the oldest child, and that took up most of her focus, pushing the uncertain and undetermined boundaries. 

				Dan took care of the dog, too. He put Blackie in a big basket and carried him around the front yard and through the pervasive junk field from Grampa’s trucking business that perpetually surrounded our house. There were bits and parts of derelict dump trucks, machinery, backhoes and axles, open barrels of spent oil and split tires that wound in a trail through the back of our property. Somehow, every morning, Dad and Grampa would manage to put eight ailing dump trucks and a front-end loader/backhoe to work, out of the dismal lot. Dan would carry the dog in the basket on a tour of this, the only path we knew as kids with absolute certainty.

				As he walked by with the dog in the basket, the oily Mexican mechanics and drivers who worked for Grampa would look up from their greasy business and snicker at Dan, because they saw him as a developing pansy. A young man showing affection—any sort of affection, even to a puppy—was not macho, even at six. His tight shorts didn’t help, either. But hey: It was hot, and the kid grew fast.
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				Some months later we couldn’t find Blackie one morning. We happily orchestrated a search party like we’d seen in cartoons and then spent the better part of the morning searching loudly around our house and in the native, still-wild property across Oklahoma Avenue. It was Gramma who finally found him, ripped to shreds behind her pigsty, bleeding from his eyes and ears, his tail chewed off completely. Dad was the first to respond to Gramma’s screams, the first to cry out, which immediately gave those of us who weren’t already doing it the cue to wail uncontrollably. None of us knew the dog had meant so much even to him, and though it came as an unsettling surprise to us in our collective horror to see our father crying, we each continued to anguish independently at the foul murder of our beloved Blackie. 

				But then Dad became quiet, uncharacteristically composed, as he dug a hole behind the pigsty where we would bury Blackie with the minimum pathetic honor a family of children could summon.

				None of us questioned who’d been responsible. We all knew who had done it, who had been the villains behind such terrible violence. It was the dog pack that lived with Elogio, Dad’s stepuncle, a few houses to our west. We all knew this without evidence or even discussion, and needed neither for our conclusion. Elogio’s dogs, about five or six of them, terrified the dusty length of Oklahoma Avenue. 

				Elogio and his four sons clearly felt that Dad and his family did not belong in the Rubio barrio, since Gramma had married into the barrio when Dad was already four years old, a child from another man. Elogio was our Grampa’s usurping younger brother, and he wanted control of the family trucking business that Grampa had built. As Grampa’s stepson, Dad challenged Elogio’s succession. It was a Mexican parody of Shakespeare, in the barrio, with sweat-soaked sombreros and antiquated dump trucks.

				Elogio’s near-feral dogs made it unsafe for anyone to walk on that dirt road. They would charge full speed at cars driving by. They were fearless and dangerous. Somehow, Blackie had managed to escape our house, and the dogs found him and tore him to shreds.

				“Lo reventáron,” Dad had said to my mother when she showed up, describing in Spanish what had happened to Blackie. “Reventáron” is a difficult word to translate into English, and the very thought of that word gave me anxiety attacks in my adolescence, when the word would bubble to the surface of my thinking, after this experience. It’s a combination of sensations, actually: It’s part ripping, part tearing, but with an elastic resistance, like pulling apart a rubbery, living membrane—an image like bleeding rubber. When I would remember the word later, I thought the same thing was going to happen to my mind. 

				And that was what these dogs had done to Blackie, from what Dad had seen. That was his postmortem assessment. Bit down on each end and split the tiny mutt apart. 

				Dad wrapped Blackie in a white blanket as we all stood around weeping, unsure of what to do. He lowered the tiny bundle into the hole while we surrounded him, crying all the while, and then he filled the grave with the coal-colored loam upon which Gramma’s land was built, having been carved out of a larger cornfield. He affixed the small cross Gramma had fashioned from dirty, soiled planks over the small grave, and then he clutched his crying wife and children to him as Gramma said some sort of fiery prayer calling for vengeance, in Jesus’s holy name. 

				Dad must have been about twenty-six then, watching his family cry like that. And it’s only now, really, that I understood why he cried as much as we did, even though he was not exactly what you would describe as an animal lover.

				There was another message in this horrible pet murder, something more disquieting that attacked the very position of Dad’s family in this barrio, something I understand now, from this distance. I know now why he wept like that, for that dog, for us.

				The Rubios had kept these dogs unfed, unloved, and hostile. Presumably it was to keep burglars away from their prototypical barrio home: a main house, built by farmhands many years before, with subsequent single-room constructions slapped together according to the needs of the coming-of-age males and their knocked-up wetback girlfriends. As such, the houses were consistently in varying stages of construction and deconstruction, because the boys never left home; they just brought their illegitimate children and unhappy wives along for the only ride they knew, the one that headed nowhere.

				The dog pack resulted from the same sort of impulsive decisions and behavior: They’d bring a feral puppy home when some overwhelming sense of crypto-macho sentimentality overtook them, and then they would leave the dog disregarded and abandoned, much like the families they were creating.

				And now, whether consciously or subconsciously, the dog pack had grown to a level of domination on that street, establishing their position in the pack order of this barrio.

				And those dogs had attacked our dog. And it would have to be answered.

				The next morning is one of the few memories I have of seeing my father as an adult, as a man, as he climbed somberly into his dump truck. It’s the best truck of the lot, oversize and red, fancy for the barrio business. His CB handle is “Too Tall,” but the other drivers have difficulty with English, so instead they call him tútol.

				As he pulls out of the driveway, Mom stands in the door of our house and tells me to walk out to the road, to watch as my father drives off just after the school bus had picked up the rest of the kids earlier that morning. Dad pulls out onto Oklahoma Avenue, the dirt billowing behind him as he makes his way to the state road about a mile west, a route that would take him past the Rubios’ house. I stand in the road and watch as Dad’s dump truck rumbles off while the low morning sun beats down on the tailgate, making the red paint glow orange through the dust cloud.

				As if on cue, the wild dogs run at the dump truck when he drives past the Rubios’ house, barking and snapping at the tires. Except this time my father slows his truck with menacing purpose and leans out of the driver’s side window with a .22-caliber revolver. I hear him shoot repeatedly, shoot every single dog as close to the head as he can. And as they all lay there dying, gray and brown lumps in the dusty early morning road, he continues his drive to work, and I don’t ever remember feeling so proud of my father again.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				His Favorite Place

				In those rare moments when my father was gripped by paternal obligation, he would attempt to bridge the widening gap that was developing between us with an awkward father/son exchange, more often than not by asking whether I’d had my cock sucked yet or had bedded a cousin. I was fourteen, and that gap was widening daily.

				My father wasn’t a complicated man, you can be sure. I think at this time he actually took pride in his coarser urges.Or, more accurately, in his ability to get them satisfied. And he would teach his boys this quality, so help him Jesus.

				But one day, he catches me off guard when he asks, “Where’s your favorite place?” 

				I don’t have to think about it too long on that stifling South Texas afternoon. I knew it could be anywhere other than these talcum-powder farm roads he had us constantly traveling, tending to his deteriorating trucking business. We were Sisyphean wetbacks with a back load of dirt or sand or grain or corn, grimly traveling the same fields, the same roads, the same faces.

				Yet his question has an uncharacteristic lure of soul-searching, something that might even be approaching the thoughtful. So I try to answer with some due sense of hope, introspection. But I have to be careful. 

				The last time he asked something similar I got a knuckle to the temple for answering his spirit-lifting questions truthfully. “In ten years from now, who are you gonna be?” That’s a translation from his Spanish. I think he was drunk.

				I was ten, sitting in the passenger side of his red dump truck, and we were driving. I thought about his question for a moment, looked around at the dismal, shortsighted South Texas surroundings, at the complete absence of hope. I muttered, “Dead, hopefully,” mostly to myself. I didn’t think he’d heard me, but then he suddenly exploded into one of his tantrums, which resulted in a lump on the side of my forehead. So today, I’m more cautious, but cryptic.

				“I think my favorite place is the water bed at night,” I say. 

				Back then, it really was. Those summer nights down there could get suffocating. My sisters had all gone off to college and I’d moved into their bedroom, where they left a disco-era waterbed, undulating and slowly leaking away. At night, I could lie there and look at the stars through the badly screened windows, and think about escaping. About what life was going to be like when I was able to get away from this place. But Dad has never been one for romanticism. He doesn’t take the bait.

				“Mine’s inside a nice, warm pussy,” he tells me with a big smile, like he’s just said the smartest thing he’s ever thought, and I should be equally impressed.

				Instead, I am horrified at this declaration. Even today I cringe when this memory forces its way to the surface. It is visceral, twists my stomach into knots. His face is beaming with boyish satisfaction as he slowly, deliberately, in a singsong exclamation, enunciates the words “Nice. Warm. Pussy.”

				We are sitting in the cab of his dump truck. I am opposite him. He is haloed by the nuclear sunlight behind him. It is close to 100 degrees outside and no one in my family lives any farther away than twenty miles from where we now sit. I simply cannot run far enough away from this man. His mustachioed upper lip curls when he forms the word warm, and for a moment his mouth becomes vulvular, creating the image of female pudenda, and I think I might try to turn gay to get as far away from my Dad as possible. It’s the only plausible solution. 

				Oh dear God, please, I pray silently, turn me gay. Please turn me gay. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Grampa

				The last time all four of Grampa’s brothers had met like this, they had come home drunk and beaten him bloody. Tonight is different, though; instead, they are in his bedroom, watching him die. 

				He has come home after a three-day bender with his mistress that very nearly killed him, and he is slipping into diabetic shock, but no one has realized it yet. 

				His brothers are large men, the color of coffee and cream, and every one of them a type-1 diabetic. Some of their wives sit in silent concern around Gramma’s table, attempting to comfort her as Gramma wails in desperation, drawing attention from the dying man to her own fears of being left alone. I am maybe seven or eight years old, and I remember thinking that the light in the bedroom was unnaturally bright for Grampa and Gramma’s house, which was usually dark and sepulcherlike, crawling with old religion. 
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				“Lo golpíaron,” Gramma had said with something like inevitability in her voice the night they had beaten him up and he had come home bloody and bruised. The brothers had all been drinking, and at some point, they’d set upon Grampa, as head of their clan. She took Polaroids of his bruises and cuts and took a wet towel to his head while he breathed heavily and tried to sleep, all while I watched. Ten years later she would do the same for me. 

				They had beaten Grampa because he was their boss as the oldest brother and he controlled the trucking business he’d built with a GI loan. Obviously the brothers had a problem with Grampa’s terms. 

				That night their bedroom stank of metabolizing alcohol, sickness, isopropyl, and sage. The smell of sage meant that Gramma was casting spells again. She burned the sage with other plants and assorted bits of witchcraft in a cast-iron skillet and ran around to every corner of both their house and ours chanting Our Fathers and Hail Marys in Spanish. Buena suerte, she said, for good luck.

				When we got sick, she’d take an egg from the refrigerator and rub it on us, on our arms and legs and in our palms and feet, while praying, always praying. She’d rub some green aromatic alcohol on our temples and on our necks while chanting Catholic prayers in Spanish. It would lull us into a beta-heavy trance, and then she would call us back, back into the land of the living: “¡Vente, Junior, no te quedes!” (“Come back, Junior: Don’t stay behind.”) “Aye voy.” (“I’m here.”) She’d say that three times, and you would return to consciousness, feeling oddly calm. Then she would crack the egg into a glass of water and study the tendrils and yolk, for omens, or signifiers. But Gramma wasn’t wishing anyone good luck the night Grampa came home beaten purple. 

				She took those Polaroids and hung them in her homemade altar as if she needed further encouragement for her hatred of his brothers and their families, needed proof in praying for reprisal. Her altar was a triangular, four-shelf unit that went floor to ceiling, a disorganized cluster of South American and Catholic saints, blood images, and hateful mementos like these photos aligned with postcards of Jesus, statues of the Virgin Mary, and rancid egg yolks suspended in water for interpretation.
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				The night he’s dying, though, there’s no time for witchcraft, but there are lots of cries to Jesus and far too many people in Gramma’s kitchen. They’re all around the kitchen table, which is covered in a clear plastic that protected a flowery tablecloth underneath, some cigarette burns in the plastic. A porcelain coffee cup sat at the table, the lip stained with that morning’s instant coffee. Grampa did that, left a trail of coffee from the lip.

				The last time I had seen this many people at their house was a few months earlier, when Grampa was first caught cheating with la viéja, or “the crone,” as near as could be translated to English. That’s how his mistress came to be known in the neighborhood; we all knew who was meant when someone said, la viéja. The old bitch.

				“Witchcraft!” Gramma had cried that afternoon. “La viéja uses witchcraft to control him!” Gramma had been crying and all those same people were there, and I had wandered in because of all the commotion in the driveway and Gramma was a mess, her hair wet from histrionics, looking like she was wearing a black wig that had fallen forward. She was wailing a long, high sound that was far more animal than human, a sound like a race car grinding its way up through its gear cycle—huuuuuuuuu huuuuuu huuuu—and she came at me suddenly, like the witch in the dream I kept having, all black hair and tears, and cried, “Poongui!” 

				That was what Grampa called me. Never found out why. Might have been a word he picked up in Korea. Spelled as closely as it can get, phonetically. She came at me and kissed my cheeks and clutched me to her, her face hot and uncomfortably damp, sticky with drying saliva and tears, and then a new wave of sobs hit her and I became scared. I didn’t know what was happening. I scanned the room for someone familiar, hoping for my mother. I saw her there, out of place with a look of mild disgust on her face. I felt I did something wrong by coming here. Most of the people in the room were strangers to me because we kept away from Grampa’s family, knew them only by reputation. That night they had the beatified look of churchgoers. There was more drama in the barrio, with Grampa coming home from a fling, a bender, and nearly dead. All was as it should be. It had a pacifying effect on them, to see someone else going through what they were all going through, though not publicly, not like Gramma.

				The next few weeks after the night he was caught are weird. Gramma is going to the cúrandera daily, the family witch doctor, and I have to accompany her when I can because that’s my role as the youngest boy. 

				The cúrandera is known as La Señora. See, there’s the difference. The “good witch” and the “wicked witch” in The Wizard of Oz sort of thing. La Señora, or “The Lady,” is the good witch. La viéja, or “The Old Crone,” is the bad witch. It’s a classic tale of good versus evil, except with garlic. Gramma goes to La Señora for consultation, for help, for direction. But Gramma has darker thoughts than La Señora can get behind. 

				She’s casting midnight spells with nail clippings and earwax, cheap powdery perfumes and dead toads in jars, carrying her 9 millimeter pistol in her car. She prays for strength. She prays for death. Not for herself or him. Maybe him. She prays to Pancho Villa, she prays to bad saints. One afternoon she and I are out driving along the port of Brownsville by that bar where la viéja supposedly met Grampa, near Portway Acres where she is rumored to live when Gramma sees that other woman driving by and Gramma guns the engine in her huge blue LTD and gives chase, screaming and blaring her horn, trying to run la viéja off the road. 

				The woman turns onto a dirt road and rockets off, leaving an atomically billowing cloud of dust behind her while Gramma drives her LTD into a ditch and punches the ceiling repeatedly and depresses the horn until you think she’d kill the battery, so long did it howl. 

				This sort of stuff is happening a lot more often now. We never catch a good look at that other driver, just the car, and we never know what she really looked like; we just see just images of a squat woman in a battered maroon car who turns tail whenever she sees Gramma’s blue LTD. It might not even really be the right person, just someone scared of the prowling lunatic in the LTD. My older brother Dan has many similar stories. 

				Gramma’s house becomes a coven. The altar in the corner starts to bloom like a death flower, all rosaries and death spells with the Polaroids of Grampa all beaten up and drunk taped up all around. Basil, rosemary, lilac, rue, and peppermint are tied in bundles and placed under pillows; sage smoke saturates everything in both houses. Raw eggs hang suspended in half-empty glasses of water for interpretation, their milky tendrils growing rancid in the South Texas heat and giving the dark house a rank odor of putrescence, like something’s already dead here, already decaying wetly, we just don’t know what it is.

				No one talks about Grampa’s disappearances. He goes off for two, maybe three days at a time. Dad is quiet, Mom is nowhere. Am I going to school at this time? I had to be. Busy with my own second grade dramas, likely, as were the other four grandkids. 

				When he does come home, Grampa is drunk and penniless, and once he returns without his shoes. I remember seeing him sitting on the concrete well that night, just outside their porch, with Gramma throwing his things out the front door while he nodded off, snoring quietly as he waited for her to finish. 

				He notices me looking at him and smiles.

				“Poongui,” he says in Spanish. “Bien paca.” (Come here.) I do, and he hugs me quietly while Gramma howls from within the house. He smells of beer and cigarettes. 

				This was about a week before Grampa died. The night his brothers were all called over, he’d been gone two or three days. I hadn’t noticed. We lived across the driveway, but Gramma and Grampa came and went on their own. Grampa had given my dad half the property as a wedding present so he and his new wife could build a new house. Our front doors faced each other, but they said very little anymore; they looked away from each other’s lives in what passed for politeness. 

				There are lots of cars in the driveway parked over by Gramma and Grampa’s house that night, and that’s what catches my attention. Something going on over there. I walk over to see what’s happening even though it’s late, like eight o’clock. Richard’s first of many wives is there, and she holds me back, tells me not to look. Richard is Dad’s younger stepbrother, the one who beats me up years later. His wife is seventeen and knocked up. Her name is Patty. She smells soft, very pretty for the area. Fair. All the men like her, pretend not to flirt. The family is talking about taking Grampa to the hospital across the border because it would be cheaper. He’s sick, really sick. Where is Dad? I don’t see him. He’s not there. Gramma is mad, throwing things around and crying that loud, wailing cry again. Grampa’s whole family is there—his brothers and their wives, maybe one of their kids. I see Grampa through the doorway of his bedroom for a moment, when they finally decide to drive him. They should have called an ambulance hours ago, they shouldn’t move him, but they do. I see him make a painful effort to get up off the bed, swing his legs over the side, and he can hardly do it. His face is aortic, totally purple, like he’s been beaten up again; his neck is a deep crimson, and the rest of his body is deathly pale, freckles on his sagging, overweight torso. He sees me and tries to smile. “Pookie,” he tries to whisper. It hurts him. This makes me cry, even today.

				They get him to a clinic in Matamoros, and they immediately send him to that bleak, dirty green hospital. He dies within an hour, of diabetic shock, on a tile table. Someone is holding his hand and his last words are, “¡Sueltáme, Poongui!”—telling me to let go of his hand, imagining I’m there, even though I’m across the border watching television now. He needed to go. It was time for him to say goodbye, and he said it to me. It was March 26, 1980.They tell me this, when they come back, one man short, that his last words were of me, like I should be proud. And I am proud, strangely, even today, but I don’t know why. Maybe because he was the last person I loved without complication, before I learned that love was a negotiation. He was someone I never failed, never hurt, and I still can’t let him go, let go of his hand when I dream of him. And I can’t remember much of him when I’m awake, only feelings. I wouldn’t recognize him if I saw him.

				At the funeral, only Gramma cries louder than I do, probably because she kept his insulin from him as punishment for his last bender and didn’t mean to kill him, not really.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Curses

				When we received the chain letter, it took my parents one or two days to discuss it with the rest of the family and organize a response. This freshest of hells was met with the same resignation that every other ill omen to strike the family had been received, as we were hit often with the relentless misfortunes of Catholic beliefs.

				That the chain letter was simple and idiotic superstition would never occur to Dad or Gramma or even Mom: They played by the rules of faith, and faith, like everything else, has a positive and a negative side, a good and a bad, a yin and a yang, Budweiser and Miller Lite. 

				So it naturally followed that their prayers for good fortune would sometimes bring them bad. In this, they were unquestioning.

				The whole family was therefore collected one dark and eerie evening (What made it eerie? The television had been turned off) around the typically cluttered and unused dining room table, and we were each asked to produce what we could. The chain letter called for twenty-five duplicates, each to be mailed off randomly and within the week of the letter’s arrival. We were slow in writing out the unfamiliar words of the badly written chain letter because none of us, save the preteen girls, were too confident in our writing, in either English or Spanish. So we sat there, that night, as a large Catholic family in the yellow dining room light, with the somber reverence of pilgrims genuflecting before a particularly testy saint.

				I was about eight, so I was required to produce only one copy, if that. My sisters proudly cranked out about five each, in that large, pouty-lipped flowery script of the junior high nymphet.

				Personally, I was in dire trouble. My left margin drifted dangerously toward the center of the page and then drunkenly over-corrected back to the left, the letter stumbling like a tourist pouring himself out of a Mexican bar, ending in a tired, horrible scrawl of, well, an eight-year-old.

				See, I wanted to do my part to set this right, to participate in the salvation of the family, because continuing the chain would bring better fortune and ignoring it would bring the bad, the chain letter explained. This became very important to me that night. 

				When I finished, Mom looked at my work and remained characteristically quiet, but I could immediately see she wasn’t exactly satisfied, though she accepted it, also very characteristic of her at this time.

				We had to reproduce the twenty-five copies of the chain letter like fifteenth century monks, writing them out in long hand because the technology of copier machines had not yet infiltrated the barrio. Mom folded my work and reluctantly stuffed it into an envelope to be mailed to some unfortunate soul with a last name like Salazar in McAllen, Texas. I kept wondering the whole time, if it was illegible, if that recipient didn’t take it seriously, would the curse still take hold? Would my childish scrawl disqualify the magic number twenty-five and would it be my fault the family was still spiraling toward indigence? It frightened me to consider that we had left this to chance.
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				Seven years later, my older brother Dan pulls me aside and says, “Do you remember the chain letter we got right after Grampa died?”

				Of course I remembered the fucking thing. I had to smile inwardly at the idea of a chain letter written by an eight-year-old landing in the mailbox of what was probably an equally superstitious Catholic family (chances were) and the fear that it would trigger, the Exorcist-type horror that would settle upon the person opening the envelope. He would struggle at first to make out the childish script, very likely wrestling with a language barrier. Then the weight of the potential curse would settle coldly into his heart, its evil beyond measure because it was written with the hand of a dreadful, pestilence-bringing child, like in that other movie, The Omen. . . .

				“I think that’s what started this whole thing, was that letter,” Dan starts telling me in quick secret. It’s morning, before school, and we’re helping a very panicked Dad change tires on one of his trucks.

				“Grampa died right before that, the business started to fall apart, and things just got really bad, right? It was right after we got that letter,” he says.

				“But we sent out all the letters.” 

				“I don’t know what happened, but something went wrong.”

				Immediately I thought of my work, somehow unacceptable to the cosmic decorum of chain letters because of the bad margins, the cross-outs, the candy stains, the little drawings of an X-wing fighter I made at the end—had it all been my fault?

				“But it’s been seven years now,” he says. “I think it’s almost over.” He is very satisfied with this, convinced, and I can see he’s serious.

				I almost join in his little moment, am almost convinced of the same thing, if I weren’t still turning over the possibility of being single-handedly responsible for all that we are going through, all the panic and fear and shame.  

				That’s when Dad appears around the corner dressed in a torn, veil-thin V-necked cotton undershirt that is covered in oil, stinking that high, gamey smell of still-metabolizing Budweiser and threatens to throw a grease-covered half-inch wrench at Dan for wasting time. We were supposed to be rotating the bad tire that couldn’t hold a charge with the good one that could hold half of one before we got off to school. We both immediately get back to work, me crawling under the truck to assemble the hydraulic jack under an axle while Dan, because he was stronger, loosens the huge bolts. Dad stops, leans against the door of the cab, takes a long drink from a glass of cold gritty water. He is eventually satisfied we’re back on task and returns to reinstalling the water pump, muttering curses continuously with every breath.

				Dan and I don’t talk again, lest we should become the focus of the real curse that befell us when Grampa died seven years ago, and the family’s care was left to our father, the unattended boy-tyrant now in charge of our lives. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Vulgaria

				El Jardin was the happiest I’d ever been, as a child. Every memory surrounding that school was like an afternoon spent in an idyllic garden of innocence, like the name suggests, if you know Spanish.

				I even remember coming down with a terrible fever once and being picked up at school by my father and mother, who brought me home and showed me the sort of attention no single child in our family ever dared ask for, with soup and compresses and blankets arranged on a couch. My older brother Dan came and quietly attempted to play tic-tac-toe with me and showed me his new Dallas Cowboys picture book.  My sisters brought Blackie to me and sat him in my lap. But the dog would always fuck off in less than a minute, and I would lapse, awake later on my back, looking up at my mother’s face. She’d have a look of sadness, a smile pressed into her face like she was looking at . . . I’m not sure. I wasn’t sure, then. It couldn’t be me, was one of the first things I thought when I woke up and saw the look on her face. It was almost a look of loss, of letting go. The sadness of a mother worried for her sick child, a display of tenderness. I was unfamiliar with it. 

				I quickly became accustomed to school and the long days, though I have a clear memory of one morning, in kindergarten, of looking out the window and watching the cars slip by with muted sound on the road parallel to El Jardin. It’s the very heart of the morning, the dew is about to be singed off the ground by the South Texas sun, and I remember feeling like something was dying, something was changing, and the day, how it carried on with us indoors as we learned numbers and the alphabet and recited the dates (I still remember the first day of 1980, in the immersion English program, trying to get my mouth around that number). I remember the sadness that I felt that day, some type of dread tugging at my heart, looking out in that morning, like I wasn’t sure I was where I was supposed to be. I still have that feeling every few years and it has lost nothing of its dread intensity after all these years, like it’s dug a trench back to that very first time I noticed it.
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				What I could never adjust to at that time was CCD, the “church” school. These classes were on Saturdays, and I didn’t see why I had to go to church school after having been to elementary school all week long. Catechism was spent in a dirty room in the Christ the King Church complex, and I was mingled with city kids that I wasn’t comfortable around, and I answered every question asked like Hermione Granger until the church leader wouldn’t pick on me anymore. I was annoyed for having to be there, because it annoyed my mother to have to drive me there, too. Christ the King Church was a clear fifteen miles or so from our house on Oklahoma Avenue, way in the bad part of Brownsville, but Dad had a reverence for the reverend, Father Juan Nicolau, because Father Nicolau would let the congregation go early on the Sundays the Dallas Cowboys were playing. The shepherd knew how to play to his sheep; you had to hand it to him.

				CCD for me ended one Saturday evening, when it began to grow dark and I had spent over twelve hours waiting for my mother to pick me up. 

				After dropping me off at 8:30 that morning, the family had gone about their business and Mom had completely forgotten the youngest of her brood, as I was not numbered among the muster for dinner, haphazard as dinner might be. I didn’t show up, no one had seen me all day, and I’m sure Mom must have had one hell of a shock when she realized she had forgotten to pick me up at ten that morning.

				The first part of that day, immediately after class, I spent reassuring the people there that my mother would show. She was usually late, I said, but I was used to it. Not to worry. 

				When they left, though, they were worried. 

				I sat and went where I usually did, into my head, and imagined all sorts of ways to get myself ingratiated into the story lines of popular movies I’d seen. “How to fix it so that an eight-year-old can wield a gun and fly an X-wing in Star Wars” was my usual pastime, and I liked to be alone to do it. This lasted a few hours. But by two that afternoon, I was starving, bored with the goddamned Wookies, and throwing rocks at cans. The next car will be mom, I thought. Next car. OK, next car. Next one. Stupid fuckin’ church school. Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t think it ever occurred to me that they’d forgotten about me; I thought that they were just late, so it didn’t occur to me to call. I just had faith they would show. They were just busy with other things at the moment.

				The afternoon grew very hot, and soon I was sweating, delirious with hunger, and cursing my family in a way I don’t think many children are capable of cursing. I lay on my side on the concrete steps and watched the entrance to the deserted church compound and cried, my resentment growing with each passing car that was not the family Bonneville.

				By nightfall, I was done crying and was in a sort of stoic trance, sitting up against the door of the classroom, watching the sulfur lights of the parking lot come on one at a time. Mosquitoes were swarming and I put my arms inside my thin T-shirt, using my shoulders to squish them from my face. My heart started to grow firm here, my resentment metastasizing into a cold jelly around it, and I went into a sort of fugue. I don’t even remember being picked up by my mother, or what she said. I have a dim image of the car finally turning into the parking lot, with its lights on and two people in the car, I think Mom and Dan. There was no tug at my heart to see them.

				
					
						[image: ding.png]
					

				

				The summer before the third grade, a new school starts to go up in a field about two miles away, near my friend/enemy Charlie’s house. In a matter of a few months, the new school starts to take shape. It’s flat, laid out in straight geometrics and smells of fumes. I see it out the window of the dump trucks when we drive by, new landscaping and wire fences and concrete pillars holding up a concrete veranda.

				I dread the idea of leaving El Jardin, think it couldn’t possibly happen. El Jardin is old, tactile, made of red brick, and built in the 1940s with a large auditorium and wooden hallways. It’s one of the very rare things in Brownsville that is old, has history. My father went to elementary school there, it’s so old. It’s our area’s own little Oxford. There are trees all around it, paths and hidden trails, with a snack bar run by an old woman from her house next door.

				At El Jardin, I was one of the top students. Kids from all aspects of suburban Texas life mingled there—the farmers’ kids and the field hands’ kids and the kids from families who didn’t live off the land, whatever it was they did. It was like Sesame Street there. We coexisted happily, and every three days there was something called “bilingual education” and the kids who had trouble with English would be taken into a different class and helped along while the rest of us—all the white kids and me—would work on different projects, usually a book we’d all read together or a fun word problem. It was blissful learning like that. Every few months, the Mexican kids would take a reading test from a counselor to determine their ability in English comprehension and whether they could be relieved from the “bilingual” status, as it had an air of dishonor to it. I was never “bilingual.” I did my best to forget Spanish from the start.

				That was because my brother and sisters had already made the conversion to speaking English and I was bringing up the rear, humiliated constantly because I couldn’t distinguish the “ch” sound from the “sh,” and it became very competitive in our house, learning as much of Our Master’s language as we could. English in that area was the language of money, domination. Six-foot Mexicans would wither when its sounds were spoken by a five-foot-tall white man, make them hunch their shoulders, lower their heads, and move in the direction opposite of the English. Even my father, who understood its themes and suggestions, spoke it reasonably well for the area—even he would send me to collect payment from white people because he was frightened to get into conversations. English was power. And I was doing very well with it at El Jardin.

				I was really confused growing up in Brownsville; I didn’t identify with the Mexican culture. We were Americans, we were light skinned, and we spoke English: I thought we were white. I was sure of this. So much so that, when I am around ten years old and Dan and I are watching Eddie Murphy doing stand up, and Murphy lapses into the tried-but-true “black people dance like this / white people dance like this” schtick, I laugh loudly and say to Dan, “He’s right! He’s so funny! We really do dance like that!” Meaning us white people.

				Dan doesn’t miss a beat, says, “You stupid motherfucker; we’re not white.”

				Here, my world collapses. “We’re … not?”
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				The new school is finished at the end of summer. It’s called “Vermillion,” named after an unpaved side street that runs parallel to it. No one knows what vermillion is. I look it up in the dictionary and find it’s a color, coppery red like mildly coagulated blood. I don’t want to go there. Just have a bad feeling about it.

				But then comes the notice to our home about bus-scheduling changes and redistricting. My parents cower from anything written in form letters and in English so it’s decided: I go to Vermillion for the third grade and on. I can’t believe it. I know no one else who’s going there except a cousin or two. I might as well be moving to a new city at ten years old.

				The first day of school at Vermillion is confusing, like an internment camp for foreigners. I had been redistricted into the city’s new school for poor, immigrant families. These kids have been told by their parents to be appreciative of the chance they’re getting, to listen to their teachers and administrators, so the kids are solemn, like they’re in church, frightened of the opportunity just given them.

				Hardly anyone here speaks English but the principal. The teachers can hardly carry on the day’s curriculum without lapsing into the pidgin Spanish spoken in border towns so that the kids can understand.

				All the kids wear their one new shirt or pair of pants bought for their third-grade year. They look like tiny replicas of their parents, tiny old men in guayabera shirts and women in loose cotton dresses. I’m at my desk in the front, lightheaded from the fumes of the new paint and the adhesives on the linoleum floor. The morning sun is a violent, yellow thing that floods the room undeterred because the fucking school is in the middle of a field and there are no natural obstructions to keep the sun in check, so the windows, when shut, glow like they’re about to blow. The whole thing just made for a migraine.

				I’m there for an hour, and I can’t help but start crying from exasperation. It’s like starting all over again. I don’t know anyone and my Spanish is really, really bad now because I was told that it was wrong to speak it in America, and we are in Texas. I just put my head down and sniffle. After all that work I put into it, I would regress back into speaking Spanish and be humiliated, left behind by my family, I felt.

				After a few days, though, things turn routine and I take a look around. These are tough kids, the sort of ten-year-olds even adults are afraid to correct, and classes are quickly divvied into the kids near the front who are willing to learn and listen, and the kids who don’t see a reason to be here and are waiting to get home to get back to work, in the back. Or they’re here for the two free meals. There’s one white girl from the trailer park and I immediately align myself next to her. “Shannon.” I like Shannon—she’s kind of trashy though she’s just a kid, but we get along fine. We share pencils and paper and write notes to one another and the other kids immediately start calling us “the gringos.” Not an optimistic launch.

				Eventually things settled down and I made friends with some of the boys, but mostly my immediate peers were the upwardly mobile girls who lived near me, out in the sticks. It was still a tough school; don’t get me wrong—but I learned how to swim in it quickly. Kids got stabbed there, with that little nail-cleaning tool in the rear part of the nail clipper or a stubby pencil. But for the most part, we were kids, doing kid things. We developed a very high-stakes and competitive game of marbles before classes. We played basketball and volleyball in a very organized fashion (I did the organizing). We became ingenious at manufacturing flexible but indestructible pens and pencils, as the game of the day was a sort of “pen smashing” competition, where you’d flick your opponent’s pen with your own, over and over again, until one of them splintered. So we engineered things like pens filled with glue, pens filled with buckshot, pens from Mexico, pens filled with dirt, pens wrapped in rubber bands or tape, and even pens that could write. I was never really good at that game.

				The other thing we did was competitive cursing. This I was good at. Cursing in English, I’ve come to find, is fairly unimaginative and usually indicates a loss for a retort, a failure of description or command of language, so instead the curser resorts to the general and unspecific, to the emptiness of phrases like, “Fuck you, you cock-sucking motherfucker.” Et cetera.

				In Spanish, however, the art form, when it is done well, comes from painting the rudest word picture using anything but vulgar words. Say, for instance, someone is being unreasonably proud of him- or herself. In English, one might say this person’s “full of shit,” or, “up himself.” In Spanish, the phrase would be something like, “… no le cabilla un arroz de punta,” (“… you couldn’t fit a grain of rice up his ass point first, puckered as it was.”)

				Conversely, if a person is out of luck, in English he’s “shit out of luck,” or “screwed,” or maybe “up shit creek.” But in Spanish, the popular colloquialism is that the person “ … tíene la madre en rasta,” (“ … has to drag his mother around”), the suggestion being that the person is so poor, he’s got his family in tow, no vehicle. (I learned about the second part to this phrase when I called my father when I was out of work in Seattle, had to admit to being very nearly broken down, very much out of luck and out of work, and said, “Tengo la madre en rasta.” He surprised me by chuckling, and finishing the sentence, “ ... y la tía en la manó.” (…and my aunt in hand.)

				These are timid examples, though. We could get very dirty, very biological, very Aristocrats in our verbal assaults. For me, somehow, because it was in Spanish it didn’t seem wrong, and I got very good at it—especially in Spanish, but also in English. This is what these kids understood at this new school, this is what I was good at among them, and I had developed a reputation as the “put-down” champion, so much so that I could make kids cry or attack in just a few seconds. Normally I’d have an audience, so the attacks were usually thwarted by my friend Arthur, or Agripino and his bunch, led by a kid nicknamed El Chicloso (“gummy asshole”), because he always smelled like poo. (I remember once feeling really, really terrible when this one kid, Teodóro, challenged the position of champion and I annihilated him in one or two rounds during P.E. He was inconsolable when we got back into the classroom, putting his head down and sobbing loudly. The teacher finally attempted consolation, asking, “What happened? What’s wrong? What’s wrong, Teodóro?” He wouldn’t speak, so she finally asked the class what had happened, and my cousin Dora raised her hand and said, “Domingo said his mother’s anus looks like cauliflower,” which was something I’d heard my Gramma say to a police officer a few
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