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Page xiii →A Note on the Text

The text of Our Little Life presented here is from the only known existing version of the novel, a typescript found among José Antonio Villarreal’s collection of papers at the Santa Clara University Library, which documents the creative life of one of the founders of modern Latinx literature. The materials in the collection offer important information regarding his professional and creative life, but the bulk of the papers include his correspondence with editors and publisher houses, most notably with Doubleday & Company and with his literary agents at Paul R. Reynolds. This collection held at the Department of Archives and Special Collections includes an earlier version of Pocho (1959), titled Our Little Life, which includes a different ending, more than a hundred new pages never read before, and information that helps us to have a deeper understanding not only of the evolution of the manuscript as it relates to Villarreal’s work but also of the Mexican American experience in the 1940’s and post-World War II. Villarreal’s typescript of Our Little Life includes physical edits, such as adjusting word choices or adding accent marks. I’ve opted to make silent corrections in these cases, but the original text can be found in the digitized copy available through SCU’s Department of Archives and Special Collections. The original manuscript contained inconsistencies that I have regularized, including italicizing all inner dialogue and creating line breaks between time jumps within the narrative. I’ve retained the original manuscript’s organization by using character names as chapter Page xiv →titles with Roman numeral subsections within the character perspectives; there are no chapter numbers as there are in Pocho. Additionally, the published edition of Pocho had Juan Rubio’s section first rather than Richard Rubio’s, but here I maintain the design of Our Little Life and begin with Richard Rubio.






Page 1 →Introduction

Our Little Life: An Earlier Vision of Pocho


When the first novel dealing with the modern Mexican American experience was published as Pocho in 1959, it was considered by many a great achievement in Chicanx literature and also a story of hope. In an interview with Francisco Jiménez in 1976, the author José Antonio Villarreal describes Pocho as two stories: one of Juan Rubio which tells of “the fall of man,” and one of his son Richard Rubio, which tells of “the hope of man” (Jiménez 70). But later in the same interview Villarreal added: “affirmation of life comes from the fact that I did not allow Richard’s tale to arrive at a resolution” (Jiménez 70).

The discovery of an earlier version of Pocho, titled Our Little Life (and dated around 1952), reveals that Villareal first imagined a longer version of Richard’s story that contains this missing “resolution.” Until now, Our Little Life has never been published, and scholars for the most part have been unaware that it exists. This earlier version of the novel contains a final 112 typescript pages that were not included in Pocho. We do not know whether those pages and their story were deleted at the behest of a mainstream publisher trying to find a wide readership for the book, or whether it was a decision on the part of the author to present a more hopeful vision of Richard’s life. But those pages compel us to reconsider the character of Richard Rubio, his story, and the narrative of Mexican Page 2 →American literary history in which this novel has played such a significant role.

Our Little Life offers a more complex Richard whose full story forces readers to question the cost and promises of assimilation and the American Dream. The title of Villarreal’s manuscript, Our Little Life, comes from Shakespeare’s play about colonialism in the Americas, The Tempest. The epigraph from that play which begins the novel (“We are such stuff/as dreams are made on,/and our little life is rounded/ with a sleep”) points toward the possibility that Richard’s story is not a version of the American dream, but instead an experience of waking up from such a dream into the nightmarish reality of the pocho life. In its original version, Villarreal’s novel invites us to reflect on who we are, what dreams we are made of, and what the consequences are of waking up from them.


José Antonio Villarreal and the Rise of Modern Latinx/Chicanx Literature

On August 18, 1974, Villarreal wrote a letter to writer and academic Francisco Jiménez regarding the possibility of donating his manuscripts to Santa Clara University: “I’m extremely delighted at the possibility [. . .] As you must know, I grew up in Santa Clara and have nothing other than beautiful memories of my childhood” (Jiménez 66). By October 13, the decision had been made, and Villarreal added then that:


I can’t tell you how delighted I am that the University will make it possible for them [his manuscripts] to remain in Santa Clara [. . .] I have a very special feeling for Santa Clara, which is my “home town” wherever I may be. Pocho was not only written there, but I also used the town as a setting of the work.

(Jiménez 66–67)



Among the twenty-two boxes of materials donated by Villarreal to Santa Clara University Library’s Archives and Special Collections is a typed manuscript of a novel called Our Little Life, which is an earlier version of the novel Pocho for which he is so well known. Our Little Life has never been published, studied, taught, or written about. It’s unclear Page 3 →who has even read it, and the Villareal family only recently agreed to its publication. In it, however, Villarreal complicates most of the themes that would become mainstream in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Latinx literature —topics such as race, the role of gender and sexuality, the quest for identity and fulfillment, and the impact of patriarchal violence and war. Before turning to the novel, it is worth reviewing the trajectory of this important writer, José Antonio Villarreal, and the path by which Pocho became the first modern Mexican American novel printed by a major US publisher.



José Antonio Villarreal: A Brief Biography

Born in 1924 in Los Angeles, California, Mexican American author José Antonio Villarreal was son to Mexican revolutionary José Heladio and Felícitaz Ramírez Villarreal. When he was six years old, Villarreal’s family uprooted to Santa Clara, California, and remained there throughout most of his childhood. Because Villarreal was prohibited from speaking English at home, he entered first grade with no knowledge of the language. In the interview with Jiménez, Villarreal claims that in second grade he could speak some English and that he improved in his reading of both English and Spanish to the point he was allowed to skip third grade and advance to the fourth.1

Upon graduating from high school, Villarreal joined the Navy for three years and went overseas to fight in World War II. Following his years of service, Villarreal attended the University of California, Berkeley, where he studied English and eventually obtained his bachelor of arts in 1950. Three years later Villarreal married Barbara Gentles, and together they had three children. While writing became an important aspect of his life, he held many jobs before becoming an established author: he worked as an assistant professor at many universities across the United States, as an editor and translator, a bus driver, and much more.

In 1973, Villarreal moved to Mexico and began teaching at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma. In 1976, Villarreal and his family relocated to Guadalajara where he worked as an editor, and later to Mexico City where he was a professor of literature, composition, and English at the University of the Americas and the American School Foundation. Page 4 →Eventually he returned to the United States and continued his work until January 13, 2010, when he passed away at the age of eighty-five.



Pocho: The Top of his Career

The publication of Villarreal’s novel Pocho in 1959 by Doubleday is considered a pivotal moment in the establishment of a modern Latinx/Chicanx literary tradition.2 Although initially ignored by critics, Villarreal eventually got the recognition he deserved at the peak of the Civil Rights Movement, and Pocho became regarded as the first fiction work published in English by a major publishing house to address themes of culture and identity within the Mexican American community. There was some controversy among early Chicanx scholars on the ambivalent politics of Pocho and whether or not the ending of the novel was unapologetically assimilationist. The details of the debate can be found in some of the articles I recommend in the bibliography at the end of the book, and specially in Timothy Sedore’s article, “Solace in Solitude,” and in Alba Cutler’s Ends of Assimilation. But what Our Little Life shows is that most probably Villarreal did not plan to end the novel with Richard rejecting his heritage and joining the army to fight in World War II. Indeed, when looking at both versions of the novel together, it shows that Villarreal’s work was a pioneer in the exploration of identity and its vehement exposition of the struggles of the Mexican American community before and after World War II. By studying Our Little Life, scholars, researchers, and students will have the opportunity to revisit the controversy and decide whether or not this manuscript changes the direction of the early debates. I will address later what sections of the novel were deleted from the original version and how this new version of the novel might complement or change our perspective on Richard’s journey and the pocho experience in general.

Nevertheless, the review of Pocho in The Nation on January 9, 1960 regarded the novel as a “voice from a people new in our midst” (Bright 36), and soon critics saw more than that. Among Villarreal’s papers there is a copy of a dissertation written by Timothy Sedore, titled “Four Mexican American Writers and the Myth of the American Adam.” In it, Villarreal underlined and wrote a resounding “yes” in the margin beside a quote from the critic Juan Bruce-Novoa: “Less obvious, but certainly Page 5 →true, is that it anticipates, if only in segments as small as one sentence, almost every major fictional prose work in Chicano literature to date.” In his book, Chicano Authors: Inquiry by Interview (1980), Bruce-Novoa again reaffirmed the importance of this novel and remarked in 1980 that “Villarreal is still a controversial figure. He openly questions the validity of the term ‘Chicano literature’ itself” (Chicano Authors 38). Ramon Saldívar will change the direction of criticism by analyzing Villarreal’s work from the point of view of “difference,” and by the time he published his book, Chicano Narrative: the Dialectics of Difference (1990), he states that “Richard Rubio postulates his own identity as a new and different source of personal, cultural, and political consciousness” (70).

In addition to becoming the focus of attention for those looking for a literary representation of the Chicanx experience, Pocho also provided a platform for the author’s own experience since the novel was, according to the interview he gave to Jiménez, “based in part on Villarreal’s own youth in Santa Clara in the 1940s” (Jiménez 66). Among his papers at Santa Clara University’s archives (see Appendix 6), there is an article intended for publication in the San Jose Mercury News, October, 1979, where he describes Santa Clara as “home because I was touched by something when I lived there. And what I am is because I grew up in the Valley. It could not have happened elsewhere. This sounds trite, I know, but it is true, and truth can never be commonplace.” Although not a memoir, the novel does grapple with his personal struggles, and he explained that Pocho “was an attempt to share my experiences of growing up in an old country traditional way, breaking away from that culture and going on to a new way of life, yet still holding on to the traditional ways that were good and adding to them the new things I liked in the Anglo-American society” (Jiménez 67).

Not surprisingly, José Antonio Villarreal’s representation of Mexican Americanness, his sense of conflict with and desire to break away from the old culture, echoes across generations of Chicanx writers. What is at stake with Villarreal’s novel is therefore not only its story but its representation of Mexican American culture, which hinges on his portrayal of its protagonist, the pocho. It’s important to understand how the pocho is related to the history of Mexicans and Chicanx peoples in the United States and why Villarreal chose the pocho to represent the Mexican American experience. It’s also possible that the perception and Page 6 →representation of pocho identity within mainstream American literary and cultural history, which has been so influenced by Villarreal’s Pocho, may need to be reconsidered in light of Villarreal’s first version of that story, Our Little Life.



Who Is the Pocho?

“Pocho” is a slang word that in the past was most commonly used to refer to a Mexican American who was fully accepted neither as Mexican nor American. For Villarreal, however, the pocho was the key figure for the integration of both experiences. Furthermore, his novel connected pocho identity with a past going back to the beginning of the century. As he was attempting to integrate the experience of the exiles of the Mexican Revolution with the experience of Mexican Americans living in California, Villarreal hinted at the birth of a new cultural identity emerging in the barrios of the United States.

The pocho protagonist, Richard Rubio, was conceived as the symbol for the integration of this experience into a much longer history. Villarreal gives us a glimpse of his plans for this task in the prospectus for a tetralogy kept among his papers at Santa Clara University (see Appendixes 3–5). In those papers, he acknowledges that his first novel Pocho should be thought of as a sequel to his second novel, The Fifth Horseman, which is about the Mexican Revolution. He planned a third book in the series, The Houyhnhnms, which would tell the story of Richard Rubio after World War II, as well as a fourth novel, Call Me Ishmael, which would be about the civil rights era—both of which remained unwritten.3 The prospectus for the third novel indicates that the story would start in the spring of 1947, as Richard announces that he is “ready to again take up my studies” (Appendix 4). This detail tells us that the material about Richard’s life included as the ending to Our Little Life (material excluded from the published novel Pocho) was going to be covered in the third novel, The Houyhnhnms. The fourth novel would continue the saga of the Rubio family and would take place during the spring of 1972, at the University of Colorado. The last novel would be seen “through Ismael’s eyes. He is a third-year student who has successfully resisted joining the student group but who decides because of what he sees and knows that he should take part” (Appendix 5).Page 7 →

This tetralogy, unfortunately never realized, underlines Villarreal’s vision for an epic portrayal of the evolution of pocho identity over the twentieth century, starting with the Mexican Revolution and continuing all the way to the Civil Rights Movement. While it doesn’t complete Villareal’s entire vision, the discovery and publication of Our Little Life does go some way toward recovering some of its missing pieces. Central to Villarreal’s strategy of representing pocho identity are the effects of migration and war in shaping the experience of community in the United States and Mexico after the Mexican Revolution and beyond.



War and Mexican Migration

The story within Villarreal’s novel is in many ways driven by the history of migration spurred by the Mexican Revolution and the Great Depression. Villarreal’s novel starts with the Mexican Revolution and follows the life of the pocho into the time of the Great Depression, when tensions between United States-born and Mexican-born citizens grew, as many began to blame Mexican immigrants for draining social services.

While the Mexican Revolution was a pull for migrants going to El Norte, according to Rodolfo Acuña, “opposition to Mexican immigration crystallized in the 1920s” (134). During the Great Depression, an estimated four hundred thousand Mexican immigrants and relatives were pushed back as a result of a mass repatriation effort by the US government. Mexican American citizens, Mexican legal residents, and undocumented migrants, according to Julian Samora and Patricia Vandel Simon, “emerged as scapegoats of the Depression. . . American nationalists sought to renew capitalist prosperity by deporting and repatriating the foreign elements” (182). But even before the financial crisis, local and federal government agencies were pushing for a forced reduction of the number of Mexican immigrants in the United States.

The Great Depression had terrible ramifications for most people living in the United States, but Mexican immigrants and citizens of Mexican heritage were particularly impacted by the federal government’s operations. A decade later, “from the 1930s through the 1950s, the Chicano was subjected to continued violence. . . During World War II, the prejudice against the Chicano crystallized and he was made a scapegoat for Page 8 →the failures of the Anglo-American society” (Acuña 218). Often the only groups advocating for the protections of Mexican immigrants were those Mexican American organizations concerned with human rights. In the early 1950s (a few years before Pocho was published), the government again engaged in a mass-deportation movement, named “Operation Wetback.” The goal of this operation was to identify and deport undocumented workers living in the United States, but often “Chicano activists were deported [. . .]. The list included Luisa Moreno, Frank Corona of the shoe workers, and Antonio Salgado, who had been instrumental in setting up ethnic or cultural units within the trade union locals” (Acuña 215–216).

Villarreal’s awareness of the history of forced migrations across borders is documented in his prequel to Pocho, The Fifth Horseman (1974), a historical novel exploring the events of the 1910 Mexican Revolution, which, as mentioned earlier, was meant to be part of a tetralogy that would include two additional novels focusing first on the Chicanx experience in the post-World War II period and then during the civil rights era. This larger project signals Villarreal’s concerns with issues of violence and migration, and helps us to understand his interest in showing the Rubio family’s connection to the forces and events of the Mexican historical past.



The Pocho Experience and the Mexican Revolution

While early critics judged Pocho as unbalanced because of the inclusion of a first chapter on the Mexican Revolution, the prospectus to the tetralogy shows us that Villarreal was keen to create a framework that would restore the pocho to history. As Saldívar points out:


For Chicano narrative, history is the subtext that we must recover because history itself is the subject of its discourse. History cannot be conceived as the mere ‘background’ or ‘context’ for this literature; rather, history turns out to be the decisive determinant of the form and content of the literature.”

(Saldívar 5)



Page 9 →Villarreal’s novel expands the scope of representation of the Mexican American experience by connecting it, via the Rubio family, to the novelistic tradition of the revolution. In this sense, Villarreal might be one of the first modern writers to bridge the pocho identity with what Mexican revolutionaries defined as the “healthy nationalism” that arose from 1920 to 1934, when the term lo mexicano became popularly associated with the revolution.

Mexican political events of that time awakened cultural debates on both sides of the border, and as Dennis J. Parle notes, “Popular interest in the Revolution as a literary theme appears to have developed among the exile community in the United States before its corresponding development in Mexico” (164). Los de abajo by Mariano Azuela, for example, was first published in Texas in 1915 and not discovered in Mexico City until 1925. Similarly, La sombra del caudillo by Martín Luis Guzmán was serialized in 1928 in La Prensa (San Antonio, Texas) and La Opinión (Los Angeles, California). Those novels and their publication history point to a possible political goal for members of the exiled community in the United States of a new, greater Mexico that goes beyond geographical borders. Those publications and readership opened up the redefinition of cultural identity in Mexico during the 1930s, and complement Villarreal’s efforts to represent his childhood in Santa Clara and the experience taking place within the Mexican American community in the United States at the time.

As such, some of the questions we might ask of this novel are: To what extent does the pocho connect the past and future of the Mexican American community? And to what degree does the character of Richard Rubio create historical continuity between the heroes of the revolution and the new identity emerging in the United States? These questions should take into account discussions that address this identity going back to the beginning of the century. An article published on July 2, 1928, for example, was the culmination of an intense editorial campaign by the founders of La Opinión of Los Angeles who demanded equal rights for Mexican Americans. The article, was titled “Un enigma: La nacionalidad de los pochos” (“The enigmatic nationality of the Pocho”) and described pochos in this way:


Page 10 →Son Mexicanos, o son Yanquis, según la conveniencia de las autoridades [. . .] en el terreno de la práctica, los hijos de extranjeros nacidos en este país, o el “pocho” al menos, tiene todas las obligaciones que le imponen las leyes del país; pero en cambio se le niegan los derechos constitucionales más imperantes.

(“Un enigma” 2)





[They are Mexicans, or they are Yankees, depending upon what is most convenient for the authorities [. . .] practically speaking, the children born to foreigners in this country, or at least the “pochos,” are bound by all the obligations which the laws of this country impose upon them; but, on the other hand, they are denied the most basic and important constitutional rights.]4



An article by Victoriano Salado Alvarez, “Pochos y pochismos” (“Pochos and pochismos”), published on August 14, 1928, reflected on the same question: “¿Quiénes son los ‘pochos’ y qué cosa es el ‘pochismo’?” (“Who are the ‘pochos’ and what is ‘pochismo’?”). In Texas, San Antonio’s La Prensa commented almost daily on this new identity. Rodolfo Duranga, writer of the front page column “Glosario del día,” responds to a letter from José F. Vázquez by commenting, on August 23, 1929:


Me hallo entre dos culturas, mexicana y angloamericana; y mi mentalidad no tiene todavía contornos definidos. ¿Cómo debe formarse mi personalidad?

En ese mismo caso hay muchos mexicanos, de las generaciones que han nacido o se han formado aquí. Aquí va la respuesta: Que tomen lo mejor de ambas culturas.

(Duranga 1)





[I find myself between two cultures, Mexican and Anglo-American; and my position remains uncertain. Which path should I follow?

There are many Mexicans in the same situation, those from the generations that have been born and raised here. Well, here is the answer: let them take the best of both cultures.]



Page 11 →This in-between identity, however, is not absent of conflict with neighbors to the south. A memoir told from the perspective of a child, Ernesto Galarza’s Barrio Boy (1971), documents the differences that arose during this period between the pochos (Mexican Americans) and those newly arrived immigrants that Galarza named “Chicanos”:5


My clients were not pochos, Mexicans who had grown up in California, probably had even been born in the United States. They had learned to speak English of sorts and could still speak Spanish, also of sorts. They knew much more about the Americans than we did, and much less about us. The Chicanos and the pochos had certain feelings about one another. Concerning the pochos, the Chicanos suspected that they considered themselves too good for the barrio but were not, for some reason, good enough for the Americans. Toward the Chicanos, the pochos acted superior, amused at our confusions but not especially interested in explaining them to us. In our family when I forgot my manners, my mother would ask me if I was turning pochito. Turning pocho was a half-step toward turning American.

(Galarza 207)



Villarreal’s novel is aware of these tensions as both personal and political.

Historian George Sánchez has pointed out that, especially during the pre-World War II period, there is a rapid development toward multiple positions in which culture “was not a fixed set of customs surviving from life in Mexico, but rather a collective identity that emerged from daily experience in the United States” (11). Critics have described in different ways this expansion of a new Mexican American set of customs and language into multiple versions of identity. Rosemary King, for example, has described Pocho as a book that “demonstrates models of transculturation in which protagonists integrate Mexican cultural mores instilled in them as children and beliefs of the dominant Anglo community they learn in US public schools” (62). The different writing and linguistic techniques used in Our Little Life convey Richard’s hybrid life in Santa Clara, California. Marta Sánchez, in A Translational Turn, identifies the hallmark of Villarreal’s style as the “Spanish buried in English syntax that conveys to Page 12 →Anglophone readers Richard’s Spanish-monolingual immigrant parents speaking Spanish and Richard’s bilingual speech” (63). Near the beginning of the novel, for example, Juan tells his daughter that “your mother has given light” (Villarreal, Pocho 30), a phrase that evokes the Spanish-speaking expression, “tu madre ha dado a luz,” which means giving birth. In those linguistic turns, through the spaces of translation, Villarreal makes explicit the cultural hybridity embedded within the Rubio family.



Our Little Life and the Impossible Dream

The prospectus for his tetralogy indicates Villarreal’s interest in fusing the events of the Mexican Revolution with features that informed pocho identity—the experience of poverty, exploitation, oppression, and racial discrimination—associated with the history of Mexican Americans in the United States. The father, Juan Rubio, disillusioned with the revolution, decides to cross the border with his family to settle down in California; the son, Richard Rubio, born in California, grows up in Santa Clara and engages in a journey to elucidate his own sense of identity and his role in history. In Pocho, the unfulfilled promises of the revolution are the historical inheritance of the son, Richard Rubio. Written in the tradition of hope for the new man emerging out of the Mexican American experience in the United States, Richard faces his future, right before World War II, with optimism. There are hints, as I mentioned before when I referenced the early debates around the novel, toward an assimilationist stance at the end of the novel, when Richard seems to be embracing the American dream as he enlists in the army. Certainly Pocho, according to Villarreal, allows Richard to become the “hope of man” by leaving open any questions about the future. However, this vision of hope is in diametric opposition to the events presented in Our Little Life, which portrays a future in which Richard returns from World War II, disillusioned and broken, to the town of Santa Clara, where he embarks on a destructive path that leads not to hope but to tragedy.

Our Little Life is cataloged as the 1952 version of Pocho, and when comparing both manuscripts we understand better what Villarreal meant when he said that in the original version of the story he had allowed Richard’s tale to arrive at a resolution. Like his father, upon the return Page 13 →from war, Richard’s behavior turns toward alcoholism, womanizing, and violence. This story of Richard’s return and resolution presents the pocho through the lens of distress and violence, reversing the complex picture of hope we see in Pocho. In this version of the novel, the veteran Richard is plagued by PTSD, and engages in abusive behavior fueled by alcohol and sexual desire. By telling the story of trauma experienced by those who returned to a community they never adjusted to in the first place, Our Little Life reflects on how the experience of World War II changed Chicanx soldiers and how the army was never the promised path to assimilation and the American dream.

Upon returning after service in the war, many veterans found their treatment in the United States deeply paradoxical. In fact, after spending years and enduring personal traumas fighting for freedom overseas, they came home to rampant systemic racism:


World War II dominated every aspect of the Anglo-American’s life in the early 1940s, so it determined the history of the Chicano during this time. [. . .] Chicanos were the most decorated ethnic group of World War II, yet they were the least recognized.

(Acuña 198).



Even those who died in the war faced discrimination when the time came for the arrangements of funeral services. The most famous case was that of Mexican American Private Félix Longoria, whose remains were returned to the United States four years after his death. What did that mean for the veterans who survived? Villarreal may have wanted to show through his novel the complex and contradictory terms of the return home for many Mexican American veterans who faced discrimination both during and after the war.

Richard’s story in Our Little Life thus becomes a more complex proposition than the one presented in Pocho, inviting many questions for readers about the significance of the material included in the former but excised from the latter. But Villarreal’s original vision for the story also contains a cautionary tale about toxic masculinity and heteropatriarchy in the wake of war that suggests he meant to challenge rather than to endorse a vision of assimilation to the American dream. How does this Page 14 →material change our understanding of Villarreal’s book and its legacy? Does it change the way we imagine the figure of the pocho and its place in Chicanx literary and cultural history? Certainly the story of Richard’s return home is a reminder of the second-class status Chicanx veterans had in the country. How readers answer these questions might depend on the final chapters of Our Little Life, now published for the first time. In those final chapters, the themes of language and sexual violence collide with the effects of assimilation and internal coloniality on the Rubio family.

In doing so, this version of Villarreal’s novel presents a startlingly intersectional view of gender, race, and sexuality, opening up the portrayal of identity in complex and contradictory ways. The presence of such concerns at the end return to the theme of toxic masculinity that plays a major role earlier in the novel as Richard struggles, as a young man, to find his sexual identity. In the chapter titled “Richard Rubio III” (Our Little Life 84–94), which takes place in July 1937, Villarreal presents a thirteen-year-old boy with an early passion for books and reading, who spends a lot of time with Ricky Rinaldi. The theme of sexual identity is strongly emphasized in this chapter as we learn that “The two enjoyed each other’s company immensely and it is obscure what attraction Richard held for Ricky” (Our Little Life 86). Homoerotic desire is also addressed in the chapter titled “Joe King,” where Villarreal fully addresses topics such as homosexuality, different versions of masculinity, and even pedophilia.6 Those chapters might be read in the context of his father’s compulsive hypermasculinity which overwhelms Richard’s experience. His father assures him, for example, that “You are a man and it is good, because to a Mexican, being that is the most important thing” (Our Little Life 91). Richard swiftly responds to his father’s claim that family and marriage are the most important traits of a man’s life by saying “No, Father. If that is all there is to it. If one must marry and have a family and live like this, then I will never marry [. . .] There is something inside, Father! Something I want and do not know!” (Our Little Life 91). This response may be foreshadowing the novel’s later confrontations with heteropatriarchy and hypermasculinity.

Certainly, the change from “hope” to “fall” takes place in the last section of the novel that was deleted from the 1959 published version of Page 15 →Pocho. In these now recovered pages, we see that Richard’s return home from World War II becomes fraught with the same anger and destructive violence that characterizes his father’s version of masculinity.7 Some sections from the novel gain more clarity if we think that Villarreal might have had this journey in mind.8 In any case, once Richard returns from the war and tries to jump start his education in Berkeley, the reader soon realizes that something has radically changed in the narrator’s worldview.

In addition to the full original version of Our Little Life written by Villarreal, this edition contains an Appendix that includes other works by Villarreal found among his papers. These include some short stories that may have been part of an earlier version of the novel, and certainly complement the material in Our Little Life in ways that distinguish it from Pocho. Villarreal’s short story titled “The Homecoming” (Appendix 2), for example, written in the first person, presents the scene of return to the United States, after World War II, from a cynical, bitter point of view. The narrator of this story seems to question the heroic status of the soldiers and even the honorability of the war. This point of view echoes Richard’s cynicism in the later chapters of Our Little Life.

While Pocho seems to be open to seeing the military as a space of assimilation into the American dream, the longer version of Richard Rubio’s story in Our Little Life focuses more on his rage and introduces the awareness of his internal coloniality. Our Little Life effectively disrupts any optimistic narrative about the future by situating Richard’s anger in a longer historical context. In doing so, it expands the portrayal of pocho identity to include the anger of the Chicanx community after World War II. As his story concludes, it also raises questions about how this different kind of realization might lead to brokenness and disillusion. In fact, it takes a turn toward a more dystopian representation of the Mexican American veteran experience through its treatment of his addictions to sex and alcohol.

The version of Richard Rubio’s life told in Our Little Life makes it impossible to separate the themes of racial and sexual identity from the American dream. Furthermore, the novel’s tragic turn of events might be most usefully understood in the context of a postcolonial awareness that is signaled by the reference made in its title.Page 16 →



A Postcolonial Pocho

The prospectus Villarreal wrote for his planned third novel, The Houyhnhnms (Appendix 3), indicates that he wanted to write about the period following Richard’s return, specifying that “the town is Santa Clara, and the protagonist [. . .] is in fact Richard Rubio after the war.” At least some of this material seems to appear in the last chapter of Our Little Life, titled “Richard Rubio” (Our Little Life 154–230), which brings together his “homecoming” from World War II, his education in Berkeley, the end of his relationships with his community and family, and his obsession with his childhood friend, Mary Madison. Based on this existing material, Villarreal’s original vision for Richard’s story seems to have been that of a tragedy. Our Little Life’s persistent attention to the Mexican American experience further suggests that the tragic ending may serve as a critique of the American dream. This version of the novel forces us, as readers, to reflect on the cost Richard and others pay by attaching their worth to the riches promised by “the dream.”

The epigraph from Shakespeare’s Tempest that begins the novel (“We are such stuff/as dreams are made on,/and our little life is rounded/with a sleep”) could be seen to introduce the novel’s journey as a “sleep” from which Richard awakens at the end. If this intertextuality indicates Richard waking up from the American dream to the nightmarish reality of his pocho life, then Our Little Life questions the validity of that dream and emphasizes the harsh consequences of awakening from it. Octave Mannoni’s classic study Prospero and Caliban: The Psychology of Colonization, published three years before Pocho, placed The Tempest at the forefront of thinking at the time about colonialism and its effects. While we do not know whether or not Villarreal was familiar with Mannoni’s work, his reference to The Tempest combined with his representation of the Mexican American experience in Our Little Life suggests a different pocho from those represented in newspapers during the 1920s and 1930s. Richard awakens to his internal colonialism and simultaneously succumbs to rage and violence. He is a dystopian pocho—a lost, broken soul who looks back at the dreams of his childhood without hope. The complexity of this pocho in Our Little Life raises new questions regarding Villarreal’s posture regarding coloniality, as well as his portrayal of the patriarchal violence that leads to the novel’s tragic and brutal end. Page 17 →Some of the themes that might be of interest to readers looking to investigate how to approach the ending of the novel, include issues of language, desire, and resistance, and those themes also complicate Villarreal’s portrayal of the American dream as a nightmare.

Some questions might be of interest to readers regarding this framework. How is the issue of internal colonialism suggested in this novel? How are the struggles of the main character being placed into a framework of rage and violence? The complexities of the ending also invite a different set of questions regarding the intersection of sexual desire and the American dream. But Villarreal complicates and disrupts this simple alignment by inserting the issue of colonialism.

The chapters that develop the relationship are titled “Mary Madison” (Our Little Life 109–123), but the events complicating the relationship take place in June 1943, while Richard is gone to the war. In that fascinating chapter, Mary goes to Mexico to do missionary work and the story ends with violence that emerges from the resistance within the community to the presence of the missionaries there. Those chapters are based on a short story, held among Villareal’s papers in the Santa Clara University archives and printed in Appendix 1 to this volume, titled “Dream South . . . And Only Found in Dreams”. The title of the short story raises the possibility that these two characters, Richard and Mary, are on a path toward a collision of dreams. The title is an invitation to see two different versions of the “dream”—while Richard is pursuing his particular version of the American dream, Mary’s dream is based on a set of beliefs influenced by neocolonial activities of American missionary work in Mexico. It seems Villarreal’s postcolonial framework is alerting readers to the dangers of idealizing the relationship. How does Villarreal develop the most controversial aspects of sexuality in the last chapters of the novel? What role is desire playing in Richard’s obsession to possess his childhood love? How, and why, does desire turn into disillusion, rage, and patriarchal violence at the dramatic end?

We may never know why the final 112 pages of Villarreal’s original manuscript were erased and what kinds of conversations, if any, he might have had about them with his publishers at Doubleday. But as the story moves away from hope and into a radically different view of the future, Our Little Life brings the postcolonial condition to bear on the romantic Page 18 →relationship with Mary as Richard transforms into a character obsessed with possession and desire. When Mary finally leaves Richard, the reenactment of his obsession turns into uncontrollable jealousy and rage, and his fraught desire to possess Mary leads to the tragic ending (readers should be aware of potential triggering content in the final pages of the novel). The tragic ending might circle back to the beginning, where the preface reveals the voice of a broken, lost person, “sick of disillusion,” his hopes for achieving the dream gone forever. As such, Our Little Life marks the arrival in Latinx literature of a dystopian version of the Mexican American experience, a story where the forces of trauma, internal coloniality, and war transform Richard’s future into a nightmare.9

How should readers respond to Richard’s violence? Is he a villain, an antihero, or a victim of intergenerational trauma? The tragic view of the world presented in the final chapter of the novel complements the statements of the narrator at the beginning of the novel—Richard is mad, looking back at his difficult childhood (he remembers his father’s beatings and humiliations) and the collapsing dream that is his life now. Through the rewriting of the pocho as a tragic and violent figure, Our Little Life raises some questions that link the book to the postcolonial work of writers of color around the world. How do Richard’s earlier experiences of war and internal coloniality lead to this end? How do we think about the Richard in Our Little Life differently from the Richard in Pocho? How do Our Little Life and its differences from Pocho affect our understanding of the origins of what was then called Chicano literature? Does Our Little Life replicate or complicate the conditions that enable a violent, heteropatriarchal system? Villarreal’s Our Little Life, with its references to war and violence, sexuality and language, introduces and complicates many of the questions Latinx writers will be confronting in the next decades as they face the failed promises of the American dream.



Is There a Chicanx Future in This Place?

Our Little Life shows the obverse of the hope so full-heartedly offered in Pocho, as we see a veteran returning to Santa Clara after the war who is rewarded not with success and praise, but with a nightmarish experience that leads to destruction and death. This version of Richard’s story Page 19 →suggests that the lens used by John Bright in his first review of the novel in 1960, and the subsequent analysis of Pocho by critics in the 1970s (which identifies the story as one of possible assimilation and rejection of identity) may be in need of a revision that welcomes more complex interpretations of the story to include not only race, but gender ideology, sexuality, and internal coloniality. Our Little Life shows a pattern of change, from the Mexican revolutionary past to the post-War World II era, and the experiences of one generation to the next, within the landscape of Santa Clara. That region is now called Silicon Valley, and it has undergone continuing and profound transformation since Villareal lived and wrote here. In the wake of the discovery of Our Little Life, readers may find it interesting to debate which of Villarreal’s two versions of Richard’s journey is more convincing or impactful. Pocho, the version of the novel published by a mainstream US press, ensured a “safe” story for Mexican Americans, one that leads to assimilation and some sort of conservative version of the American dream. Our Little Life ruptures that narrative with far more ambiguity and contradictions, and leads instead to disillusionment and destructive violence. It’s ultimately less important to choose one of these over the other than it is to ensure that students and scholars are aware of the different versions of a novel that stands as a pillar in the foundation of a modern tradition of literature written by Latinx authors. The present edition should help students and scholars revise our understanding of the contributions of José Antonio Villareal, one of the most important Latinx writers of the twentieth century.Page 21 →Page 20 →


[image: A yellow paper flyer with a hand-drawn figure and handwritten text. The figure is a man on a horse, presented as a bandit, and is traced from the cover of Villarreal’s novel The Fifth Horseman. The text reads: “José A. Villarreal (novelist and short story writer), author of Pocho and the The Fifth Horseman will speak on his writing in reference to his life Tuesday evening, Nov. 19th, at 8:00pm in De Saisset Gallery. Sponsored by A.S.U.S.C. and Office of Chicano Affairs.”]
Image 1:A hand-drawn flyer for Villarreal’s speech at the de Saisset Museum, Santa Clara University (1974)




[image: A black and white photograph of a man, José Villarreal, standing at a podium, looking out from the stage. A microphone partly obscures his left cheek and his body is visible from the torso up, with the rest obscured by the podium.]
[image: A black and white photograph of a man, José Villarreal, sitting down and signing a copy of his novel, The Fifth Horseman.]
Image 2 and Image 3: Villarreal speaking (left) and signing books (right) at the de Saisset Museum, Santa Clara University (1974)









Page 22 →Page 23 →OUR LITTLE LIFE

a novel

by José Antonio Villarreal




Page 24 →Page 25 →. . .We are such stuff

as dreams are made on,

and our little life is rounded

with a sleep. . .

from The Tempest



It was spring in Santa Clara. The empty lots were green with the new grass, and at the edge of town, where the orchards began their indiscernible rise to the edge of the valley floor and halfway up the foothills of the Coast Range, the ground was white, tinseled by the cherry blossoms, which, nudged from their perch by a clean, soft breeze, floated down like gentle snow. A child walked through the empty lots, not looking back, for the wake of trampled grass he created made him sad. If you could be like this child and felt the mild breeze caress your face and hair like a mother’s hands, almost tangible, this mysterious wisp of nothingness which washed you clean as it fondled you and passed on to who knows where; if suddenly a jackrabbit, startled by your unseen presence, leaped past your feet and bounded across the city street, and meanwhile the multicolored birds blended, lending their opulence to the scene; and your every sense responded to every living thing about you—to nature’s chosen, endowed with the ability of making play out of life—then you would not like Santa Clara now. For the grass and the blossom, the robin and the rabbit, all these and the many more wonders have given way to factories, supermarkets, and stucco. Now the only grass is green carpet, ingeniously placed before the small, neat houses like a full-grown welcome mat. They say this grass is green the year around, but I remember that our grass was three feet tall and had a grace even in disarray, and I know that this impostor would be unkempt and a blight to the neighborhood if allowed to grow three inches.

El valle de Santa Clara, the frocked Franciscan called this valley; the Valley of Heart’s Delight, the ambitious Chamber of Commerce subnamed it. But at that time, the cognomen was not trite at all. It was not trite because it was true, and truth is never commonplace. But all is changed. No, nor are there children like the child that walked in the fields; this day’s child is lost in his world of atomic-pistols and rocket ships. And I, too, am different, for I am old and tired and very remote and sick of disillusion. Now my dreams are blurred and when I am able to sit in the sun for a while and doze, the dreams come back to focus, but somehow, now, they are no longer dreams Page 26 →but reminiscences. And I smile when I think of my youthful philosophy, when I argued that when one loses the talent for dreaming and is forced to look back, life is over—he is dead. I smile because when I was young and the world was before me, I did not know that there could be some pleasure in looking back, and no more synthetic a pleasure than that of looking forward.

But that was long ago—two and a half wars ago.






Page 27 →RICHARD RUBIO I


The small boy was on his way home from his first confession. In one hand he carried a brand-new cap; in the other a small picture of the Virgin Mary in a gilt-edged frame. The object in itself was of no value to him, but he had wrapped it in his handkerchief because he won it by being the first in his class to learn his catechism, and as his first symbol of recognition, it gave him a pleasant feeling. He walked diagonally across an empty block, stopping now and again to listen to some sound or to inspect a green insect. Every bug he saw was green and he idly wondered why. He stopped in the shade of a giant oak that grew in the center of the field and thought how wonderful it was that birds were able to fly, and lived in trees, thus exposing their red breasts. If they had been made like a bug, only their ugly, grayish-brown backs would be seen.

When he reached the other side of the square and turned down his street, he hastily put his cap on. It would not do to have his father catch him bareheaded. Only two weeks ago his father had made him walk almost three miles because he forgot his cap. They had been out in the country gathering wood, and when the man suddenly realized the boy was bareheaded, he scolded him and sent him home. To his father, a hat was an essential part of a man and the boy had not imagined that it meant such a thing to him.Page 28 →

The red, ugly building that was his home was before him now. It had been a store at one time and faded lettering was still legible on its high front. CROCKERIES AND SUNDRIES, it read. Below that, in smaller lettering: Livery Stable. The sundries had bothered him for a long time until finally one day he asked his teacher what “soondries” meant and she did not understand him. When he spelled the word for her she laughed and told him it meant “a great many things.” She then told him how to pronounce the word. Although he loved his teacher, he never forgave her for laughing at him and from then on was embarrassed whenever corrected by anyone. And now when he daydreamed in class and she asked in exasperation, “Richard, of what are you thinking?” he answered, “Sundries.” He waited patiently for the day he would run across the word when reading aloud in class, and when that day came, it was before a different teacher and instead of the elation he had anticipated, he was left with a curious dissatisfaction. Now as he stood before his house, he pronounced his word almost soundlessly. He was afraid of being caught talking to himself.

He walked into the house and heard his mother singing in the kitchen. In a fine, clear voice she sang ballads of the old days in her country, and the child was always caught in their magic. He was totally unaware that his imaginary remembrances were far more beautiful than her real ones, because they were free of the pathos and the tragic.

“You are home, my son?” she asked.

“Si, Mamá.” He kissed her and then handed her the small picture. “Here. It is my prize.”

“Ah! What a good son you are. Your father will be proud.” She kissed him again. “Now change your clothes. You must save these for school.”

“Yes, but first I must ask you something.”

She stiffened perceptibly. She had an instinctive fear of her son’s questions, for she sensed that although he was but nine years old, he would soon ask her things she did not discuss even with her husband. She looked at him. His dark face was cupped in his frail hands, and his thin elbows rested on the table. His face was a miniature replica of hers. High cheekbones, small chin, black eyes; the nose was long and hooked down at the tip exactly as hers did. Only his earlobes were different. They were extraordinarily large, like her husband’s. His fingers were long and Page 29 →nervous. All indio, this boy of mine, she thought, except inside. The Spanish blood is deep within him. She was concerned for this child of her heart. Eight girls she had borne in her thirty-four years and this was her only son. He had brought her and her man back together, and for that she could never love him enough. But he was such a rare one! Her face softened and she said:

“Very well, son. What is it you want to know?”

He gave her a perplexed look. “The good father asked me some strange things today, Mamá,” he said.

“Is that what you wish to talk about?” she asked in gentle reproof. “You know it is a sin to discuss a holy confession with anyone.” She prepared to dismiss him, thankful of the opportunity.

He started to speak before she could say another word. “He asked me if I liked to play with myself, and I said yes, and he was angry.” To his limited knowledge of English, the translation into Spanish was a literal one. “I could not say no, because it is true that I would rather be alone than with the Portuguese and the Spaniards. They always hit me anyway. Tell me, why should I play with the others if they do not like me?”

She shrank from the question. “Talk to your father later. He will tell you,” she said. “Now go do what I told you.”

“There is more, Mamá. He asked me also if I sometimes play with Luz. You yourself make me play with her, so I answered yes. Then he wanted to know if I ever touch her, and I said I do, and he was angrier. After a while his voice was kind and he told me it is a mortal sin to touch a girl and even worse to touch your own sister. Fifty Our Fathers and fifty Hail Marys he gave me to say for penance.”

What can I say? she thought. How can I tell him? She started to refer him to his father again, but he said:

“I know what he meant about touching Luz. I did not remember before, but right now I know.”

She grasped the table for support. Por Dios! she thought. He knows all about being with a woman! Her face was white and she hoarsely whispered through her teeth. “Tell me how you know what he meant! Tell me now!”

“It is nothing,” he said quietly, but her vehemence aroused his curiosity. “It happened so long ago I had forgot—and I do not see why it is a mortal sin.”Page 30 →

“A long time ago!” The initial shock was over and she was at the point of violent anger. “What happened a long time ago? What did you do? Tell me!”

He could not understand her indignation. “You remember the Mangini girls when I was little and we lived in the other house? You liked them because they were good to me and always took me with them when they went out into the fields to get milkweed for their rabbits. When we were out in the fields they took my trousers off and played with my palomas and laughed and laughed. Then they took their clothes off and hugged me and rolled around in the grass. And they would say they wished I was older but if I was older they could not play with me like that. And you know? The big ones had hair on their body, except that one of them had only a little bit.”

“Pig! Pig! Ah, what has God given me? A shameless!”

He continued in a calm voice. “And then one day the girls were starting to get dressed when the biggest one grabbed me, and she started to moan like she was crying, and she bit my shoulder and I cried. I never went out with them again.”

“Why did you not tell me of this before?” she shouted.

“They bought me an ice cream cone if I promised not to tell anyone.” He paused a moment, then said, “I guess that is what the priest meant. Now I will have to make another confession because I have never played like that with Luz and I told him I did. And I think I did not say all my penance—I lost count.”

“You are bad! Filthy!” She pushed him roughly into the large room that was the bedroom for the whole family. “Tomorrow, early, you go to confession and tell all that to the priest. Now you better pray that you do not die tonight!” She sat at the table and, with her head on her arms, began to cry.

The frightened and bewildered boy sat on the bed where three of his sisters slept. He changed his clothes, crying silently. As his sobs subsided, he wondered why his parents, who were so good to him, could suddenly change and become almost vicious. The very bed he sat on was an example of their goodness, for they preferred to sleep on the floor so that their children could have it. He began to cry again at the thought of the beating his father would give him because, all in all, he had not made a good confession and he might die in the night and go to hell.Page 31 →

Four years later, Richard sat with his father and mother long after his sisters were asleep. It was awkward and embarrassing for the parents, but his ease was contagious and they gradually relaxed. In one hour he told them more about the mysteries of sex than they had learned all their lives. He asked his father if he had ever had the gonorrhea and the father, caught by surprise, answered, “Yes,” then he gruffly sent the boy to bed. The man and woman sat together for a long time without speaking. When they were finally on their mattress, they lay silently awake in the darkness. After a time, she spoke.

“You will have to be quiet. He might still be awake.” A few seconds went by. “Please! Please! We must make no noise,” she whispered in his ear as their bodies strained together.

The next day Richard’s father began to build an addition to the house. When the small room was completed, he took the bed from the girls, and from then on, he and his wife slept in it. Richard smiled. He was happy that his parents were not selfless after all.



II

Near the primary school which Richard attended, there still stands a large red barn, old and abandoned, its windows boarded and its roof unshingled. Like all inutile inanimates, it gives no hint that it, too, has a past. In the early days of the motor car, it housed the wagons and horses of the most successful drayman in Santa Clara. Mat Madeiros was one of those men who, being poor all their lives, became sages and authorities on commerce and economic trends when they find themselves in the stable and secure position of moderate wealth. Mat knew business was booming and would get even better. Soon he would not be able to handle all his orders with his modest equipment. He talked loud and long on the importance of the machine in business and sold his horses to a farmer in Cupertino. His wagons were too heavy to be used in orchards, so he dismantled them and put them in a far corner of the barn.

Mat learned to drive his Reo truck and prospered, so that before the end of one year the vehicle was paid for, and in the second year he had visions of a fleet of trucks and an important position in the community. Page 32 →He was so engrossed in his reveries of prosperity that he did not notice when his hauls were becoming fewer in number. Soon his customers stopped coming to him. He drove to the neighboring towns of Berryessa, Sunnyvale, and Saratoga in search of jobs. Once, he even went all the way to Old Almaden, but to no avail. Now he ran his household on the money he had saved to put into his business and was finally forced to work in a cannery and put his truck up on blocks. Every evening, he went into the barn and sat at the wheel of the truck, as a child will sometimes do. With a yardstick, he measured the contents of the gas tank and then checked the tires with a hand gauge, thumping each of them with the heel of his hand. Thus reassured that his truck was ready for the time hauls would begin to come up, he stood detached and gave it a look of appraising approval, then went into his supper.

These days, Mat bolstered his spirits by declaring to his wife and children that of a certainty things would soon be better. Business was bound to improve, and his rig would once again be in demand. He explained in detail how he would add more rigs and how he would have to hire men to help out as the business grew. At the plant, he told his fellow workers that he was only there temporarily, and because he had acquired independence when he was his own boss, he was not a good worker, and one day found himself without a job. His small reserve had dwindled steadily and he had no money. He would not think of selling his truck, until finally, in desperation, he was forced to try, but by now he could not find a buyer. All this led to a period of notoriety for Mat’s big barn.

1932—election year. The nation staggered from the relentless torture of a depression, and the people of Santa Clara were hungry. The little food they could buy with their meager income was augmented only because the valley was so fallow, and now it was common practice to go into the fields and take fruits and vegetables. The smaller farmers, who could not afford to harvest their crops, willingly let the people have them. Richard’s family did not suffer as much as the others because their diet was not changed, and they had never had much more than they were now getting. His father had always managed to bring vegetables home to add to their basic staples. The boy was no longer greeted at noon recess at school with jeers and hoots. The hated, oft-repeated cries of his schoolmates—What are you having for breakfast? Tortillas and beans! What are you having Page 33 →for lunch? Tortillas and beans! What are you having for supper? Tortillas and beans!—now disappeared as did the accompanying laughter, and he sometimes shared his lunch with them. He did this with a sense of exultant triumph, because he felt he had defeated them by enduring their contempt and derision openly. For almost two years he purposely ate where he could be easily observed, refusing to be driven into hiding. He did not suspect the real reason for his victory.

The state of the community was reflected in the school in other ways. A new ruling made it permissible to attend classes in bare feet, and another suspended school during bad weather. The “rainy-day session” was a godsend to the children and, of course, defeated its purpose for they had more time to spend on the wet streets.

The townspeople demanded help from the county and learned that their success in this was greater if it was done collectively rather than individually, so the Unemployed Council was born. Mat’s barn was cleaned and used as a meeting place and headquarters for the organization. Committees were formed to go before the Board of Supervisors, the County Welfare Department, and the mayor of Santa Clara to petition aid for the needy. And the government agencies responded as well as they possibly could. They gave commodities labeled as surplus and distributed clothing to the worst cases. At first, the meetings were conducted in four languages—English, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian—but as the group grew, it became increasingly difficult to maintain order. The original organizers felt that tenure should give them leadership and refused to give the newcomers a voice. Petty jealousies were born and nurtured, until the meetings were often disrupted by violent arguments. There soon was a complete demoralization and collapse was impending, for the people had little knowledge of administrative procedure and were not overly literate. Into this chaos came the man from the city, the professional organizer.

Unemployed councils had developed in other cities throughout the state, and Communist affiliations made a concentrated effort to unite these groups into one strong structure. When the absorption of the councils was accomplished, the heretofore amicable relationship between the local groups and the authorities ended, and Mat’s truck was once more on the road. Working parties forayed into the bakeries for day-old bread, to Page 34 →the dairies for skim milk, and to any place where they might find something to help feed the people.

Richard and his father walked into the red barn. It was different inside than it had been the first time he had seen it. The walls were newly whitewashed and the wooden floor had been installed. At one end of the building was a raised platform on which stood a long table and several chairs. The wall behind the table was decked with bunting, of which a red flag with hammer and sickle was the centerpiece. This object always reminded the child of the picture on the box that held his father’s indigestion medicine. The boy and his father always sat with a group of Spanish men, because, as his father said, they were not the best people with whom to associate, but they at least spoke the language of Christians. They took seats and Richard waited for things to begin. First, they would play that march on the old graphophone while everyone stood, and then they would all sing their own songs. Words had been written to the tunes of popular songs of the day and to old favorites. “Auld Lang Syne,” “Home, Sweet Home,” and the “Stanford Fight Song” were the most popular with the crowd. Most of these songs were simple, straightforward pleas for food and clothing, while others called on the people to rise and throw off the shackles of serfdom.

Richard looked to tonight with an anticipation of pleasure, for on this night the delegate from San Francisco came, and he always put on a performance that was better than the one-ring Mexican circus he once saw in Milpitas. The man would pace back and forth, at times almost falling off the platform in his enthusiasm, wildly waving his arms, and screaming in a high-pitched voice. Because he was a small man, his antics were all the more ludicrous to the boy. The songs were now over and the man walked toward the platform. He shook hands with everyone in his path as he made his way to the front. The local chairman said a few words of needless introduction, and the delegate began to speak. He spoke in a different voice from that which Richard knew, slowly and carefully enunciating, almost stentoriously, as if he suddenly realized that half the assemblage had never understood a word he said.

“Comrades,” he said, “the time has come for us to show the instruments of our capitalistic government that we are tired of being stepped upon. The supervisors have refused to see our committees, so from now Page 35 →on we will be one big committee. We are going to raise such a racket that they will not dare refuse to see us. We are hungry and will be heard. This is just the beginning of a program that will tell the world how we have been let down. If they refuse to help us, then we must redouble our efforts to help ourselves.

“And I have good news for you, comrades—yes, good news! One day soon, people like you and I will march to Sacramento and demand an audience with the Governor. You realize what that will mean, a thing like that? People from every town in California, converging on the state capital? Washington will hear of it, and they will not be able to ignore us then. Plans are already in progress for the hunger march, and I personally promise you that we will make it soon. I have been assigned to stay here with you and a comrade will be sent to help me instruct. One day, we will have our own schools, and your children will receive the education they deserve. Now we can continue with the meeting.”

He sat down amid thunderous applause and very interestedly listened to the remainder of the meeting. Plans were made for the execution of the demonstration, and when the business at hand was out of the way, portable tables were set up and the people were served hot cocoa and bread. Many who were not local people came in to get food and Richard watched in fascination. The men from hobo jungles interested him, because although they were obviously ravenously hungry, they courteously took only one helping and withdrew, while the others whom he knew to have some food at home, returned again and again to be fed. The diversity of types of these men on the road also made him curious. Some were in tatters, their dirty ankles showing between their shrunken trousers and battered shoes. There were those who wore the sturdy clothing of the farm laborer and looked no different from the people of the town. Others there were who, in spite of their present circumstances, still attempted to affect a manner of respectability. They wore badly wrinkled unmatched suits with chambray shirts and soiled, neatly tied cravats. Regardless of their appearance, these men all had a common haunted look of despair. Young and old walked with the same dazed mien of incomprehensibility, except the Negroes. Richard, who had never seen Negroes in his life, mistook their attitude for stoicism and was frightened by the black faces. Soon, however, he easily lost himself in their laughter and horseplay, and Page 36 →their color lost its ominousness. He learned to love the amazing beauty of the wide, toothy grins. When he talked to them they told him about Alabam’, the C’linas, and other such alien and mysterious places.

The next morning began a series of events that kept Richard in a constant state of excitement, and which were also of educational value to him. The demonstration at the country courthouse in San Jose was in itself orderly, but the aftermath was one of spontaneous violence. What happened occurred without any real leadership because the instigators kept well in the background. Food and produce trucks were marauded as they passed through town, for the old 101 highway1 did not bypass Santa Clara. It was not uncommon to see a truck lying on its side, with men scurrying antlike, back and forth, carrying the pilfered food to their homes. Richard was always nearby, not showing his impatience, quietly calculating until he saw what he wanted. But in spite of his careful planning, his choice of foods was bad, because he was driven by the mania of a child who has not had certain things, and by the end of the third day he had fifty loaves of bread and a hundred tins of deviled meat. He would have benefited greatly if he had gone about his plundering in a haphazard manner.

One Saturday morning, Richard accompanied his father to the pear groves on the north end of the valley. Although it was late in October and the Bartletts had long been harvested, the Winter Nelis were ready to be picked for shipment east. The ranchers had put out a call for workers. When they arrived at a ranch where his father had worked before, cars were lined on both sides of the dirt driveway that led from the road to the house and main buildings. About two hundred men were gathered in the loading area, talking quietly in small groups. Their lack of jocularity seemed strange to Richard, who had seen many such congregations joking and skylarking, waiting for the boss to come out. Then they would stand quietly while the straw bosses picked out the old hands and then selected the healthier-appearing and more serious of the remaining. No one would pay an hourly wage to a clown.

The steady help arrived and got to their jobs. Two men took ladders and buckets out of the big barn, while others, wearing hip boots and foul-weather clothing, coupled houses and hitched horses to tank wagons, preparatory to spraying the Bartlett trees. Some walked into the orchard Page 37 →with pruning shears and saws, and still others walked off in another direction carrying axes, mattocks, and shovels to dig out dead trees.

The owner walked out then, wiping his mouth with a huge red handkerchief. Beside him was his eighteen-year-old daughter, who, since he had never had a son, kept his accounts and helped him in everything. She knew every phase of his business and would someday own one of the richest and largest orchards in the valley, only to lose her life ferrying airplanes to England. She was one of Richard’s most special friends, for whenever his father worked there, the boy spent hours with her, and she sometimes took him into her library, where he lost himself in the books her father had bought for the son he never had.

The man and the young woman walked out to the center of the large yard. He was a good man, Mr. Jameson, and no one who had ever worked for him could say otherwise. He was not averse to taking his workers into his immaculate living room on cold mornings, where his wife would serve them hot coffee and a jigger of his good brandy. At the end of the working season, he always gave them enough wine for a party and even got drunk in their company. He smiled at them.

“I’m sorry so many of you made an unnecessary trip out this morning,” he said. “You see, I have my own packing plant and can handle only so much fruit a day, so I’m hiring only thirty men,” he added for the benefit of the new men. “Of course, my old help will be hired first, so those of you who’ve never worked for me before better try someplace else before it gets too late. If you’re new in the valley, my daughter will tell you what ranches to try.” No one made a move and the rancher sensed something was wrong. “What’s the matter?” he asked.

None of the men who knew him would look up. An unidentifiable voice called out, “What are you paying, Mr. Jameson?”

“Fifteen cents. You all know that.”

“We want twenty, Mr. Jameson!”

The rancher shook his head in the negative gesture. “I can’t do that. I’m already in trouble for paying fifteen cents, but the truth is that I just can’t afford to pay any more than that.”

“Then your fruit’ll rot, ’cause none of us will work for less’n twenty!”

The girl had been sitting on the bumper of a car talking to Richard. She got up and walked to her father. “Listen,” she said. “Dad’s telling you Page 38 →the truth. The Association held a special meeting last night and we argued all night for fifteen cents. They wouldn’t agree to it. . . Twelve cents an hour is all they’re paying. If you don’t believe it, go see Robertson, or Black, or Genovese. Right now they’re paying twelve, and the men are probably already working. Dad’s offering you fifteen, the same as last year. And he’ll probably get thrown out of the Growers for it.”

The unidentified man spoke again. “We want twenty—or we won’t work. You better make up your mind ’cause it’ll start raining soon, and then where will you be? Look at the sky. It looks like it will rain today.” Someone snickered in the background. It was obvious that the man doing the talking was an outsider, for a light wind was coming in from San Francisco Bay, two miles to the north, a good indication in Santa Clara that there would be no rain.

The girl became angry then and took a defiant step toward the approximate location of the voice. In her blue denim and plaid shirt, her hair splashing yellow on her shoulders, and arms akimbo, she faced them, and to Richard she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He did not really understand what was happening but was in immediate sympathy with her. He moved to her side and aped her stance, and oddly his small figure was not farcical to the men.

“Just who are you?” she asked the man who had spoken. “Step out so I can see you!” When the man did not come forward, she said, “All right, so this is a strike! We were warned that this might happen this year, but Dad wouldn’t believe his friends would let him down. He’s always been so good to you and even now is doing the best he can. Do you think you’re the only ones having a hard time?” She paused, then tried to reason with them. She appealed to their sense of fairness. “If that crop isn’t picked, we’ll be running the ranch for Giannini next year. If we pay you what you ask, we lose not only money but the ranch as well—but you don’t care anything about that, do you? You forget the things he’s done for you.” She grew angry at their silence. “Cowards—you should be ashamed! Standing there without even the guts to talk. . . without even the guts to look squarely at us. . . Hiding a stranger in the background to shoot off his big mouth!” She called out to them individually, talking to boys her own age, boys who had gone to school with her. “You, Mike, and Pete, and Charlie—aren’t you ashamed of what you’re doing? And you, Jack, Page 39 →especially you. . . Have you forgotten too, so soon?” And because Jack meant more to her than the others, she could be cruel to him. She spoke the bitter words brutally. “It means a lot to my old man to have his pears picked right away. Didn’t it mean a lot to your folks when they got that box of groceries last week and that store order for clothes for the kids?”

“Please don’t, daughter,” said her father embarrassedly.

“I don’t care, Pop!” She shook his hand from her arm. “Maybe I’ll shame them into behaving like men.” She spoke to Jack again. “You didn’t know he’d done that, did you, Jack? Because he’s so kind he tried to help. Because he’s so kind that he can’t even be angry toward you men. . . if you can call yourselves men! But I’m not kind, and I’m mad! What do you think of your strike now, Jack?”

The young man was forced to speak, not only because of what she had just told him, but because they had once been something special in each other’s young lives, and because her father had raised her to be the kind of girl who would go with him, Jack Perreira, to the high school senior prom. He spoke softly, almost intimately, as if the two were alone, and yet there was resignation in his voice. “I knew who sent the food, Marla. I knew it right away, but now the men are striking, and no matter what I think about it or about you, I have to follow along. When you have the chance to think, you’ll understand.”

She did not think she could ever understand, but she somehow respected him for his words. “The offer still stands,” she spoke out to everyone. “The ladders and buckets are there for those who want to work.” There was still no movement from the men. She had worked among men all her life and knew their vernacular well. The words were not unladylike coming from her. “OK then, you goddamn bastards!” she shouted. “Get the hell off our property and don’t come back until you’re ready to go to work. . . And the wage has just gone down! When you come back, it’ll be at twelve cents an hour. . . Twelve goddamn cents is all you’ll get! Right now I’m going to call the sheriff and then I’m going to get a shotgun and shoot any son of a bitch who’s still on our land and doesn’t want to work.” She walked to the house so rapidly that Richard was forced to run to keep with her. Her father went off into the orchard and the men moved their cars out to the highway. They did not trust her not to carry out her threat.Page 40 →

She sat under a tree with the boy beside her and a twelve-gauge shotgun across her lap, waiting for the deputies to arrive. After a while, she sent him to tell the men that they were welcome to water if they were thirsty and to tell Jack that she wanted to talk to him. When the sheriff and his deputies arrived, Richard stayed beside his father. Policemen frightened him and he thought his father would be arrested. The sheriff told the men to go home or go to work, but they ignored him. The road was public domain and he lacked the authority to make them leave. He left his men there and moved on, for there were strikes all over the county.

And under the walnut tree, the girl and the young man, Jack, talked, their heads close together. There, while he was a part of a strike against her father and thereby actively her enemy, she promised to marry him. She kept that promise when she got out of agricultural college, and he became a good administrator for her orchards and a good son to her father and was killed at Pearl Harbor. But their story is apocryphal—it has no place here.

The road where the men were keeping their vigil, although paved, was not really a highway but a county road. Therefore they were surprised to see a truck, loaded with watermelons, approach and come to a stop in their midst. A lean, fair-skinned young man jumped from the cab and looked around.

“Help yourself,” he said casually, and walked toward an old man who was talking to Richard’s father. “They told me I’d find you here,” he said, and embraced the old man warmly.

“How are you, my son? How good it is to see you!” said the old man. He turned to Richard’s father. “This is my son, Victor, don Juan. A grown man, no?”

“Much pleasure, sir,” said the young man, taking Juan Rubio’s hand.

“Equally. You have come a long way, eh?”

“Imperial Valley,” answered Victor. “I left two days ago and was making good time but, coño, that Pacheco Pass is more difficult to cross than the portals of heaven!”

“I know. I have suffered it.”

The old man grabbed his son’s arm. “But, man, me cago en Dios! Do you not see that those men are stealing your watermelons?” He shouted to the men excitedly. “Hola! Marrdita sea! Take yourselves Page 41 →from that truck, jack-OFFERS of the devil! Respect another’s goods!” He shook his head with indignant disgust and said, “I excrete on the milk of such abusers!”

Victor laughed. “Calm yourself, old one,” he said. “I told them to have some so they would not wreck my truck. Watch how careful they are, and how they do not make pigs of themselves. An old one like you should know that people behave better if they are made responsible for something.” He put his hand on Richard’s head and said, “Go, little one, and bring us back a good one.”

They sat on a running board and ate the melon. A man wandered over to them and said that some of the new men had left on the pretense of looking for work elsewhere, but had secreted themselves into the ranch by walking on a creek bed and picking all along. Some of the strikers wanted to go in and drag them out, but the idea was discarded when it was realized that the fruit would have to be taken out through that driveway. They would stay there and not let the truck pass.

“I will move my truck out of the way,” said Victor. Richard had immediately liked him and asked if he could go with him. “Come on,” he was told. They had to go a quarter of a mile before they found a suitable place to park the truck. When they got back, the first load of pears was ready to leave for the packing house. The men were milling around the driveway.

“Out of my way!” yelled the truck driver. “I’m coming through!”

He picked up speed, ready to take a fast, wide turn onto the pavement. The men scattered in all directions, and for a moment it seemed that he would make his escape, but a young boy drove an old Essex up to the driveway, directly in the path of the oncoming truck. The truck driver did not have time to stop and ran into the car, turning it on its side. Immediately the men jumped on the truck and scattered fruit in all directions. In a few minutes, the three hundred boxes were demolished, pears were strewn all over the ground, and the truck itself was practically useless. From the beginning, the deputies tried to stop the men, threatening them with their guns, but when they were not obeyed they did not fire and attacked the rioters with nightsticks.

Richard stood to one side, holding on to his new friend’s hand. He saw Victor’s father get hit on the head with a club and slump to the pavement. He put both arms around Victor’s legs and tried to hold him back but was Page 42 →easily shaken off and thrown into an irrigation ditch. When he got up he saw Victor, a rock in his hand, looking for the man who had hit his father. And not ten feet away he saw him find him, and then saw him smash the man’s forehead in, away from his face with the rock.

Victor picked his father up and carried him to the side of the road. The old man sat up and held his head.

“Ay, what an ache of the head! What an ache of the head!” he repeated.

The fighting ended and the two factions withdrew. Juan Rubio found his son crying under a tree and carried him to where Victor and his father sat. The young man looked at his clothes. By an unexplained miracle, he had no blood on him. A number of men had minor injuries, but the man Victor hit was still lying in the road on the smashed pears and watermelon rinds. One of the deputies ran to the house to call an ambulance, while the others gathered around the fallen man. Almost immediately another ran after him. “Never mind the ambulance!” he shouted. “Try to reach the sheriff instead! Joe’s dead!”

“Here’s the rock he was hit with,” someone said. By the time the sheriff arrived, the weapon had been handled by most of the deputies.

“We questioned everybody already, Sheriff,” said the deputy who had been left in charge. “No one knows who hit him.”

“Let me get the son of a bitch and he’ll never go to trial, I guarantee that!” said the sheriff.

“This guy is the only one who could’ve seen who done it. Says he wasn’t in the fight at all. Says he was standing with the kid there, just watching.”

“Come ’ere you!” snapped the sheriff. “What’s your name?”

“Victor Morales.”

“What the hell you doing here if you don’t belong to this mob?”

“I stopped to see my old man. Got a load of melons I’m taking up to the city,” answered Victor.

“That’s right, Sheriff,” said the deputy. “He give us some of them melons before the fight started. Truck’s right over there.”

“OK, so you got a load of melons,” said the sheriff. “Now tell us what you know. Did you see the guy that did this to Joe?”

“No,” said Victor. “I didn’t see it happen. Guys were fighting all over the place, and boxes were flying off the truck. . . Then I saw my old man Page 43 →get hurt and I helped him across the road. Next thing I know, the fight’s over and the guy is laying there.”

The sheriff was pacing back and forth. “Goddamn it!” he shouted angrily. “This is some mess! Joe’s dead and all we’ve got is a bloody rock and two hundred sons of bitches who could’ve done it!” He inspected the rock again, then said excitedly, “Somebody’s got some blood on him. Look them all over!”

“We thought of that already. Nobody’s left, and we gave them all a good check,” said the deputy. “No blood! Somebody musta just throwed that rock.”

“How about the kid?” asked the sheriff. “You bother to question the kid?”

“I guess I forgot in all the excitement.”

Richard was brought forward. “Look, sonny,” said the sheriff. “Did you see who hit that man? Come on, speak up!” The boy was frightened and had difficulty phrasing his answer in English. He could not speak. “You musta seen it,” continued the sheriff, “or else you wouldn’t be so scared!”

Richard was finally able to speak. The sound of his voice gave him courage so he became almost voluble. “I didn’t see it. It was just like he said, everybody was running around and everything. I don’t know who hit him.” He looked directly into the officer’s eyes to keep from turning his head to where Victor stood.

“Then why were you afraid to talk? How come you were crying?”

“I don’t talk English too good,” answered Richard. “I almost answered you in Spanish.”

The sheriff looked at him for a long moment and then said in a stern voice, “Stop lying! You know who it was! You’re so scared you’re shaking!”

Richard gave him a look of hurt dignity. He was not crying now but his voice quavered. “If you were little like me and watched a big fight and knew a man was killed, you’d be scared too,” he said very seriously. He walked back to his father and the sheriff did not bother him again.

“I guess the only witness was Joe,” he said sadly. “And Joe’s dead.”

The boy who drove the Essex into the path of the truck was cited for reckless driving and operating a vehicle without a license, and the men were then allowed to go home. Only two people ever knew what really happened that morning.Page 44 →

The next day the old hands went to work for Mr. Jameson, and he paid them fifteen cents.

After the excitement and violence of that day, the hunger march to Sacramento was anticlimactic to Richard. He took a lunch and there was much singing and new country to see, but it was not more than a holiday outing to him—happy but uneventful. And one day Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected president of the United States and another phase of Richard’s life was over. The Unemployed Council was a thing of the past, and the big red barn was once more thrust into oblivion.






Page 45 →JUAN RUBIO I


A light snow was falling as the train from México City pulled into Ciudad Juárez. A film of ice had formed on the sidewalks, and the unpaved streets were sloughy where the wagons and automobiles had sludged through. A man got off the train and elbowed his way through the crowd that inevitably gathered at the arrival of a train from the capital. Ten years earlier, as a young man of eighteen, he had come to this same city in not so quiet a fashion. Then he had been a cavalry officer in Villa’s army that took this northern lifeline to the United States from the government forces. A few months later, he had returned with the great general to retake the city after it had been sold out to the enemy by the forces Villa left there to protect it.

As he walked along the crowded streets, he almost wished for the old days and carelessly wondered how many men he had killed here. His leather pants legs showed he wore the traditional tight-fitting costume of the Mexican charro. The other two-thirds of his body was encased in a huge mackinaw. On his head was a large, heavy hat, the string of which hung loosely behind, reaching down the nape of his neck. His once fair skin had turned a ruddy color by years of outdoor life and now gave his blue-gray eyes an odd, cold mien. Although he was not an inordinately large man, the mackinaw and sombrero made him dwarf the people around him. He walked aimlessly along the streets, carried on and Page 46 →directed by the crowd until finally, he turned into a cantina. He chose a corner table and flung his heavy coat on a nail behind him. He arranged himself on the chair so his gun hung loosely and his arm had freedom of movement.

Although it was still early in the day, the cantina was full and lively. A mariachi was playing sentimental ballads of unrequited love, and on a table across the large room a young girl was dancing a jarabe tapatío to the olés of a group of men, exposing shapely calves and an occasional glint of brown thigh, as she nimbly moved her small feet around the brim of the sombrero.

A waiter approached the stranger, and he ordered the meal of the day and a bottle of mezcal. He sat there eating and drinking, seemingly oblivious to the din and gaiety about him. One or two women attempted to sit at his table, but with a shake of his head he sent them away. When he was through eating, he washed his mouth out with a half-tumbler of liquor and spat on the floor. The girl who had been dancing on the table went by him and disappeared into the enclosure to his left. He heard the hard, steady hiss as she relieved herself on the earthen floor. As she walked past him, he called, “Come here!”

She hesitated in mid-stride. The words, although spoken in a low voice, had been commanding. “¿Qué quieres?” she spoke in the familiar. In a cantina, as in bed, courtesy was nonexistent. Outside was another thing.

“I have been watching you. You please me.”

“So? I please many men,” she said, very sure of herself, and made as if to leave.

“Sit down and drink with me,” he said.

She knew she should go, but something about him frightened her, so she lost her composure. “Even if I wanted to do so, I could not.” She did not realize she was explaining to this stranger. “My friends are waiting for me.”

“Your friends? Oh, those?” He pointed and laughed. “No, little one, you are a woman and deserve better. Sit here.”

She sat down nervously at the edge of the seat. She kept her head lowered as she spoke. “My lover is over there. He does not mind if I work when he is not here, but he is here now and I must entertain his friends.” She looked up at him, sure of herself once more. She patted his hand and Page 47 →said very professionally, “Be good and come back tomorrow, then I will be good to you. I am told I am very good.”

“No. You are with me now. I have not had a woman in a week and am better for you than your pimp.”

The blood that came to her face erased her smile. She started to rise. He reached for her arm and easily pulled her back into the chair. He pushed his glass to her.

“I cannot drink this. It is too strong.” She rubbed the four white spots on her arm where his fingers had momentarily stopped the circulation. She wondered how after six months of this life she could still blush.

He said, “Some milk, perhaps?”

“He is coming now. Please! He is a bad one.” One of the men had detached himself from the group across the room. His friends watched disinterestedly. He would return with his woman.

He walked to the girl and spoke in a cultured voice. “Come, you have kept us waiting.” She did not answer. It was out of her hands now.

“This one stays with me,” said the stranger.

The other ignored him. “Can you not hear, deaf one? Get up!” he said to the girl.

“Do not worry, señor.” The voice of the man at the table was very matter-of-fact. “I have money and you will get your share.”

“Gentlemen do not speak of such things, señor. You are being insulting.”

“Ah, then a gentleman procurer must never mention the fact, is that it?” His voice was still soft, almost friendly.

The girl’s lover made an effort to control his voice. “Come,” he said to her. “You are not in the country now. You need not associate with peones.”

“The peon has larger balls than the city-bred gachupín,” said the charro. “Now go back to your friends. We are tired of you.”

“Son of the great mother whore!” the other screamed, “I gave you your chance to live!” His gun was barely out of its shoulder holster when the bullet hit him above the groin. The stranger calmly shot him once more as he lay writhing on the floor. His gun had been in his hand all along. He took his coat and, without a look at the crowd, pulled the girl out of the cantina.Page 48 →

In the hotel he said, “You can stop crying now and take off my boots.” When they were in bed, he asked, “How old are you?”

“I have fifteen years.” After a moment she said, “You have not asked me my name.”

“¿Qué importa?” he said as he put his arms around her.



II

A few hours later the man was awakened by a clatter outside the door. He had his hand on his gun as the room was suddenly filled by uniformed men.

“Please do not resist, señor. You are under arrest,” said a young lieutenant who was in command. “You will dress, please, and accompany us.”

“May I take my woman along?”

“Why not?” The lieutenant shrugged his shoulders. He unabashedly kept his eyes on the girl as they dressed. “May I compliment your taste, señor.”

“Thank you,” said the prisoner. “But you surprise me. By the manner in which you came in, I did not think you had the sense of love.”

“I am not an ox. I feel deeply the intrusion, but, you know, the other died.”

“But of course. It could be no other way.” He was dressed now. “Do we walk or ride, Teniente?”

“We walk. It is not far.”

They arrived at a stockade that covered a complete city square. A large building for administrative purposes stood in one corner. The remainder of the stockade held no buildings other than the flimsy, wooden lean-tos the prisoners used to protect them from the elements. Here and there, the prisoners’ children were seen huddled together to keep warm, while their mothers cooked over their small open fires. The man and woman were taken into a small room where the lieutenant sat himself behind a small desk.

“Please be seated. The mere formality of a form or two for the commandant. It is for him to decide when you are to be shot.” The young lieutenant was very businesslike.Page 49 →

“First, a favor, if you please.”

“Yes?”

“Have a man escort the woman back to the hotel. I did not know what a pigsty you have here,” said the man.

“Immediately,” said the lieutenant. “We do the best we can here, señor. We will have better accommodations before long.” He was still polite but the stranger was beginning to irritate him so he added, “By then, of course, you will not be concerned about the matter.”

“You are kind, lieutenant. Where did you make your rank?”

“At the National Academy, naturally.” He became impatient and a little angry. “Come, señor. This is not exactly a social call. I will ask the questions. Your name, please.”

“Juan Rubio.”

“How long have you been in Juárez?”

“I arrived this morning from México.”

“It is obvious that you are not from the capital. Of what nature was your business there?”

“I was attending the National Military Academy.”

The young lieutenant smiled in disbelief. “Come now, señor,” he said complacently, “you surely do not expect me to believe that? A man of your station.” Juan Rubio said nothing, and suddenly the lieutenant said excitedly, “Wait! You cannot possibly be Juan Manuel Rubio? The Colonel Rubio?”

“The ex-Colonel Rubio, but at your service nevertheless, Teniente. You know of me?”

“Rubio of Santa Rosalía, Torreón, Zacatecas, and even here, Juárez? No one speaks more highly of you than the general. . . But what have I done? Ah! You do not know the position in which you have put me by being who you are.” He paced the narrow room nervously. “I must call the general at once. He will degrade me to the ranks, no matter that I was but following his own orders. . . He thinks of you as a son, you know.” He picked up the telephone and rang hurriedly. “Bueno! I wish to speak to the general, please. . . Teniente Ramos here. . . Yes, yes, I know, but this is highly important to the general himself. No, I must speak to him personally. . . A matter of importance, I say. . . Yes, I assume the responsibility.” He pounded his fist lightly on the table as he waited for his connection. Page 50 →“Bueno! Teniente Ramos speaking. . . A matter of high importance, mi general. . . I have the prisoner whose arrest you ordered. . . No! No! Mi general, his name is Juan Manuel Rubio. . . Yes. . . Yes, your prerogative entirely, mi general. . . Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” He slowly put the receiver down. “He said he will personally flog me for bringing you here,” he said to Juan. “He will be here immediately.”

Juan laughed. “Do not worry,” he said. “If it is who I think it is from what you have said, nothing will happen to you because of this.”

“Fuentes.” The young lieutenant was sad.

“Old Hermilio. I thought as much. Ah, the noise he can make, but that is all.”

“Yes, but these old dogs of the Revolution, one never knows what they will do next.” He reddened suddenly. “My apologies, mi coronel. I forgot that you too came of the Revolution.”

“Forget it,” said Juan. “It was not an insult.”

There was a noise in the hallway and the general, accompanied by two officers, walked into the small room. He was short and fat, and his mustache was white. He went directly to Juan and put his arms around him. They exchanged the abrazo, the informal embrace between two close friends.

“Ah, Juan Manuel! What pleasure! It is good to see you.”

“Quihúbole, Hermilio, quihúbole!” They spoke to each other in the provincial accent, the dialect of the peon.

“Fine, fine, but let us go, Juan Manuel. My car is outside,” he said. “And you, cabrón, I will take care of you later,” he said to the lieutenant.

A few minutes later, they were at the general’s home. The general handed him a glass of cognac and said:

“That was a wrong thing you did today, Juan Manuel.”

“He was a Spaniard,” Juan said.

“A very rich one, and also he was from the other side. You know what that means now that we are friendly with the gringos.”

“Ah, Hermilio! Of what good was all the fighting? The Spanish milk still flows into our women!”

“I know. We are no better off than we were before, but the problem now is how to get you away from here. Juárez has changed, and one cannot get away with such things around here anymore. Our proximity to Page 51 →the norteamericanos makes it imperative that we have an orderly city. We are so near to the other side that one errant bullet could do irreparable harm to our relationship.”

“Yes, we are close to the other side,” said Juan. “Remember the times we took this place, how we could not effectively employ our artillery because a slight miscalculation would have sent shells into El Paso? And remember how the gringos were all on the other side of the Bravo watching the fighting. We were like toreros those times—we had our aficionados.”

“It seems like only yesterday, Juan Manuel,” said the general wistfully. “But to return to the problem at hand, the order for your arrest came from the capital. Telegraphed in less than four hours from the time of the incident. So you see, the deceased had influence. All this trouble because you got hot for a whore!”

“You did not see her, Hermilio. Even you, old as you are, would want her.”

“I am still able, you crazy,” said the general. “Why did you not come to me if you wanted a woman? You should see the ones that come here. Beautiful and well-bred—even gringas, if you have a taste for them.”

“Well-bred,” Juan mimicked. “You talk like a great don, old one. Did you forget the huaraches and big white breeches when you got this command? Do you forget our people have better manners than this aristocracy, that our ancestors were princes in a civilization that was possibly more advanced than this one? I had enough of your high-class women in México. And as for the pale ones, they do not please me either. No, my General, the india is still the most beautiful woman in the world.”

“Forgive me, Juan Manuel,” said the general. “Your rebuke was well deserved. Living in this society makes me talk like the people in it do. I have not really forgotten my heritage. We are provincials, you and I, first and last. Tell me, why did you leave México?”

“I got tired of playing soldier with idiots. When that one-armed bastard Obregón offered to send the old officers to the academy, I did not think it would be like it was. Believe me, my General, there we were, Grijalva, Orozco, López—the cross-eyed one—and other such men. You know them all, every one a valiant soldier. And a snotty cadet sergeant with the walk of a maricón would come up and say, ‘Straighten up! Button your blouse! Clean your boots!’ Then every day for two hours it was walk, Page 52 →walk, walk—and me a cavalry officer—and the little fag would say, ‘To the right! To the left! Attention! You are now in the National Army of México—try to look like soldiers!’ Can you imagine a simple shit like that, my General? Ten years I campaigned with don Pancho—ten years! And this capón tells me to look like a soldier!

“And the classes, Hermilio. You cannot imagine the number of books we had to read, books on strategy written by the same generals we defeated. The instructors were all from the old government army. Some of them I recognized from the rear, having seen them a number of times running barefaced from battle. They were teaching us tactics, and here I was practically reared by the greatest tactician of them all! We asked them to drill us on horses and were told that was only for third-year men. I could not wait three years for a horse, so one afternoon, when the men were out drilling, I sneaked off to the stables and borrowed a horse and a reata. I did not have time to steal a saddle, so I tied the end of the rope to my waist. I rode out on the drill field screaming and shouting, and the men broke ranks and ran. I roped the cadet sergeant by the legs and dragged him around until he stopped screaming. Ah, what diversion, my General. The young students were frightened, certain that I had gone mad, but the old soldiers stood in one group, laughing in guffaws, and they gave me Viva as I left. No one tried to stop me.

“I returned that night with some tequila and we had a fiesta in the barracks. We tied the new cadet sergeant up until we got him drunk and he would not dare call the guard. Some of us sneaked out and brought some women, and that crazy Grijalva brought back a full mariachi. Seven musicians he brought in at the point of a gun! He said he had taken the gun away from a gendarme. Ah, that crazy! The musicians were afraid to be there but after a few drinks, there was no need for the gun. The youngsters in the barracks joined in the fun and when the guard came up, they strapped him to a bunk. Ah, what a delicious time we had, my General, until finally a platoon of armed men was sent to investigate, and I had a devil of a time getting away.” Both men were laughing by the time Juan finished his narrative.

“Ah, what I would give for your youth, Juan Manuel,” said the general. “And the cadet sergeant?”

“A broken arm and leg, that was all.”

“Then what did you do?”Page 53 →

“The next day I went to see General Paz. I told him I wished to retire from the army, but he persuaded me to take a leave of absence until I decided what I wanted to do. He is a fine man and a brave one, but he is on the way out.” His voice grew serious. “The purge is on, my General. Villa has removed himself from active duty, but Obregón knows he must get rid of certain others before he can feel safe.”

“Yes,” said the general, “I know. I have already applied for my retirement and soon will be returning to my pueblo. I think I will be left alone and in peace there. Obregón does not trust Villistas but he fears only the general now that Felipe Angeles is dead. Every day, I wait for word of the jefe’s assassination.”

“Don Pancho can still take care of himself.”

“Not now. He is living openly, not in the mountains. And has but a few men with him. No,” he said sadly, “I am afraid his death is inevitable.”

“What irony,” said Juan bitterly. “Villa, a man like ourselves and almost illiterate, was driven to brilliant victories by his noble illusion; with Obregón, a delusion was the driving force—now the great one waits passively for an assassin’s bullet while the nation he won is in the hands of the bastard opportunist.”

“The destiny,” said the general. “Who can go contrary to the destiny?”

“You have to form mine now,” said Juan. “What do you propose to do with me?”

“You can return to Zacatecas.”

“I have many enemies there. There would be killing after killing, until one day someone would get me.”

“Consuelo and the children, are they there?”

“I left her in Torreón with her people when I went to México.”

“You have deserted her?” asked the general.

“I do not know yet,” answered Juan.

The general looked at him for fully a minute. “I think the safest place for you at present is across the bridge. Have you ever been to the other side?”

“Only to Columbus,” answered Juan.

The general looked surprised. “You have never told me that before. There are not many of you left.”

“You have never asked me before.”Page 54 →

Now that he had a plan of action, the general acted promptly. “We will go join the others now. My wife will be happy to see you again. Tonight I will get you a change of clothes and get you across the river. I have the bite on a gringo cattleman and will give you a letter for him.”

“What kind of a bite?”

“Oh, I simply do not notice that he smuggles cattle across the Bravo.”

“Goddamn it!” said Juan. “You too? Are there no honest people left?”

“My hands are tied, Juan Manuel,” said the general. “One might say the bribe goes with the command here. Almost a matter of courtesy on the part of the gringos. Anyway, you should be happy, for the cattle is being stolen from the Spaniards.”

“The arrangement has its good points after all,” said Juan.

“I am also giving you an address in El Paso. A friend there will get you to the ranch. Meanwhile, in my report of your escape, I will give a false name and a fantastic description of you.”

“The teniente who arrested me knows my name,” said Juan. “Will he not talk?”

“By noon tomorrow, he will be the youngest captain in this new National Army of México.”



III

Thus Juan Rubio became a part of the great exodus that came of the Mexican Revolution. They came across the Rio Grande, singly or with their families, legally or illegally, predominantly of the peasant class, but intermingled here and there was a political exile or a fugitive from justice. From every walk of life they swarmed across, an ever-increasing army of people tired of squalor, tired of oppression and loathing of reality; and they found more squalor and a new type of oppression that left them without self-respect. They were incapable of feeling a new disillusion. The bewildered people kept coming, oblivious to the fact that they were not wanted. The ancient quest for El Dorado was alive once more. America, the new Utopia; here they came to plant their new seed, a new generation to come—a people made heterogeneous by the sharp contrariety of two distinct cultures.

And among them was Juan Rubio, as unsettled and unsure of his future as the rest of them. He worked first running cattle across the border, Page 55 →living with the greatest assortment of bad men he had ever known, sleeping always with one hand on his gun and the other on his knife. When he had a few days free, he would visit his woman in Juárez, whose name he now knew to be Dolores. She had removed herself from her old life and lived in a small white house on the river’s edge. Soon she would also cross the border, but one day Juan’s wife and three children arrived unexpectedly and he quit his ranch job. Now it was out of the question for Dolores to cross the line. He moved his family to Isleta, and there he picked cotton and gambled and drank. Occasionally he fought, but every weekend he visited his Dolores, whom he loved very much until the day she told him she was pregnant. That night he quietly left for Los Angeles, leaving his wife with child in Isleta, and his mistress with child in Juárez.

Now he helped build the tall buildings and was one day buried in a sand-slide, but he survived, and soon his wife and children caught up with him once more. He found a new respect for this woman who had relentlessly followed him so many miles, and his nurtured ego made him love her for the first time in his life. He stopped his drinking and gambling and learned to be discreet in his love affairs. Two months later the man-child, Richard, was born, and the mother believed that he was the reason her man changed his wild way of life.

The nomadic pace increased. Lettuce harvests in Salinas, melons in Brawley, grapes in Parlier, oranges in Ontario, cotton in Firebaugh—and finally Santa Clara, the prune country. And because this place was pleasing to the eye, or because they were tired of their endless migration, Juan Rubio and his wife settled here to raise their children. And, remembering his country, Juan thought that his distant cousin, the great General Zapata, had been right when, in speaking of Juan, he once said to Villa, ‘He will go far, that relative of mine.’

Now, this man who had lived by the gun all his life would sit on his haunches under the prune trees, rubbing his sore knees, and think, Next year we will have enough money and go back to our country. But deep within he knew he was one of the lost ones. And as the years went by and his children grew, the chant increased in volume and rate until it became a staccato NEXT YEAR! NEXT YEAR!

And the chains were incrementally heavier on his heart.






Page 56 →MARY MADISON


It was one of those long days in Santa Clara. The sky was a dusky blue. Cloudless. The sun picked up speed as it always does when it drops behind the mountains to the west. Not a trace of wind was there; the trees stood perfectly motionless as if holding their breath, hiding their vitality within them from the world outside. The people came out of their houses to sit on their porches, to enjoy the cool of the evening as they had done in their country miles and years away. The older boys and girls stood on the corner under the street lamp, in full view of their parents, laughing and exchanging banter in the free easy manner of happy youth. The children played in the thickening shadows a half-block away. The parents did not object to their being away from the light, for they were too young to get into trouble, and trouble had but one meaning to these people.

A boy and girl walked slowly, hand in hand, to where the children were playing. They were timid and a little afraid, and had not wanted to come out, but their parents had sent them out to play. A new game was about to begin and a group of small boys was gathered around a tree.

“Hey, here come the new kids!” said a voice. They watched with the curiosity of childhood as the newcomers approached them. One of the group moved forward. In the dim twilight, it was barely discernible that she was a girl. She was dressed in denim overalls and was barefooted. She had a freckled pug nose and her scraggly blond hair was gathered in back by a black ribbon. It was the only feminine thing about her.Page 57 →

“Whatcha want?” she asked belligerently.

“We came to play,” answered the boy in a timid voice.

“We came to play,” she mimicked. “What the hell ya mean, ya came ta play? How ya know we wantcha around?”

The boy was determined in spite of his apprehension. “We want to play too,” he said.

“Whatcher name?” When the boy did not immediately answer, she added, “You gotta name, aintcha?”

“I’m Ronnie, I’m ten. That’s Mary. She’s only nine.”

“I din’t astcha that. I’m ten, goin’ on ’leven myself.”

One of the boys said, “Hey Zelda, my old man says they’re protestants.”

“No shit!” exclaimed the pugnacious girl. They all pressed around the couple, critically inspecting them. There were exclamations of, “Goddamn Protestants!” and “Jesus Christ!” Finally, Zelda said to the boy, “You can play but she can’t ’cause she’s a girl. We’re gonna ’nitiate cha.”

“What do you mean?” asked Ronnie warily.

“We’re gonna pants ya, stoopid!” The boy started to run and she shouted, “Hold ’im, ya guys.” In a moment they had him on the ground. His sister began to cry.

“Leave him alone,” said Richard.

“You shut up, blackie, or I’ll kick ya inna ass,” said Zelda. They quickly took the pants off the kicking boy and tossed them over a fence. Across the street, some girls were jumping rope. “Manuel,” said Zelda to one of the boys, “take the rope away from those kids an’ we’ll hang ‘im.”

“Aw, come on, Zelda. Leave him alone,” said Richard.

“Goddammit! We’ll do the same to you,” she said and started toward him. Richard ran and barely reached his house ahead of her. “Come on out! Come on out!” she screamed. Richard’s mother began to scold her in Spanish. The girl turned to her. “Shut up, ya sonuvabitchen black Messican! Shut up!” Tears of impotent rage and frustration streamed down her dirty face.

The boy’s father took his belt off and beat him on the legs and buttocks with it. “Go out there!” he said gruffly. “I’ll show you what will happen to you any time you run from a girl!”

Richard went out and Zelda bloodied his nose and split his lip. She then ran back to the tree. Richard went into the house and cried with his mother, thankful that his father did not beat him for losing the fight.Page 58 →

Ronnie’s father, hearing the little girl’s screams, arrived on the scene. The boys cowered from the angry man. One of them retrieved the trousers and threw them to him.

“Whatcha sore about?” asked Zelda. “We wuz jes’ playin’ wit’ ’im.” But she, too, kept her distance.

The boy was taken home. His mother comforted him as he sobbed. The father kept saying, “You should have heard her, May. She swore like a grown man. God! I think she would have really hung him.”

“By the legs, Daddy,” said Mary. “She said by the legs.”

“The ruffians! Barbarians!” The mother was highly incensed. “I knew we shouldn’t have come to this place. Living with this foreign element. And there isn’t even a church for us here!”

At the mention of the word “church” the boy said, “I’m going to be a preacher.”

“You hear that, Will? Maybe the dear child has been called,” the mother said to her husband.

“Called, hell,” he said. “The kid’s scared to death, that’s all. That’s his only way of fighting them.”

“We should have stayed in Oregon with our own people,” she said.

“Oh, Christ! I’m going to bed,” said Will.

From that day on, Ronnie and Mary were not allowed to play with the neighborhood children. They walked to and from school, hand in hand, and when they were home they stayed indoors or played in the backyard. Once, Zelda waylaid them on the way home from school and beat Ronnie up. “That’s jes’ to show ya I can beatcha,” she said. Ronnie and Mary had never seen her wear a dress, for she went to the parochial school.

The months went by, and one day Mary stayed after school to get a library book. A young teacher sat behind a desk in the small room that was used as a library. She looked up and saw Mary hesitate at the doorway.

“Come in,” she said in the pleasant voice all young teachers have. “I’m certainly glad to see someone else in this school who wants to read. That’s my only customer over there,” she said, pointing to the dark boy who was leafing through some books. She felt she could make Mary more at ease by bringing him into the conversation. “What shelf are you on now, Richard?” Her voice sounded false even to her.Page 59 →

“Why do you ask, Miss Moore? You know I’m on the fifth,” said Richard.

“Will you help this young lady select a book?” She turned to the girl and smiled. “Go ahead. He’ll help you.” Goddamn kid, she thought; he was always throwing her. He expected her to treat him like an adult at all times. Oh well, she must get her papers graded if she was to go out with Jim tonight. She felt better as she thought of herself being guided around the dancefloor by his strong arm. If these kids only knew, she thought with a smile.

“Hello, Richard,” said Mary.

“Hello, Mary.”

“Is it true what you just said? That you read all those books?”

“Yeah.”

“Gee, it must have taken forever and ever.”

“Nah,” he said embarrassedly. “One every night. Except on Fridays. She lets me take four or five home over the weekend.”

“Gosh!” She was impressed.

He appreciated her admiring exclamation and felt he would like to do something for her. “If you want,” he said, “I’ll see if she’ll let you take more than one. Today’s Friday.”

“All right,” she said.

He reached up and handed her a book. “You’ll like the Campfires,” he said. “They’re girls’ books.”

“You read girls’ books?”

“They’re not as exciting as the Swifts or the Rovers, but I gotta read them all.” She did not ask why, and he liked her for it.

“Look,” he asked her suddenly. “You wanna see my books? The ones at home, I mean.”

“I guess so,” she answered.

“Well, you go home. I can’t walk with you because the guys might see me. Ask your old—your mother to let you come over to my house.”

“I don’t think she’ll let me,” she said, disappointed with the sudden realization. “She says you’re all heathens.”

“What the hell’s a heathen?”

“I don’t know, except that it’s not a nice thing to be. Mother says all Catholics are heathens.”Page 60 →

“Jesus Christ! Your old lady must be crazy!”

“Don’t say bad things about my mother, Richard. And you don’t have to swear. You’re not like the others.”

“The hell I’m not. You just said so yourself.”

“All right,” she said with finality. “If you’re going to be naughty I’ll—”

“OK, OK,” he said. “Gee! Maybe you’re a little bit nuts yourself. Ask her anyway, will you? And I’ll be waiting for you at home, just in case. OK?”

“All right, Richard,” she said. “I’ll ask her.”

Richard was reading in the bedroom when his mother called to him. “There is an americanita outside, son. I think she wants to see you,” she said.

He ran out and brought her in by the hand. “It is the protestantita, Mamá. Her name is María, and I am going to show her my books.”

“She is very skinny, this one,” said his mother aloud. She will not be good for bearing children, she thought.

Mary stood speechless with wonder as Richard and his mother spoke to each other in Spanish.

“My mother says that you are welcome and that this is your house,” Richard told her.

“My house?” she asked dumbly. This was an entirely new world to her.

“She means to make yourself at home,” he said, feeling suddenly sorry that she could not speak their language.

“Oh,” she said in a small voice.

“Come in here,” said Richard, “and I’ll show you my books.” He pulled a wooden box from under the bed and handed her a book. “That’s my favorite,” he said. “I’ve read it six times. It’s about a boy and a monkey. You can take it home if you want.”

“She talks funny,” she said.

“We all do. That’s the Spanish.”

“Is it hard to learn?”

“I don’t remember. Talking this way was hard to learn, though. You wanna know something?”

“What?”

“A long time ago, the Spanish was the only way I could talk. Then I went to school and they learned me to talk like this. I been trying to learn my father and mother to talk in the English, but I guess I’m too dumb to be a teacher.”Page 61 →

They looked through all his books, laughing over the illustrations, and talking about the myriad things children talk about. Within a half hour, they were close friends. And always, even when the topic discussed was trivial, they spoke and acted almost like adults. When he had finished telling her about the books, he showed her his collection of ancient daguerreotypes, and they both laughed over the reproductions of people they did not know.

“Sometimes I get sad when I look at these pictures,” said the boy, “because they are so old that the people in them are sure to be dead already. Sometimes I can just stay hours thinking of who they were and what they were like, and I get mad at the people that threw the pictures away.”

“Where did you get them?” asked Mary.

“Out the pit. I got almost all my books there too.”

“What’s the pit?”

“The city dump. People throw all kinds of things out there. If you want to go the next time I go, I’ll take you.” He was not afraid to be kidded about her now. “If you promise not to tell anyone, I’ll tell you a secret.”

“All right.”

“I found a Bible there once. I gotta keep it hid so my mother doesn’t find out about it.”

“I should think your mother would be happy to know that you have it,” she said in surprise. “Mother reads to us from the Bible every night.”

“It’s all right for Protestants to read it, but it’s a mortal sin for us heathens. I’m going to finish it before I tell the priest, though. And, boy, will I get it then!”

It was too complicated for her, so she said nothing.

“Come out in the back,” he said. “We got a funny house, but we got the best backyard around. All kinds of trees and a big barn in the back.” They sat in the shade of a fig tree. “You know what?” said Richard. “I’m gonna write books when I grow up.” He immediately became embarrassed. “I never told anyone that before.”

She touched his arm. “Do you want to read a poem I wrote?” she asked softly.

“OK.”

She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and handed it to him. She kept her head lowered as he read aloud:Page 62 →

“Bee babys are smaller than the rest,

In feathery cocoons they’re dressed,

Up and down the flowers they go,

Trying out there wings you know.”

He looked at her with awe and admiration. “It’s beautiful! And you’re a girl, too! I can’t write any pretty things like that. I just write stories about boys and donkeys.”

“Donkeys?”

“Well, everybody writes about horses and dogs. I want to write about donkeys and say nice things about them for a change. I save everybody at the end, though,” he explained, because he did not want to seem too unconventional. “I’ll show you sometime.”

“All right. I’m glad you like my poem. I’ll show you some more next time.” She carefully folded the piece of paper and put it in her pocket. They walked around the yard and he got her a tomato from the garden. They inspected the big barn, breathing in the pleasant odor of old manure, then went back into the house. Richard’s mother placed some thick Mexican chocolate and tortillas with melted cheese on the table for them.

“Will you come to my house sometime?” asked Mary as they ate.

“No.”

“Why not? I came here, didn’t I?”

“I don’t like your brother,” he said. “He’s a snob.”

“What’s a snob?”

“I don’t know, but there was a guy like him in a book I read once, and nobody wanted him around because he was a snob.”

She thought for a moment. “Maybe he seems to be funny because he’s going to be a minister.”

“A minister!” Richard laughed. The idea was so ridiculous to him that he said in Spanish, “Ese no lo será.” Then because Mary was staring at him he said, “Not that one, he won’t. I’ll betcha!”

“He will too, he will too!” she almost screamed.

“No, he won’t. You know why? Because preachers are like our priests and everybody likes them, and nobody’s going to like your brother because he’s a snob.”

“He is not a snob!” she sobbed. “And you’re being mean.”Page 63 →

Richard was easily defeated by tears. “OK, OK!” he said placatingly, trying to restore the harmony that was now lost. “So I admit I’m wrong. Ronnie’s a good guy, but for Christ’s sake, don’t cry!”

“Stop swearing at me,” she said angrily.

“All right, Mary,” he said and handed her his handkerchief. “I’m sorry.” She wiped her eyes and sat silently. After a time he asked her if she was angry with him.

“No, not anymore,” she answered. Then she added, in a serious voice, “But you’re going to have to remember that Ronnie’s my brother, and you and I are going to be best friends. You don’t have to like him, but I don’t want you to say bad things about him.”

“I promise,” he said.

“No, don’t promise,” she said, with the wisdom of a grown person. “Just do it because you want to be my friend.”

“I’ll go over to your place if you want me to,” he said, anxious to make amends.

“I have to go home now,” she said. “Mother worries about me.”

Richard walked her home. As he left her at her gate he said, “I’m going to call you Mayrie. That’s the way they pronounce it in the Bible. I looked it up.”

“All right, Richard.” she said.

“Did you have a nice visit, dear?” her mother asked her when she walked into the house. “She visited the Mexicans’ home, Will,” she said to her husband for the third time.

“Yes, Mother,” answered Mary. “Except just before I left, Richard said something that made me angry.”

“What did he say?” asked her father.

“He told me that Ronnie was a snob.”

“What a horrid thing to say!” exclaimed her mother.

The father laughed and said, “Come now, May. The kid wasn’t far wrong. You are making a snob out of our boy.”

“Because I teach him he’s better than the riffraff around here?” she asked angrily. For years she had tried to rid her husband of his uncouth ways, and was beginning to despair over her prospects of changing him. Her son, however, was going to be a little gentleman. She caught sight of the book Mary carried in her hand. “Where did you pick up that dirty thing?” she asked.Page 64 →

“It belongs to Richard. He loaned it to me,” answered Mary.

“It’s filthy,” said her mother. “Take it out to the porch, and tomorrow you return it to him. The idea, handling a dirty thing like that! You might catch something from it!”

“Oh, Jesus, May!” exclaimed Will. “Let her read it. After all, the kid was good enough to lend it to her. She can’t insult him by telling him it’s dirty.”

His wife gave him a look of scathing reproach. “He was good enough to lend her a load of germs, that’s what he was,” she said. “And listen to me, Will. Just because you don’t seem to care a bit about the welfare of the children doesn’t mean I’m going to shirk my responsibility too! Now, Mary, do as you’re told.”

The little girl was close to tears in her disappointment. “He apologized to me because the book wasn’t too clean, but he said that only the words counted. He said that no matter how dirty the pages were, the words on them make them like clean. Please, Mother. May I read it?”

“Oh, all right,” said her mother, and did not understand why she conceded. “But keep it outside and read it there. I’ll not have it in my clean house.”

“Thank you, Mother!” exclaimed Mary happily. She suddenly felt full of strange information she must give them. “You know,” she said, “they are different, but they’re very nice. Richard’s mother gave me something to eat.”

“You ate there?” asked her mother in alarm.

“Now what the hell’s wrong with that?” asked Will.

“It’ll spoil her dinner for one thing, and besides, who knows what those people eat?” Really, how could Will be so blind to the things that could harm her children!

“It tasted good,” said Mary, but decided not to go into detail about the food. “They talk funny—Spanish, he called it. I’m going to learn to talk that way.”

“I knew a feller once who knew the lingo,” said her father. The mother went to the kitchen and Mary climbed on her father’s knee.

“Daddy. . .”

“Yes, Sis?”

“I like him.”Page 65 →

“That’s good. You should like everybody.”

“I didn’t mean that, Daddy,” she said. “I mean I like him for a husband. I’m going to marry him someday.”

“Oh?” He tried to sound serious. “Does he know it yet?”

“No, but he likes me. You know what he told me? He said, ‘You’re the smartest goddamn girl around!’”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Oh yes, Daddy!” She put her arms around his neck. “The best!”






Page 66 →JOE KING


Joaquin Alves was forty years old when he came to Santa Clara. He arrived from Point Loma, shaken and sick from a three-month tour on a fishing boat that had taken him to the Galapagos and down the lower west coast of South America. Joaquin was not a working man and was accustomed to better food than the slush his fellow countrymen fed him on board the boat, so when he was paid his share of the boat’s haul, he said goodbye to the friends he had made in the few days he had spent on the beach and took a Greyhound stage north. His ticket was to San Francisco because the agent said he had to have a ticket to somewhere, but he had no set destination in mind. He stopped off at Santa Clara because he remembered back in his native city of São Miguel in the Azores, he had heard of a Portuguese settlement in that town.

Because Joaquin was not a talkative man, he found it easy to get along with the people at first and soon rented a small shack near the tannery for twenty-five dollars a year. With the little money he had left, he bought two cows and made his living from the milk he got from them. It is true he rarely had spending money, but he ate well and was happy in his solitary life. At first, the people thought him somewhat of a celebrity, because he was a newcomer and but a year away from the old county. They invited him to dine in their homes, plying him with sopas and good muscatel. Then they would sit back and wait for him to talk of the islands. They Page 67 →would give names of relatives and friends in the hope of finding a mutuality that would bring him closer to them in this alien land, but Joaquin disappointed them by recognizing few names and not knowing any of the people at all. The people of Santa Clara felt that he was not a common one, for he spoke the language of the aristocracy, and they rejoiced, for here was a good man for the Society of Santo Antonio or the Society of the Holy Ghost. They began to call him Dom Joaquin and made him an honorary member of the committee in charge of the Festa do Espirito Santo, but Joaquin made the unpardonable sin of declining the exalted position. The Holy Ghost did not interest him in the least. The truth of the matter was that he was an agnostic but could not offend the people by telling them. So from then on they left him to himself, occasionally referring to him as “that queer one” or “that maluco Joaquin.” And because the Portuguese language is so, his name was soon corrupted to “Jokeen.” As the months went by it changed to “Joe King,” and it was as Joe King that Richard first became aware of him.

Now that the reticence, which had at first made him favorable, labeled him odd to his neighbors, his one virtue remaining in the eyes of the people was the fact that he loved children. And this virtue led directly to his misfortune. These days, Joe King was seen only in the afternoons when he took his cows to graze. It would have been more convenient for him to lead his cows across the railroad tracks and into the fields, but Joe King knew what pleasure the children derived from the sight of his animals, so he walked across town, feeling like a modern piper as the children followed him along the way. Some of them went with him into the fields and played while he whittled small figures or made whistles for them out of reeds. Or they would come near the cows and run their small hands over the soft hide when their young minds assured them they had nothing to fear. Every few weeks the little faces were replaced by new ones, for as the novelty ceased to exist, the fickle children would desert Joe King. The girls would return to their dolls or jacks, and the boys discovered that shooting robins with slingshots was more fun, and besides, the birds were good eating.

Of all the children who went with him, there were two that remained loyal to him. One was a shy, retiring girl with solemn, dark eyes, and the other was the boy, Richard Rubio. The boy did not sit with Joe King from his own choice at first. He had two goats, and it was easier to take Page 68 →them out to graze than to bring grass to them, so he would go out and tie them to a tree, then sit on the grass and talk to the man. The girl, who was named Genevieve Freitas, came as often as she could since the first time, when she was eight years old. She would rush home from school, do her chores hurriedly, and go out to the fields for an hour. She always sat a few feet away from the man and boy, and always carefully arranged her dress over her brown legs. Richard never heard her speak more than two or three words at one time.

At first, Joe King found the twelve-year-old boy a good audience for his soliloquies, and then gradually the relationship became more than that to him. He began to note that the boy was absorbing everything he said to him. Also, there was an innate communicableness in the small, honest face that made the man speak out and say things he had withheld even from himself. Their first attempts at conversation were fumbling and entirely unsatisfactory because the man knew but a few words of English, but one day Joe King said:

“You spik da Portagee?”

“I can understand it if you go slow,” said Richard.

“Unnastand? Goot!” said the man. “You talka da Spañol, I talka da Portagee. Hokay?” And the arrangement was satisfactory to both of them.

One day the man said, “The Azores, they are very similar to this.”

“Do they have prunes and apricots there too?”

“Not in large orchards, but the people grow them in their gardens. There we have olive groves and vineyards. My father has a large plantation.”

“You are a rich one, Joe King?” asked the boy.

“Rich? No, not the way you mean. My father is a very rich one, but by God, I am richer in my own way.”

“Tell me of your father,” said the boy, not fully getting the man’s meaning. The man fixed a long gaze on him, his mind going back through his life.

“I will tell you, Richard Rubio. My father is a stapud. You know what that is?”

“I know that it is a bad word,” said Richard.

“In English, you say it “sombitch.” My father is that, a sombitch, but in the Azores he is a great man. Governor-General he was for a long time. Page 69 →The people here do not know that I remember seeing some of them when I was a young boy. They worked in my father’s orchards or his stables. Some of them sold fish or vegetables in the streets, and I was not allowed to talk to them, for they were below my station. Now the same people look down upon me, but it does not matter.”

“You are sad, Joe King, are you not?” asked the boy.

“Perhaps I am not what I think I am, my child. Sometimes at night, when I am lonely, I find pleasure in thinking that I am better than these people. And I know how wrong I am, because no man is better than another, simply because we are all different from each other. Every one of us has his own meaning of the word. So I have fought that feeling all my life, even though I was always taught I was superior to those around me.

“You see, Richard, there is much more to it. My father is a blood relative of Dom Manuel, the last king of Portugal. Until the time I was almost twenty years old, my father was titled, and when in 1910, Portugal became a republic, he gave up his title and became a politician. An opportunist he was, and I, who had been taught all my life by tutors, was sent to the continent to study law. I had my wife selected when I was five years old and was but a few weeks from marriage when I went to Lisboa. Beautiful she was, and the few times I saw her and we were allowed to talk a little, we agreed how fortunate it was that we loved each other. But her father would not renounce his loyalty to the aristocracy, and my family called off the wedding. ‘For political reasons,’ they said.”

“Why did you not run away with her?” asked Richard.

“I was young and weak and did not have the courage to go against the wishes of my father. Also, I could not support her. So I went to the university in Lisboa, but I did not like thought of being a lawyer. I spent all my time in the library reading the classics.”

“What are they?” asked the boy.

“The greatest books ever written. You cannot imagine how large the biblioteca was at the university. Soon my father received word that my work was unsatisfactory and a suggestion that my calling was maybe for something else, but he wrote back and said they must make of me a lawyer. He was high in the favor of the government, and they had to do what he said. I wrote verses and had some great times with literary friends, and Page 70 →then something happened.” He again stared hard at the boy. “I do not think I shall tell you of that,” he said.

“Please, Joe King. I want to hear all of it,” said Richard.

“What do you know about life, child?” asked the man.

The boy was very serious and there was an intensity in his voice. “I learn, Joe King. I am learning every day,” he said.

“Do you know about women?”

“Yes.”

The man wanted to stop talking but by now it was an impossibility. He glanced at Genevieve sitting a few feet away. She had been listening all along. “You go home now, rapazinha,” he said to her.

“All right, Joaquim,” she said and walked away. She was the only one who called him by his true name.

When he felt she was a safe distance away, the man said, “I will tell you, Richard. It will not matter that you do not understand. I have tried too long to forget it and could not. It will do me good to speak of it.

“I was a grown man and had not yet had a woman. Oh, I had imagined it and had them in dreams, you know.”

“I imagine sometimes too,” Richard interrupted. “But I have never had such a dream.”

“I became acquainted with a man,” continued Joe King. “A great poet he was, and we discoursed very much. One day he took me to his home and presented me his wife and children. A truly lovely family it was, and I was happy being with them. One time after the children were put to bed, he went out of the room and immediately the woman began to kiss me. I was afraid that he would return but she said he did not mind and before long we were disrobed. I do not remember how it happened but the husband was suddenly standing there watching us. His face was wet with perspiration, and he was shaking but not from anger. I looked up at him but was too far in the depths of passion to think about him, and went on with the lovemaking. And while I was over his wife, he did something to me. I was filled with disgust and loathing for both of them and fled the house. I had read about the act he performed, but never in my life had I heard of a man getting pleasure from watching another man make love to his wife.”

“What did he do to you?”Page 71 →

“Ah! It is too horrible to even think about it! How could you understand?” said the man passionately. He felt suddenly sorry and reached out and tenderly rumpled the boy’s hair. “Because you are young enough and unspoiled as yet, perhaps you can understand. Else why would I be telling you all this?” But he did not tell Richard, and the boy did not press him. Joe King looked unseeingly at the tall grass for so long that the boy thought he would not talk anymore that day.

Suddenly he began again, “The next day I arranged passage for the islands. What a scene my father made when I appeared in São Miguel. I was his only son, his heir. Three sisters I had, but they would soon marry and take another name. ‘You have borne me four daughters, woman!’ he screamed at my mother. Although he was now a republican, he secretly wished for the return of the monarchy. He had a fanatic desire to preserve his line. Now he denied me the right to enter his house in an attempt to make me do as he wished. I secured a position on the faculty of the lyceum in São Miguel. For fifteen years I taught philosophy and lived to myself. He would not even allow me to visit my mother, so she had to visit me. Then she died, and the old one remarried, for political reasons. His wife is young but barren, and I am still his heir.

“After my mother’s death, I found the courage to leave my position and went to the Madeiras. From there I went to the African colonies, but I could not do anything but teach. My mother left me a little money, and with it I paid my passage to America. In New York I was lost, so I searched for a place where I could be with some of my own kind. I was running from my people and yet I could not live without them, so I went to San Diego. The life of a fisherman is a difficult one, and I came here. Now I am really happier than I have ever been, and since that time of the poet, I have not written one line nor have I desired a woman. For a time I used to be frightened because something was happening to me. I found myself strongly attracted to men. Not men I knew, but just anyone I chanced to see in the street. But that has disappeared now.”

“And now what will you do, Joe King?”

“Now? I will remain as I am. I have no great desire out of life and am happy enough.”

“Maybe you should have a woman,” said Richard. “My father says that a man should have a woman if only to do the work around the house.”Page 72 →

“Perhaps later, my wise little friend,” said the man. Yes, he thought, before long I will be well again.

From that day the two talked as often as possible, and the man began to see in the boy a justification for his own misspent life. He talked to him of the many places he had seen in his travels and spoke at length of the beauty of the outdoors and of the great arts of the world. And sometimes he would have fears for the boy and did not speak for days. At other times, the same emotion made him rave and storm, shouting fierce, unintelligible words, until at last he would clasp the boy tightly in his arms and cry. And although Richard did not fully comprehend the reason for these outbursts, he was not frightened by them and did not question the man.

Once, the boy said, “I am worried, Joe King.”

“Why?”

“It is the Immaculate Conception. How? How?”

“Do not bother yourself with such thoughts. You are very young and there are many other things, beautiful things, with which to employ your mind. Have faith for the present, and when the time comes when you feel you do not need the belief, the doubts will go of themselves and you will discard it, forgetting the friend it once was to you.”

“I will try to do as you say,” said Richard, but he was disappointed in his friend, and frightened. He could not put the doubts out of his mind so easily these days.

Soon it was summer. The lush fields took on their brown hue, and the blossoms, magiclike, became cherries, peaches, apricots in their turn. Richard spent all the daylight hours in the orchards with his father and did not see Joe King. The weeks went by and soon it was time for him to return to school. Then one evening after what, to him, seemed like a long time, he heard of his friend. He had come out after supper to play with the others and someone asked him if he knew what happened to Joe King.

“What about him?” he asked. “Probably just Portagee gossip!”

“He gave Genevie the works!”

Something like this could not be a rumor. There must be some basis for it being said. His first thought was, Good! It was time, but immediately he realized the complications that would follow, and he was almost ill with fear for the man.Page 73 →

“They got ’im in jail already,” said Zelda as if anticipating Richard’s question.

“They shouldn’t’ve done that,” he said.

“Why not?” asked another boy. “It’s against the law for an old bastard like that to run around sticking girls!”

“The hell it was,” said Zelda. “It was against the fence.” Everyone but Richard roared with laughter.

“They still shouldn’t’ve locked him up,” he said doggedly.

“Boy, you sure must like ’im,” said one of the boys.

“Yeah, they used to be together alla time,” said Zelda. “Hey, maybe he was getting into ’im too!” She did not really know what she was saying, but the idea seemed to be a good one. Her followers took up her chant.

“Ah, bite me!” Richard finally said, and went home. He found his house in an uproar. His father was raging at a policeman who was questioning him. The officer could not understand him, and one of the older girls was trying to translate.

“Tell him he is a son of a bitch and that I should kill him for saying such a thing about my son!” roared the father. They finally convinced him that the police were questioning all the neighbors and were not making accusations. He sat down and tried to quiet his anger. The officer put an arm around the boy’s shoulders and led him aside.

“Look, son. I’m gonna ask you a few questions and you don’t need to be scared a bit,” he said.

“All right,” said Richard.

The officer had a notebook and pencil ready. “You know this guy, Joe King?”

“Yeah.”

“I hear you spent quite a bit of time with him. What did you do when you were together?”

“Talked, mostly. Sometimes we’d just sit and think and didn’t talk at all.”

The officer had trouble phrasing his questions. He knew what it was he must find out, but did not know how to go about doing it.

“What did you talk about?” he finally asked.Page 74 →

“Lotsa things. He’s very smart and knows about everything. He told me about the poets and painters and all about Portugal and Africa and about nature.”

“Nature, huh?” said the officer. Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought. “What about nature?”

“About the stars and planets, and about how the earth really began and many things. Did you know we’re a star?”

What the hell’s he mean, we’re a star? Things were becoming difficult again. “Look, kid,” he said firmly. “Did this guy ever try anything funny with you? You know—funny?”

“You mean was he homosexual? No, he wasn’t.”

This was a new word to the man. He was not educated, for his father had taken him from the seventh grade in his eighteenth year, and through a political connection got him on the force two years later. It did not take intelligence to be a patrolman in Santa Clara. Nothing ever happened there, except that once a year the Bank of Italy was held up. Goddamn, he thought. “Where’d you learn the big word?”

“I read it, then I looked it up,” answered Richard. “Means queer.”

“You say he didn’t do anything to you?”

“No. He never touched me.” He had got rid of the officer, and now he had to remove the germ of doubt that was in his father’s mind. His father was as fanatical about masculinity as Joe King was about royalty. When the policeman left, he went to his father and put his arms around him. “It is nothing, Papá. And you must not worry about me,” he said in his ear. “I have the feeling for girls already.” The father held him tightly and said, “That is the way it should be, son. That is the only way.” His voice was full of pride and his eyes had tears in them.

The whole town was excited for the next few days. Over back fences, women confided that they had known all along that that man was a bad one. Imagine! That poor little girl—fourteen years old and with child! And from a madman! For by now, a dozen boys and an equal number of girls, encouraged by their parents and by the importance that was suddenly thrust upon them, “confessed” in detail the horrible things Joe King had done or tried to do with them. But to Richard, the greatest blow was the fact that through him, the prosecutor discovered that Joe King did not Page 75 →believe in God, and in the Catholic town of Santa Clara, that was perhaps worse than the seduction of Genevieve Freitas.

The trial did not materialize, because on the third day after his arrest Joe King went mad. His confusion and fright reverted him to childhood, and he reached out for the immunity he had had as a child. He called for his father, the Marquis, and told his tormentors that his great-uncle, the King, would hear of this abuse. It was not difficult for the authorities to commit him to the Agnews State Hospital for the Insane.2

The girl was sent to stay with relatives in Vacaville and a week later her family followed. Her grandmother remained in the old house because she was too old to run away from gossip, and loose tongues did not worry her. It was because of this old woman’s courage and resoluteness that Richard found one more reason to never forget Joe King. When the time for the girl’s confinement arrived, her younger brother was sent to stay with the grandmother. He was a child of six or seven, and the first time he went outside, he was immediately surrounded by Zelda’s group.

“Hello, Louie,” they said.

“Hi.”

“How’s Genevie, Louie?” asked Zelda.

The boy’s parents had told him his sister was sick when they moved away and to his young mind, robustness meant good health so he answered, “She’s fine, now. You should see how fat she is.”

“How fat she is!” screamed the children, staggering along the sidewalk in their laughter. “How fat she is!”

And Richard felt suddenly sick. He would never forget that he, too, had laughed with the others. Jesus! he thought. The blood of kings!






Page 76 →CHOOTCHIE


A few doors away from Richard Rubio’s house, there lived a boy called Chootchie. He had once been called something else, as is the case with most people having such names. When his father was still living, and before his mother and he came from Southern California, he had answered to the name of Donald. On his first day in Santa Clara, he walked outside as Donald and returned an hour later as Chootchie. The rechristening resulted from a painful incident, but the nickname was full compensation for the hurt. He had been walking down the street, engrossed with a child’s curiosity of new surroundings, when suddenly, from behind a hedge, a little girl with a blond mop of hair jumped in front of him and screamed, “Choo!” And just as suddenly, Donald found himself seated on the sidewalk, screaming for his life.

“Get up!” said Zelda. “You’re not hurt!”

It was apparent that he was accustomed to commands, for he stopped crying immediately and stood up. A group of children ran up to them, and because they in their turn had been the object of Zelda’s cruelty, they prepared to enjoy the torment of the victim. “Choo!” they said. “Choo!” And waited to see what their leader would do to him next.

“Let ’im alone!” said Zelda, and they all looked at her in surprise. “Whatcha name?” she asked him.

“Donald.”Page 77 →

“Well, from now on it’s Chootchie, an’ you can play wit’ us.”

His part in the game consisted of remaining tied to a tree for the better part of an hour while the “good guys” tried to rescue him from the cattle rustlers. It was by far the most enjoyable and wonderful afternoon of his young life.

“I had a good time,” he told his mother when he got home. “We played cops’n’robbers and I was the hostage.”

“Did the children treat you well?”

“At first they scared me, but then they were good.”

“Well, when they frighten you or hurt you, remember to cry real loud and scream for me. They’ll leave you alone if you cry real loud.” Thus was set the pattern for the upbringing of her child. When her husband was alive it had been different, but now the two were alone, and she would protect him from the world at large. And because it seemed to mean so much to the boy, she began to call him Chootchie, and neither of them realized that the name had originally been a derogation.

After that first day, she rarely allowed him to play in the street. “These people,” she would say, “are all right, but they’re not like us. Why, when Mr. Ferry still had the brokerage—she spoke of her husband as Mr. Ferry from the day she married him—we were one of the leading families in Pasadena. The money might be gone, but we still have our background.” She was a devout Catholic in that intense manner only converts can be, and the only virtue her neighbors had was their common faith.

Chootchie’s father had in truth been a millionaire but was left penniless in 1929, and because his wife could not bear the thought of him working as a laborer in the same city where he had been a prominent financier, the small family moved into Los Angeles. His belief in capital still existed so he scabbed for a few days in a garment factory. However, he was a good man and a thinker, and now that he was a workingman, he began to see the predicament of his new class. So he left his job and secretly joined a labor union affiliation. He guarded his secret so well that his wife did not learn of his activities until the day he was brought home from a demonstration with his chest caved in. A chipped bone penetrated a lung and he died almost immediately. His wife said it would never have happened if she had known of his activities, but that was not true, for the man was learning to find himself in his new environment and was Page 78 →beginning to rationalize that his loss of wealth and accompanying power had been a good thing. Her objections would have had little or no effect.

Now the young widow was forced to work. She scraped a few dollars together and took her son to Santa Clara. She felt a sense of security because she was near her hometown, which was San Mateo, and yet not near enough so that her girlhood acquaintances could see her in her present circumstances. To be truthful, she knew that her old friends were, for the most part, in the same condition she was. So in moving to this town, she was yearning for the safety of her old home in her loneliness, but not giving in entirely to that subconscious urge to return to her people. Her ornate silverware was the only concrete link to her past, and she never parted with it. And she worked hard, for she too had good in her and was genuinely concerned for her son’s welfare. But the primitive maternal urge combined with the precepts of her new religion made a zealot of her. As a girl, she had been an indifferent Presbyterian, and to her the preservation of the body had been paramount to that of the soul. Her embrace of Catholicism had been fervid because she really loved her fiancé. Her parents were not greatly disappointed, for the glitter of greater wealth and position obliterated any objection. True, they always wondered how a Catholic could have so much money. Such a thing was almost sacrilegious.

As for the man, he was certain he did not love her, although he was dazed by her beauty. They were married after a siege of guilt on his part, which followed a wild evening after a Stanford victory in the big game. She was so beautiful and he was very important, even if he did get into the game for only three plays, so that by the time they had visited their second peninsula speakeasy, their passion could not be put off any longer. Although he was thought of as a man of the world by his fraternity brothers at Stanford, this was different because she was a nice girl, and what if something should happen? Of course, as is usually the case, nothing did happen until they had been married a few years, but by then the harm was done. She was a good wife by society’s standards, and as her values were on par with those of his parents, they accepted her and tried to forget that she was almost three years older than their son. She would be a steadying influence on him.

So Chootchie and his mother took up their new life in Santa Clara. When the boy was enrolled in school, the mother instructed him to say Page 79 →that she was employed by the Works Progress Administration, as if by the use of the full name the job might glean added prestige. Her neighbors, of course, were all on the WPA. In the evenings she took her son either to benediction or to a movie—providing it was approved by the Legion of Decency—but for the most part, the boy spent his time playing with tin soldiers and listening to his mother talk about the better days. In San Mateo, she had been very popular and was always invited to the most important and fashionable social events on the peninsula and in the city. The boy heard about the glittering balls she attended in San Francisco, about her coming out party, about her many suitors, and of her approval by both sexes of all ages.

When Chootchie brought home new words he heard on the schoolground, he was severely lectured on the evil of such language. When he became curious about sex, she carried the lectures to such an extreme that the experience would leave them both in tears. He learned not to speak about certain things to her, and did not, until his mind, full of many things, made him forget. Chootchie received his share of buffetings at school, but only when Zelda was not nearby, for the strange girl always protected him. He idolized her and took his beatings without a sound because, although she told him to let her know whenever anyone bothered him, he knew she would not like him as much if he complained. When his mother noticed his bruises, she made him promise to tell his teacher whenever he was picked on, but the boy did not keep that promise either.

Occasionally, the woman brought men friends home, and every so often she received a proposal of marriage. She was one of those women who became more beautiful with maturity, and in spite of her independence and dominating will, she was a witty, if not brilliant, conversationalist, and men found her highly feminine and extremely desirable. She enjoyed their company and was flattered by their attention. At times she even felt a slight rekindling of her now dormant passion, but as for marriage, to even consider such a proposal was out of the question. Her duty to her son demanded that she have absolute freedom.

The boy, driven by the dreary monotony of his unvarying life, discovered he had an ear for music, and spent hours engrossed in picking out tunes on an ancient dilapidated piano. The former tenants had left Page 80 →it in his house when they moved because it had not been worth what it cost to take it with them. He learned to read music at school, and his teacher encouraged him, so that finally his mother made arrangements with her whereby for a dollar a month she gave the boy four lessons. Every one of the few people in Chootchie’s sphere of life agreed that he had potential talent except himself. He was content to have music as a plaything, which would perhaps have been a good thing, but in his case, it fell in line with a lack of self-confidence that was to haunt him for many years. For a time he was happy, then something happened a few blocks away that pushed him further into the labyrinth his mother was creating. The incident, unfortunate in itself, became a whip in the hands of the woman—an instrument she held over him whenever he disobeyed her in word or deed.

An old man who did odd jobs around the neighborhood for what little food he could get, threw himself in front of the Southern Pacific Flyer.3 The poor derelict’s name had been Mike, and now it was not uncommon for her to say to the child, “If you don’t do as I say, I’ll do what Mike did!” And the boy almost died of fright every time he heard the words “Mike did it, you know!” He would stand pale and panic-stricken. In a trembling voice, he promised repeatedly that he would be good, if only she would not do such a horrible thing. Once he was discovered in the company of a small girl in the act of examining themselves with mutual curiosity. The scene that followed with his mother left him with a revolting fear of the opposite sex. He shied from girls in panic from that day on. And because he was but a child when this happened, he repressed the incident, which was the responsible agent for his aversion to women, until this counteraction made his repugnant fear pathological in nature.

The occurrence with the girl having been pushed into the far recesses of his mind, and the success his mother enjoyed in otherwise sheltering him, made him as naive as he was the day long ago when he readily accepted her explanation that the difference between boy babies and girl babies was that boys cried the loudest. And by this time, Chootchie was approaching that transition when a boy becomes a man. He was, however, feeling a faint resistance to his mother’s dominance, but only in his mind. The first time it happened he was frantic with fear and worry. It had been over a trivial thing—such as climbing a tree or some similar Page 81 →mischief in which a twelve-year-old boy will indulge—that his mother had gone into one of her scenes, and when the awesome threat came, he almost said, “Go ahead, kill yourself! See if I care!” Because he did care, he was immediately repentant and was solicitous for weeks.

Now the boy sensed that he was changing. Before long he knew that physically, also, something strange was happening to him. He was healthily normal, so it was inevitable that the curious phenomena of nature’s urges began to work upon him. His ignorance affected him in two diverse ways: fascination and fear. The fascination that came from his discovery of early-morning erections changed to terror with the experience of nocturnal emissions. He felt he was unique in his condition, and he could not ask his mother what was wrong with him. She was the only one in whom he could confide, for aside from school, mass and his music lessons were the only things that ever took him outside his yard. But his fear of her reaction prevented him from speaking out. He was aware of a suffering so different and so magnified, that even the distorted explanations his mother always offered would have helped, had he had the courage to broach the subject. He groped desperately for an unknown something that would bring him peace, and was unsuccessful because he did not know what it was he was trying to find. His mother’s men friends were the only ones who could have helped him, but they were so busy pursuing her that they were unaware of his predicament, unaware at times even of his existence.

In his fifteenth year, the emotional disturbance was alleviated somewhat, for by now Chootchie spent a little more time away from the house and learned a few facts of life. The sense of guilt remained, however, for in spite of the fact that he had no control over natural responses, the idea that such things were evil was too deeply entrenched. Then two events, one closely followed by the other, put the finishing touches on the character his mother had forged.

Chootchie’s closest and perhaps only friend at this time was a boy of his own age named Roger Diaz. He was a beautiful child with long black lashes, black eyes, and curly dark hair. The two boys would often sit on Chootchie’s porch in the cool of the evening and talk about the many things that are important to young boys. On this day, they had sat out longer than usual. Chootchie had toyed with the idea of bringing up the subject of sex but discarded it because it would be too embarrassing. He Page 82 →was telling Roger how he would someday be a great artist and travel the world over with his mother, when suddenly he felt his friend’s hands fumbling with the buttons of his trousers, then bringing his head down onto his body. Fear was an old thing to him but the new sensation of extreme revulsion now came to him. He wanted to tell him to stop—to leave, but could not utter a word. He was only conscious of the black, curly, beauty of Roger’s hair, as he sat tense and quiet while Roger completed the act. And it was not until it was over and Roger said, “I made you feel good, now you must make me feel good!” that he had the strength to jump up and run into the house. He went immediately to the bathroom and was violently ill. He never spoke to Roger again.

A few days later, the second tragic event occurred. His mother had been seeing one man steadily by now, and the boy had become friends with him. They had a sincere liking for each other, and the older man helped him out in many ways. For the first time in his life, Chootchie was beginning to live in a normal manner. The three of them would sit every evening until the boy’s bedtime, and after he retired, the mother and the man stayed up talking or drinking beer. The two people had from the first learned to love each other, and only the woman’s concern for her son kept them from marrying. The man, whose name was John, had a good argument, for he had a good job as a dry cleaner, was steady, being neither an excessive drinker nor what is known as a ladies’ man, and could therefore give her the security she so much wanted. Furthermore, he and the boy were very compatible. If she had seen his point of view, it would have been better for all concerned, but she refused. Her son was her life, and she could not forget her duty.

There was, as there always is in such cases, a great physical attraction in the relationship, and with each successive visit John made, it became excessively difficult to avoid the final phase of the act of love. Her religious belief, however distorted, was free from any hypocrisy and always enabled her to control her passion at the danger point. On this night, after the boy had gone to bed, the couple progressed from light lovemaking to the state where they always stopped. John spoke of marriage again and now brought up the sexual problem as another reason for the union. The woman finally understood that she must choose between marriage and complete severance of the relationship. There were so many factors in its favor, so in her mind she chose marriage. The decision gave her Page 83 →the courage to do the thing her body had demanded since her husband’s death. She not only submitted but responded with a fervor that made her the aggressor, and it was at this moment that her son decided to tell her that he had a toothache and could not sleep.

That intuitiveness that drives people to unexplainable action made him open the door only slightly and stop without making a sound. His body went cold at what he saw. He started into the room, thinking only of going to the piano and pounding on the tarnished keys, to shout, to scream; to play anything loud, in discord, dissonant, without harmony or meaning; only unintelligible sound to blot out writhing distortion on the sofa; to drown out the audibility of gasped phrases, of obscene panting and half-stifled moans—and above all, to kill forever the nauseating sibilance of the fabric under the coupled bodies! And suddenly he was incapable of feeling horror and fear and instead, he felt sorry for his mother and hate for this man who had made his mother do this thing that made the salvation of her soul impossible. He silently went back to bed.

How could she do such a thing? She, who had taught him that such an act was not only sinful and abhorred, but the mere thought of it was evil in itself! So taboo was the subject that it was only mentioned indirectly. His bitterness gradually changed to self-pity, and the hate for the man now included her. Now he could cry, and thought of running away, but where to go? And he knew his inadequacy as he had never known it before. He depended on her for everything. He could not do anything without having someone tell him to do it. How could he get along by himself? When he finally stopped crying, he knew what he must do. His decision to become a priest came from the desire to atone for his mother’s horrible sins. By now he was certain that this was not the first time she had done this. Also, the church could afford a recluse in which to hide from a society that he did not like, did not understand, and was mutual in its feeling toward him.

As for the man, John, he never again mentioned marriage to the woman. He found the relationship much simpler as it stood. After a few months, his visits to Chootchie’s mother became shorter and fewer. They stopped completely when he married the middle daughter of the owner of the cleaning establishment in which he worked. You see, John, too, wanted security, and since his bride’s sisters were both married and lived in the city, he now had a lifetime job.






Page 84 →RICHARD RUBIO III


“Of what are you always thinking?” his mother asked. “Por Dios! You will surely turn into a crazy with all this thinking!” And, oddly, his gruff father would say, “Leave the boy be! People do not think enough as it is. Leave him be!”

“Yes, Juan. But speak to him about reading so much at night. For sure he will be blind one of these days,” she said.

“Bah! Blind? The boy is learning to see by reading in the poor light.” And he would turn to Richard and say, “Learn, my son. Learn all you can in the English, for perhaps next year by this time we will be in our country, and your knowledge will be of great benefit to you. Of course, I want you to learn our language also. What shame it would give me if we arrived with our people and they would think I had a brute for a son.”

It was July 1937, and the world of Richard Rubio was too much with him. He felt that time was going by him at an overly accelerated pace, because he was not aware of days but of weeks and, at times, even months. And he lived in dread that suddenly he should find himself old before he could get from life the things it owed him. He was now approaching his thirteenth year and thought of his friend Joe King, though not forgotten, did not hurt as much. For the most part, he lost himself in dreams, reading everything he could find, indiscriminate in his choice through his persevering desire to learn. Now, after work, he was a familiar figure in the Page 85 →town library, and later, when the vacation ended, he continued the practice, for by then the meager library at the school provided little for him. Yet he was obsessed by the thought that now, while he was young and strong in body, his wanderings should be physical. Imagination would do only when he became old and incapable of experiencing actual adventure.

It was natural that in his frantic hunger for reading he went through books he did not understand. A friend of his father had a few Spanish novels, and he read a simplified Quixote and made several attempts at Ibáñez, but for the first time in his life, he found reading to be actual work. So he limited his Spanish reading to the diario he received in the mail from Los Angeles. With determination, he followed Tom Jones and Dr. Pangloss through their various, complicated adventures. From Gone With The Wind, he emerged with tremendous respect and sympathy for the South and its people. And when the dust-bowl families that had begun trickling into the valley arrived in increasing numbers, he was sad. They represented the South to him, and he mourned that the once proud could come to such decay.

When the boy fell asleep over a book, his father blew out the coal-oil lamp and tenderly put him to bed. Only when riding out in the country lanes was Richard forbidden to read. Twice his father threw his books out the window of the car. “Look!” he would say. “Look at the world around you, burro!” And the boy would think, what a funny one the old man is. Indeed the father was a paradox.

At school, Richard was the favorite of his teachers because his everyday old-country manners made him most courteous in contrast to the other students. He was also a good student and stood near the top of his class without seemingly trying. His teachers encouraged his reading, but unfortunately did not direct it, and he became a person of complex moods.

Richard was not a true member of Zelda’s gang, mainly because he did not have the time to spend in the company of the boys, and also because he had little desire to engage in fights. Frustrated by what he considered an unjustly restricted life, he began to spend more time with his friends. And because in such company it was almost imperative to defend himself, he participated in a few scuffles, being the loser every time. One day, he had a real fight in an improvised ring and used sixteen-ounce gloves. Page 86 →His opponent was a Japanese classmate named Thomas Nakano, and the little bowlegged boy knocked him around so much in the first round that midway in the second, Richard looked for the right moment and took the count. He waited for the right opportunity so no one suspected he had faked it and he did not lose face. He decided then that he would never fight again. He did not have to prove himself after such a beating. And, as in every thing he did, he had learned another thing that would help him through life. He knew now that he had the courage to fight if there was a necessity for it, and he also knew that any given situation he might encounter would have its alternative.

Richard’s best friend at this time was a boy with his same name but who was called Ricky. It was unusual that Richard should pick this boy as his particular friend, for he was the only person he knew that made him feel inferior. Ricky Rinaldi first gained Richard’s admiration when he fought and lost to Zelda on five successive days. At least once a week thereafter, he tried to wrest the leadership from the rugged tomboy and was the only one in that section of town who did not fear her. Her dominance was the only frustration of his young life, for Ricky could do anything. He was one of those fortunates born with the natural ability to excel at almost anything he tried, and bluffed himself through things he could not do. Whereas Richard was near the top of his class in school, Ricky was the top. He was an egotist of the worst species, but his personality and graceful manner gave him the virtue of modesty even when boasting. His father was a fruit and vegetable peddler, and Ricky seldom lacked a few cents for spending money. Richard was the only one of his acquaintances who knew him as he really was. He was aware that his friend cheated, bluffed, and lied, but his physical prowess was in truth more than exceptional, and his courage was unlimited. His intelligence was negligible, yet he had a talent and personality that would enable him to get anything he desired from life, and Richard saw and learned to admire this trait. But he lived in fear lest Ricky should decide to become a writer, for if he should, he would without a doubt be a greater one than Richard could ever be. The two enjoyed each other’s company immensely, and it is obscure what attraction Richard held for Ricky, but they became inseparable.

Richard’s friends were now obsessed with the erotic pastime of youth and were at the same time frightened by it. They were full of fantastic Page 87 →theories on what would happen to them if they overindulged. The big barn in Richard’s backyard became the rendezvous for the adolescent neighborhood. They clambered up into the hayloft, where they would release their desires, sometimes engaging in speed contests as an added incentive. Richard never participated in these narcissistic orgies because he sensed there was something unnatural in the act, not morally or physically wrong, but wrong in a manner he did not understand. He believed that sex was too personal, too intimate to be enjoyed in the presence of others. Yet that same intimacy demanded a sexual experience be shared, so because masturbation was by nature a self-act, he resisted the urge.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Ricky told him one day. “Why don’t you do it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m just plain scared,” answered Richard. “What’s it feel like?”

“It’s hard to explain because it’s something you feel inside. It’s funny and scary, but it’s so good, you just keep wanting to do it over and over. Maybe it’s like when you go to heaven; you just gotta do it to find out, that’s all.”

And because Richard remembered reading somewhere that a writer should try to live a full life in order to write about it, he finally had the courage to do it. The odor of his body as he neared the climax made him almost giddy with a pleasure that spread all over all of him until it focused on one lump in his chest, pushing, pounding, expanding until it seemed it would choke him. And then suddenly it was over, and he could not control the shaking of his body, which now had a volition of its own.

“I’m a father! I’m a father!” he repeated crazily.

And as he sat on the toilet, trying to clear his head and quiet his still trembling body he thought, Goddamn! He’s not so dumb! It is a little like going to heaven.

Richard became a slave to the practice, like the others. Now he dreaded to have to perform his bathroom functions, for although he knew about the phenomena of reproduction, his overimaginative mind negated his intellect, and he had horrible visions of a deformed creature someday crawling out of the plumbing and claiming him for a father in the eyes of the world. He was also haunted by fears of losing his mind, despite the fact that he had read such a theory was a fallacy. It had been easy to scoff Page 88 →at his friends for believing this idea, but now that he was one of them, he was not as sure as he had been. Oddly, however, he was rarely bothered by his religion, which trained him that what he was doing was a sin. Only in moments of extreme worry, such as an illness in the family, would he repent and promise God his abstinence if only He would make the sick one well. After the crisis, Richard resumed the practice immediately.

He never joined the others and hid his secret from them, until the day one boy said, “They say you’ll grow a hair on the palm of your hand if you do it too much.” In spite of himself, Richard stole a surreptitious look, and his friends howled with laughter.

It is obvious that the boys would begin to look upon Zelda differently, albeit she still led them. She now washed her hair and face more often, and as the front of her faded overalls perceptibly filled out, she tried to behave in a more sedate manner. Not too sedate, however, so as to endanger her hold on the group. Had she not felt the responsibility of her position so strongly, perhaps what happened would have been avoided, but as it was, she was forced to submit to the inevitable.

One rainy afternoon, they were all playing in the hayloft, pushing each other and wrestling on the molding straws when suddenly one of the boys came out of a melee holding his hand to his mouth.

“You son of a bitch!” screamed Zelda. “Try coppin’ another feel and I’ll really hitcha!”

“Jeez, you’re getting touchy,” said the boy, in a whining voice. “Whatid I do?”

“Jes keep ya hands ta yaself an’ shut up!”

“Hey, Zelda,” said Ronnie. “How about taking off your clothes and letting us see.”

“Jesus Christ! Listen to the minister,” said Ricky.

“Yeah, Zelda, be a sport,” they all argued with her.

“Bullshit!” she said.

“She’s chicken,” said Richard.

“The hell I am!”

“You’re chicken,” he repeated.

In one deft motion, she was out of her overalls and a moment later she had shed her shirt and underthings. She stood before them, her slender body rigid and her head held proudly high. The boys were speechless Page 89 →with admiration and surprise. Richard had been the only one who was sure she would do it.

“Your feet are dirty,” he said and she blushed.

She began to gather up her clothes, and Ricky said, “How about lettin’ us, Zelda?”

“Go ta hell!”

“She’s scared,” said Richard. His tongue felt suddenly dry, and he had difficulty in getting the words out. He was sitting on his haunches and Zelda walked to him and gripped his hair tightly with both hands. She cruelly pulled his face up toward hers. “You’re still scared,” he said, and he was trembling.

“All right, blackie. I’m gonna do it, but after, I’m gonna knock ya all over the place!” She turned to the others and said, “OK, but not the Jap.”

“Why the hell not?” asked Ricky. “Thomas is one of the gang.”

“I jes ain’t gonna screw wit’ no Jap!”

“They do it too,” said Richard. “How do you think he was born?”

“Yeah,” said Thomas. “How ya think I got borned?”

“All right,” said Zelda. “After all, you’re one of the gang.”

“I’m first,” said Ricky, unbuckling his belt. “I done it before so I know how already.”

Jesus Christ! thought Richard. That Ricky! And now the Rubio barn served another purpose.

The Rubio family prospered in a small way, and one day Richard’s father fashioned the last link of the great chain of events that bound him to this country and this way of life. He bought a house in Santa Clara.

“It is better than putting money in the bank,” he said. “We do not pay rent, and the next year we sell and meanwhile save. I can then afford to get a respectable business house in the country, eh, vieja?”

Richard knew, however, and the knowledge left him with mixed emotions. Until now he believed that someday they would all go to México, and he fancied himself in that faraway unknown. He realized that it would be difficult for him in that strange place, for although he was a product of two cultures, he was an American and felt a deep love for his hometown and its surroundings. So when he was certain the family would remain, he was both elated and sad. Glad that he would be raised in America, and sad for the loss of what to him would be a release from a life that was now one of Page 90 →dull routine. Only through his books did he occasionally break the monotony, but daydreams were no longer enough. He was a man, for all his years, but refused to accept his sexual satisfaction as the sublime effort in life. He was aware of his need for Zelda but did not join his boy friends in every orgy, and instead he began to spend more time away from them and from home. Only Ricky sometimes accompanied him in his wanderings into the neighboring San Jose. His father was still rigid in his old-country ideas and did not allow him to keep late hours. And Richard began to stay out later every night. The first time it happened, his father was waiting for him.

“It is late,” he said. “Where have you been?”

“Walking, Papá.”

“Walking? You know you are not allowed to be out after nine o’clock, do you not?”

“Yes, sir. But I must live my life,” answered Richard.

“Your life! Your life belongs to us, and will belong to us even after you marry, because we gave it to you. You can never forget your responsibility to the family.” He was angry now that his son questioned his authority.

“Yes, Papá, but can you not see that I cannot stand living this way?” He knew he was doing wrong by every standard his father believed in, but he could not stop talking. “Listening every day to the girls and their silly talk is as bad as listening to you and your México and to Mamá talk about God! I am sick—sick! Can you not understand?”

“Understand? What is there to understand except the fact that my son is talking back to me! Is this the American learning you are receiving? To defy your father? It is like a grown person that you sound—an errant grown person!”

“You taught me to be a grownup. From the moment I first remember, you taught me that I was a man. I was never a niño to you but a macho, a man, and you talked to me like a man, and you took me out into the fields from the time I was five years old. Why should I not talk like a grownup? I have spent most of my life with them.”

“Are you sorry I have kept you by my side wherever I go?” The hurt in Juan Rubio showed in his voice.

“No, Father. For that I am happy. I am sorry that you will not speak to me now, that you do not try to understand me as a man because it pleases you to think of me as a child at this moment,” said Richard.Page 91 →

Juan Rubio reached out and ran his hand lightly across his son’s cheek. His voice was soft and tremulous as he tried to control his emotions. He knew now that his son was no longer a boy, and the realization made him feel old. “You are right, my son,” he said. “You are a man, and it is good, because to a Mexican, being that is the most important thing. If you are a man, your life is half lived; what follows does not really matter.”

“But that is not enough for me, Father. I am what you say, not only because of what I carry between my legs but because I have put it to use. There must be more!”

“There is my son. You have fulfilled but a part of your debt to your race, but you are young yet and must fulfill the destiny of your God. When you are older you will marry and have a family. Then you will know why you are here. That is God’s will.”

“No, Father. If that is all there is to it. If one must marry and have a family and live like this, then I will never marry.” His voice was pleading, “There is something inside, Father! Something I want and do not know!”

“It is God’s will that we live as we do. That we raise our children and they in turn raise their children. Families will follow families until the end. That is how God wants it.”

“Then there is something wrong with God,” said Richard.

“My son,” said the father, as he was crying. “You should not say such things, for as you are as I once saw myself, and as you see me you will be. I learned long ago that one cannot fight destiny, and stopped fighting. I gave up. I know you must fight also, but in the end you will understand. I but try to save you much heartbreak.”

“And are you happy, Father?”

“Yes, my son, I am happy; except when I remember. Forgive me that I cannot help you. I feel your problem but I am not an educated one.”

And Richard knew that his father was not yet one of the vanquished, but he also knew that there was little resistance left. He was disappointed and afraid that a man who had lived such a life as his father could call this existence happiness. And he cried in his fear of this thing, this horrible, inexplicable, merciless intangible that held humanity in its power; that made such men as his father go out every morning before sunup to harvest tomatoes, spinach, peas, or fruit, with fingers stiff from the early-morning frost and bodies tortured by the midday heat, to return after dark and eat Page 92 →and, too tired to love, sleep. And in the winter months, they wallowed in the mud, digging out dead trees with mattocks and axes, or pruned; and if unable to find jobs they stood in line to claim a grocery order they had received from the State Relief Administration after standing in another line, while all the time it rained. And they regained a portion of their long-lost self-respect and were proud because they were feeding their families, and their children would grow and raise their families.

This was happiness.

As the months went by, Richard was quieter, sadder, and at times even morose. His family was undergoing a strange metamorphosis. The heretofore gradual assimilation of this new culture was becoming more pronounced, and it saddened him to see the Mexican tradition begin to disappear. And because human nature is such, he too succumbed, and unconsciously became an active leader in the change.

“Silence!” roared Juan Rubio. “We will not speak the dog language in my house!” They were at the supper table.

“But this is America, Father,” said Richard. “If we live in this county, we must live like Americans.”

“And next you will tell me that those are not tortillas you are eating, but bread; and those are not beans, but hahm an’ ecks.”

“No, but I mean that you must remember that we are not in México. In México you—”

“Hahm an’ ecks,” his father interrupted. “You know, the first two weeks I was in Los Angeles, before your mother found me, all I could say in the English was hahm an’ ecks, and I ate in a restaurant. Every morning, when the woman came for my order, I would say hahm an’ ecks, at noon hahm an’ ecks, at night hahm an’ ecks. I tell you, I was tired. And then one day she did not ask and brought me some soup and some meat. I do not know whether she felt sorry for me or whether they ran out of eggs, but I certainly was happy for the change.”

“You are laughing at us,” said Richard. “You, yourself, told me there are many Mexican restaurants in Los Angeles.”

“Well, I was living in Hollywood at the time, working as an extra in the cowboy movies. There are no Mexicans to speak of in Hollywood.” And he would smile in spite of himself and the children roared with laughter.Page 93 →

“My teacher says we are all Americans,” said one of Richard’s sisters, who was in the first grade. She stood up and began to recite in a monotone, “I pledge allegiance to the flag—”

“You! Sit down!” said the father in a loud voice, and laughed. “You are an American with that black face? Just because your name is Rubio does not mean you are really blonde.”

“It does not matter,” said the little girl. “She told us we are all Americans, and she knows. After all, she is a teacher.”

But all such scenes did not end with laughter, for now the mother was beginning to forget her place in the family. She constantly interfered when her husband was in the act of disciplining a child, and these interferences grew until they flared into violent quarrels. And Richard did not like himself, because he knew he was usually the cause of the disruption of family peace by playing one parent against the other in order to have his way. His mother now took to gossiping and believing her neighbors, so that she unjustly accused her husband of having numerous affairs, and Juan Rubio, who long ago had decided that he wanted nothing more out of life than to rear his children, saw this last vestige of happiness slipping out of his grasp, and once more began to have women. Richard knew of it and he was ashamed, but did not blame his father because everything was wrong, and he was to blame as much as anyone else, and no one could do a thing about it.

So he watched the strong man who was his father; watched the raucous, infectious laugh disappear, so that he seldom saw the beautiful teeth again; watched the hair as it turned prematurely white, and the body as it lost its solidness and became flabby. Although he loved his mother, Richard realized that a family could not survive when the woman desired to command, and he knew that his mother was like a starving child who became gluttonous when confronted with food. She had lived so long in the tradition of her country that she could not help herself now and abused the privilege of equality that is afforded to women of this new country. One day the father started to cook his own meals, and soon after, he moved into another room. Now there was no semblance of discipline whatever, and even the smallest child screamed at either parent. Richard did the same, until one day he saw clearly what he was doing and sought to repair the damage he, himself, had practically caused, but it was Page 94 →too late. What was done was beyond repair. To be just, no one could be blamed, for the transition from the culture of the old world to that of the new should have never been attempted in one generation.



IV

Richard walked down the street toward his old neighborhood. Though his new house was but a few blocks away, he seldom went near the old place, but on this afternoon he wanted to see Zelda, and he could not approach her anywhere else. He was excited with anticipation and so engrossed in the pleasant thought of the girl’s body that he was startled as he heard his name called. He looked up to find he was in front of the Madison home.

“Come in, Richard,” said Mary. “I have something to tell you.”

He opened the gate and walked up to the porch. Although they had passed many hours talking together, this was the first time he had been in her yard in the four years of with their friendship. He sat on the steps and took a piece of candy she offered him.

“Fudge,” she said. “I made it.”

“What do you want to tell me?” he asked.

“We’re going away to Chicago. Daddy got a job there, and we are leaving this week to meet him.”

“Well, at least you get to travel,” he said, but he felt suddenly sad that she was leaving, for she had been a good friend to him, and the only one of his acquaintances with whom he could talk about the things that interested him, despite the fact that she was a girl and was younger than he.

She looked at him. “You know what, Richard? I wish Daddy would come back here. I don’t want to leave.”

“Why, silly? You’ll see a lot of new places and meet a lot of people. I wouldn’t give up a chance like that for anything.”

“I wasn’t going to tell you until we grew up, but since I’m going away, I’ll tell you now.” She was very frank and unembarrassed in her seriousness. “I’m going to marry you, Richard.”

“Holy Christ!” Richard exclaimed in surprise. “Just like that, huh?” He snapped his fingers.Page 95 →

“No, not just like that. I knew it a long time ago, the first time I went to your house. Don’t laugh at me, Richard, and please don’t swear.”

“I’m sorry. I forgot,” he apologized. He had trained himself to never swear in her presence. He felt years older than she but knew her moods and the intense way she had of treating anything in which she believed. He also knew her temper and the strange effect her outbursts of anger had on him. So he spoke in an older brother tone of voice, yet careful not to offend her by appearing to be patronizing. “You’re just a little girl, Mayrie. And anyway, you were sore at me the first time you came to my house, remember?”

“You didn’t take me, I went. You were ashamed to be seen with me. And I’m not little, I’m almost twelve and you’re only fourteen, so that makes it just right.”

“But what if you’re ugly when you grow up?” Her mind was made up so he decided to tease her.

“That won’t matter. I’m still the smartest goddamn girl around.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” he said laughingly. “Now who’s swearing?”

“I’m only saying what you told me,” she said.

“You remember everything, don’t you? It’s a good thing you’re going away, ’cause if you weren’t, I don’t know how I’d get you out of my hair.”

She was self-assured and her voice was matter-of-fact. “I’ll write to you, and you’re going to answer. When it’s time, I’ll tell you to come for me.” The words startled Richard so that he felt they were both thirty years old.

“OK, Mayrie. I’ll write to you,” he said, and he found he was beginning to believe her words.

“You remember that first book you loaned me, Richard? The one about the circus?”

“Yeah?”

“I cried when the monkey was shot,” she said.

“That’s all right,” he said. “I cried every time I read it too.” He stood up. “I gotta go now, Mayrie. I’ll be waiting for your letter, and I won’t forget.” He was already beginning to feel the loss her departure would be. “I’m going to miss you, Mayrie.”

“It won’t be too long, Richard.” She looked down at her feet. “You can kiss me goodbye if you want to.”Page 96 →

He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers and wondered why he did not feel like a goddamn fool. Jesus, he thought, a little kid like that! She could make me jump through hoops if she felt like it! He walked away rapidly, not looking back until he reached the group of boys who were playing stick-in-the-mud on the corner.

“Hi,” he said. “Zelda around?”

“Nah,” said Ricky. “She don’t come out much in the afternoons anymore.”

“What’s the matter, you hard up?” asked Ronnie.

Richard looked at him contemptuously. “Why don’t you shut up!” he said.

“You can see her tonight if you wanna,” said Thomas. “She’ll be out to play after supper.”

“I guess I’ll be around,” said Richard. “Well, I’ll see you guys after.”

“Stick around,” said Ricky. “You can eat at my place so you don’t have to go all the way home an’ back.”

“OK,” Richard said, “but your old lady is gonna spaghetti me to death. Jesus, doesn’t she ever cook anything else?”

“Sometimes,” answered Ricky, then added with a straight face, “We’ll probably have snails tonight.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” said Thomas. “You Wops’ll eat anything.” They all laughed at the Japanese boy’s remark.

“We’re going to Chicago,” said Ronnie proudly.

“I hope you freeze your ass off,” said Richard. He suddenly realized how much he did not like Mary’s brother. “You know, I’m sorry to see Mary go, but I’m sure glad you’re finally getting the hell out of here.”

“What do you mean, you’re sorry Mary’s leaving?” demanded Ronnie.

“She’s a good little kid and I like her,” said Richard.

“Listen, if you been fooling around with my sister, I’ll—”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Richard. “She’s not like you. She’s got twice the brains you got.”

“Just keep away from her,” said Ronnie belligerently. “I’m glad we’re moving away ’cause I was getting tired of you sucking around her all the time. Calling her Mayrie, an’ all that. Mother never liked it either, you know.”

“Your old lady’s full of what makes green grass grow!” said Richard cruelly.Page 97 →

“You can’t talk about my mother like that,” screamed Ronnie. “Take it back! Take it back!”

“Balls!”

“Take it back, now—or I’ll kick the hell out of you!”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah!”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah!”

“Lay off, Ronnie,” said Ricky. In Zelda’s absence he was boss.

Ronnie did not want trouble with Ricky, but he said doggedly, “Tell him to take it back!”

“Aw, shut up!” said Ricky. “Come on, Richard. Let’s go eat those snails.” The two boys walked away. “What the hell you always picking on ’im for?” he asked Richard.

“I just can’t go that sucker! I sure wanted to take him once before he goes away, but he’s Mary’s brother.”

“Aw, he’s all right. Just got the bighead, that’s all,” said Ricky. “Hey,” he asked as an afterthought, “you haven’t been fooling around that little kid, have you? Honest?”

“Who, Mary?” Richard laughed. “Hell, no.” He squirmed uneasily. “She wants to marry me.”

“That would really fix Ronnie’s water, wouldn’t it?” Ricky said laughing.

“I guess it would,” Richard agreed.

They had their spaghetti, and Ricky’s father let them each have a glass of dago red before they left the house. They walked out feeling very warm inside.

“Let’s walk out to Bracher’s orchard,” said Richard.

“Jeez,” said Ricky. “One thing I don’t like about you is you always want to walk someplace. I musta walked about a hundred miles with you already. It wouldn’t be so bad if you at least talked to me, but once you get me out in those caboulders,4 you don’t say a word.”

“Aw, come on. Maybe we can cop some cherries.”

It was dark by the time they returned from their walk and a game of hide-and-seek was already in progress. Richard had long ago outgrown such games, but upon reflection decided that the sacrifice was a means Page 98 →worthy of the end. As they ran to hide, he followed Zelda. She chose as her hiding place an indentation in the earth about two feet deep that had been made by the removal of an old tree stump. The grass was tall, and it was dark in the empty lot.

“Get the hell away from here,” she said. “This is my place!”

“I’m hiding here too,” he said.

“I’m warnin’ ya,” said Zelda. “Beat it!” When he tried to get down into the hole with her, they began to fight. For fully five minutes they struggled in the darkness. Suddenly she began to cry. It was the first time he had heard her cry when she was not in a rage. And he understood the reason for her tears. She cried because, to her, it was an end of an era. Her dominance was over and her life would be a different one from now on. One of her eyes was badly bruised and her mouth was bleeding.

“Ya hurt my tit,” she said, and held her left breast.

“Let me rub it,” he said. “You might get cancer.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a sickness. If you get it, they’ll hafta cut it off.”

“Jesus!” she said, and was frightened. He opened her shirt and stroked her breast. She stared at him wide-eyed. Then he was tasting the blood in her mouth, and as they sank down together, he could hear the child who was “it” chanting, “Five, ten, fifteen, twenty. . .” in the distance.

When it was over she said, “That was different, Richard.”

“I know.” He was lying on his back, staring at the sky. She rolled over until the upper part of her body was on his chest, and gently ran both hands across his forehead and down over his hair. She was enchanted that she could derive such pleasure from doing that. She kissed him lightly. “You’re the first guy I ever kissed,” she said. Then, “I guess I love ya, Richard.”

Jeez, he thought. Twice on the same day! He felt good. “You’re my girl now,” he said. “You’re gonna have to be different from now on. No more overhauls and you’re gonna have to stop laying pipe with all the guys.”

“Yes, Richard.” She was full of happiness in her new role, and for the first time in her life she was glad to be a woman.

“And you hafta quit all that swearing and fighting.”

“Yes, Richard.” They were quiet for a moment. Then she asked, “Why’d ya do it, Richard?”
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“Why’d ya make me do it with all the guys that day?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I didn’t care about them, but I wanted it, and that was the only way I could get it.”

She thought back for a while. “I guess I musta felt this way about ya for a long time, an’ didn’t even know it, ’cause when you told me my feet were dirty that day, I wanted to say something mean, but instead I was ashamed. I’m sorry I called ya all those names, Richard.”

“That’s all right. Tell me,” he asked. “Why do you always treat Chootchie so good? I always wondered why you never pick on him. It’s one of the things I liked about you.”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “He’s a good boy and I feel sorry for him. He’s so— so—”

“Fragile?”

“What’s that?”

“You know, like glass or something. Kinda beautiful but can break easy.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s it. But he’s not a sissy like Roger, or even Ronnie.”

“I know.”

“Richard, do you like Mary?” She kept her face averted, her head on his chest now and holding him tightly.

“Whaddaya mean?”

She was embarrassed. “Well, everybody knows that you’re always with her.”

“She’s just one of my best friends, that’s all. They’re moving away this week.”

“I’m glad,” she said. “I’m afraid of her.”

He laughed but was pleased by her jealousy. “You’ll never have to be afraid of Mary,” he said.

The change that came to Zelda was a mystery to the neighborhood. As her speech and manner improved, she became aware that she was more than a little attractive. She worked at being feminine with as much fervor as she had resisted it for so long. Her blonde hair, which had not become darker, as usually happens, she had inherited from her English mother, and her Portuguese father contributed to her early maturity, which, combined with the years of strenuous exercise, made her at fourteen more of a beautiful young woman than a pretty girl. As she was in high school now, she Page 100 →made new friends and had a large following of admiring boys. They praised her beauty, and she was pleased despite her embarrassment. Because she became friendly to everyone and was accustomed to meeting boys on their own ground, she had trouble, for these new acquaintances did not know what she was like and misinterpreted her good nature. When confronted by an overenthusiastic pursuer, she reverted to her old defense. She had yet to learn the little artifices girls use to keep insistent boys at bay yet interested. So she resorted to her fists for protection, and when she violently spurned their advances, the boys thought of her as a teaser, and this troubled her, because she knew that that is the worst thing a woman can be.

Her relationship with Richard ripened into a deep love on her part and an indifferent one on his. It was understood between them that they would someday marry, and although he never told her he loved her, she was his girl and was satisfied with the knowledge. She responded to his newfound and, now, ever-present dominance, and made token resistance to his whims only because it pleased him that she occasionally showed spirit. Yet she knew that she would have obeyed his every wish without a whimper. Her only fear was of pregnancy, because he would leave her if that happened. He would never consent to marriage if he felt there was a reason other than the desire to be with a woman for life influencing such a union. She loved his sensitivity and the gentleness he showed her, for she had never had nor encouraged such attention, but she was aware that he was capable of great cruelty. Only her closeness to him enabled her to see that part of his character, and she was the first to recognize it. Richard, himself, was not yet objective enough to discover the fault in his makeup.

He visited her home when her parents and brothers were out, and sometimes they walked out of town in the evenings. The Catholic cemetery became a favorite place for their nocturnal trysts, but they were much happier when he could borrow a car and they drove far enough away so the fear of being caught was not prevalent. He would spread a blanket on the ground, and they would lie for hours under the stars. Their naked bodies in the wan light contrasted sharply; her whiteness paled and his brownness became swarthier. Their minds at times like this were free from the worry of detection, and thus, at their ease, their playing and lovemaking were a thing of infinite beauty to both of them.Page 101 →

Everyone knew that Zelda was his girl, yet Richard seldom took her to movies or dances. Nor did they spend all their time together like most young people going “steady” will do. She, for the most part, stayed home, learning the many things of housewifery she had neglected all her life. She did not have girl friends, because she had never associated with girls, and now found their talk silly and boring, so she strived instead to become interested in the things Richard liked. She found reading laborious and painful, and worked on her schoolwork painstakingly because he scolded her about her grades, and she did not want him to feel ashamed of her. And though she always knew when he became interested in another girl, she never questioned him, because in her heart she was sure of him, and because they always managed to be together at least three times a week. They never tired of each other’s young virility.

In this new routine, Richard lost part of the restlessness that had tortured him for so long. He still felt the need for that unknown, that substantiality that had eluded man from the beginning of time, but it lost its importance for the present. He was young, and the time for the pursuit of the esoteric would come soon enough. When the day came that he married Zelda, he would be forced to find himself, for Richard was certain that he could never revolve his whole life around marriage. He could not give that institution the importance it had falsely taken on through the centuries. Marriage, per se, was not life, nor could it govern life. In this he believed.

Richard had never had Mexican friends other than those he made during the summer, and they were of migrant families and seldom remained in Santa Clara for more than a few weeks. Also, the orbit of his existence was limited to the town and actually to his immediate neighborhood, thereby preventing his association with the other Mexican family that lived on the other side of town, across the tracks. But in his wanderings into San Jose, he now began to see more of what he called “his people.” Many of the migrant workers that came up from Southern California in the late spring and early summer settled down in the valley. They bought two hundred pounds of flour and a hundred pounds of beans, and if they weathered the first winter, which was the hardest, they were settled for good.Page 102 →

As the Mexican population increased, Richard began to attend their dances and fiestas, and, in general, sought their company as much as possible, for these people were a paradoxically strange lot to him. They had a burning contempt for people of different ancestry, whom they called Americans, and a marked hauteur toward México and their parents for their old-country ways. The former feeling came from a sense of inferiority that is a prominent characteristic in any Mexican reared in Southern California, and the latter was compensation for that feeling. They needed to feel superior to something. The result was that they attempted to segregate themselves from both their cultures and became truly a lost race. In their frantic desire to become different, they adopted a new mode of dress, a new manner, and even a new language. Their speech was a conglomeration of English and Spanish syllables, words, and sounds. This they incorporated into phrases and words that were unintelligible to anyone but themselves. Their Spanish became limited and their English more so. Their dress was unique to the extreme of being ludicrous. The black motif was predominant. The tight-fitting cuffs on trouser legs that billowed at the knees, made Richard think of some long-forgotten pasha in the faraway past, and the fingertip coat and highly lustrous shoes gave the wearer, when walking, the appearance of a strutting cock. Their hair was long and swept up to meet in the back, forming the ducktail. They spent hours training it to stay that way.

The girls were characterized by the extreme shortness of their skirts which stopped well above the knees. Their jackets, too, were fingertip in length, coming to within an inch of the skirt hem. Their hair reached below the shoulder in the back and they usually wore it piled up in front to form a huge pompadour.

The pachuco was born in El Paso, had gone west to Los Angeles, and was now moving north. To society, these zoot-suiters were a menace, and the name alone classified them as undesirables, but Richard learned that there was much more to it than just the name. That in spite of their behavior, which was sensational at times and violent at others, they were a confused portion of humanity, employing their segregation as a means of expression. And because it was a spontaneous and not a planned retaliation, he saw it as a vicissitude of society, obvious only because of its nature and comparative suddenness.Page 103 →

From the leggy, short-skirted girls, he learned that their mores were no different from those of whom he considered good girls. What was under the scant covering was as inaccessible as it would be under the more conventional dress. He felt, in fact, that these girls were more difficult to make. From the boys, he learned that their bitterness and hostile attitude toward “whites” was not merely a lark. They had learned to hate through actual experience with hate. They had not been as lucky as he, and showed the scars to prove it. As happens in most such groups, there were misunderstandings and disagreements over trivia. Pachucos fought with themselves, for the most part, and they fought hard. Richard learned that as they hated all so-called Anglo-Saxons because of the discriminating actions of a few, they too were judged as an entity for the behavior of a few. He learned to understand them and partly sympathize, but their way of life was not entirely justified in his mind, for he felt that they were taking the easy way out. They, like his father, were defeated—and before they had even started. They, too, were making but a show of resistance.

Of the new friends Richard made, those that had been raised in San Jose were relegated to casual acquaintances, for they were as Americanized as he and did not interest him. The newcomers became the object of his explorations. He was avidly hungry to learn the ways of these people. At first, it was difficult for him to successfully approach them because his clothes labeled him as an outsider, and also he had trouble understanding their speech. Then, too, he could not ask questions; his deductions as to their character and makeup must come from close association. He had to be careful not to be patronizing or in any way act superior; and most important, they must never know what it was he was doing. The most difficult moments for him were when he was doing the talking, for he was extremely self-conscious because his Spanish was better than theirs. Slowly he learned enough of their vernacular to get by; he did not learn more because he did not have the time to do so. Soon he counted a few boys as friends, but had a much harder time of it with the girls because they considered him a traitor to his race. He learned to never speak English to them and to speak disparagingly about “whites” whenever possible. He also bought a suit to wear when in their company, not with such an extreme cut as those his friends wore, but removed enough from the conservative so he could not be thought of as a square. And he Page 104 →got himself a girl, who refused to dance the faster pieces because he still jittered in the American way. So they danced only to waltzes while they kissed in the dimmed light, and that was the extent of their romancing. Or he stood behind her at the bar, with his arms around her as she sipped a Nehi, and felt strange because she was a Mexican and everyone around them was also Mexican, and felt stranger still from the knowledge that he felt strange. And when the dance was over, he took her to where her parents were sitting and said goodnight to the whole family.

Whenever his new friends saw him in the company of his school acquaintances, they were polite and courteous, but they later chastised him for fraternizing with what they called the enemy. Then Richard had misgivings because he knew that his desire to become one of them was not a sincere one. It was but a means to a part of his education. But upon reflection, he realized that he enjoyed their company and valued their friendship, and his sense of guilt was gone. He never backed down on anything they suggested, but was always careful to keep out of serious trouble, with no loss of prestige. Twice he entered the dreamworld induced by marijuana, and after the effect of the drug was expended, he was surprised to discover that he did not crave it, and was glad, for he could not afford to go on a big kick. He had too many things to do in too short a lifetime.

Oddly enough, it was in his hometown and the company of his school friends that Richard got into trouble; twice for burglary, and once for destroying public property. Fortunately, he had learned by observation the correct behavior toward policemen. He had seen his friends batted around because their tradition insisted they talk back to any cop, so now he did just the opposite. He played upon their vanity a little, and—as his friends would say—kissed a little, and even cried a little. The charges were dropped upon restitution of the booty and a tearful apology to the victims. Whereupon Richard decided that his career of crime was at an end.

Richard was seventeen when Pearl Harbor was attacked. He was out of high school and had postponed entering college because he wanted to enlist. The valley was too small for him by now. He got a job and embarked on a concentrated program designed to break down his parents’ resistance to his enlistment. As he waited for their permission, he became aware that he had yet one thing to do. Although he was accepted by the Page 105 →Mexican group, he knew that he must entrench himself more firmly in their confidence, for they were here to stay and he might someday need their help. So he waited, until finally the opportunity to do something for them arrived.

The dance was fast coming to a close. The orchestra blared out a jazzed-up version of “Home, Sweet Home” and was going through it again at a much slower tempo, giving the couples on the dance floor one last chance for the sensual embraces that would have to last them a week. Richard was dancing with his girl, leading with his leg and holding her slight body close against his, when one of his friends tapped him on the shoulder.

“We need some help,” he said. “Will you meet us by the door after the dance?” The question was more of a command, and the speaker did not wait for an answer. The dance was over, and Richard kissed the girl goodbye and joined the group that was gathering conspicuously as the people poured through the only exit.

“What goes?” he asked.

“We’re going to get some guys tonight,” answered the youth who had spoken to him earlier. He was twenty years old and was called the Rooster. The Mexican American has an affinity for incongruous nicknames. In this group there was Tuerto, who was not blind; Cacarizo, who was not pockmarked; Zurdo, who was not a southpaw; and a drab little fellow called Slick. Only Chango was appropriately named. There was indeed something anthropoidal about his physiognomy.

The Rooster was talking. “They beat the hell out of my brother last night, because he was jiving with one of the girls. I just found out that they’ll be around tonight if we want some trouble.”

“Man,” said Chango, “we want a lot of trouble.”

“You know who they are?” asked Tuerto.

“Yeah. It was those bastards from Ontario,” said the Rooster. “We had trouble with them before.”

“Where they going to be?” asked Richard.

“That’s what makes it good. Man, it’s going to be real good,” said the Rooster. “In the Orchard. No cops, no nothing. Only us.”

“And the mud,” said the Tuerto. The Orchard was a twelve-acre cherry grove in the new industrial district on the north side of the city.Page 106 →

“It’ll be just as muddy for them,” said the Rooster. “Let’s go!”

They walked out and hurriedly got into the car. There were eight of them in Zurdo’s sedan and another three were to follow in a coupe. Richard sat in the back on Slick’s lap. He was silent, afraid that they discover his terror. The Rooster began taking objects out of a gunnysack. “Here, man. This is for you—don’t lose it,” he said. It was a doubled-up bicycle chain, one end bound tightly with leather thongs to form a grip.

Richard took it, and for an unaccountable reason said, “Thank you.” Goddamn! he thought. What the hell did I get into? He wished they would get to their destination quickly, before his fear turned into panic. He had no idea who they were going to meet. Would there be three or thirty against them? He looked at the bludgeon in his hand and thought, Christ! Somebody could get killed!

The Tuerto passed a pint of whiskey back to them. Richard drank thirstily, then passed the bottle on.

“You want some, Chango?” asked the Rooster.

“That stuff’s not for me, man. I stick to yesca,” answered the one called Monkey. Four jerky rasps came from him as he inhaled, reluctant to allow the least bit of smoke to escape him, receiving the full force of the drug in a hurry. He offered the cigarette but they all refused it. He then carefully put it out and placed the butt in a small matchbox.

It seemed to Richard that they had been riding for hours when they finally arrived at the Orchard. They backed the car under the trees, leaving the motor idling because they might have to leave in a hurry. When the rest of their gang did not arrive, the Rooster said, “Those sons of bitches aren’t coming!”

“Let’s wait a few minutes,” said the Tuerto. “Maybe they’ll show up.”

“No. They won’t come,” said the Rooster, in a calm voice now. He unzipped his pants legs and rolled them up to the knees. “Goddamn mud,” he said almost good-naturedly. “Come on!” They followed him into the orchard. When they were approximately in the center of the tract they stopped. “Here they come,” whispered the Rooster.

Richard could not hear a thing. He was more afraid, but had stopped shaking. Despite his fear, his mind was clear. He strained every sense in order not to miss any part of this experience. He wanted to retain everything that happened. He was surprised at the manner the Rooster had Page 107 →taken command from the moment they left the dance hall. Richard had never thought of any one of the boys being considered a leader, and now they were all following the Rooster, and Richard fell naturally in line. The guy’s like ice, he thought. Like a goddamn piece of ice!

Suddenly, shapes began to take form in the darkness before him.

And just as suddenly, he was in the kaleidoscopic swirl of the fight. He felt blows on his face and body as if from a distance, and flayed viciously with the chain. There was a deadly quietness to the struggle. He was conscious that some of the fallen were moaning, and a faraway voice screamed, “The son of a bitch broke my arm!” And that was all he heard for a while, because he was lying on the ground with his face in the mud.

They half dragged, half carried him to the car. He was put in the back while they tried to make the car move. It had bogged down in the mud. They could see headlights behind them beyond the trees.

“We have to get the hell out of here,” said the Rooster. “They got help. Push! Push!” Richard opened the door and fell out of the car. He got up and stumbled crazily in the darkness. He was grabbed and violently thrown in again. They could hear the sound of a large group coming toward them from the orchard.

“Let’s cut out!” shouted Tuerto. “Leave it here!”

“No!” said the Rooster. “They’ll tear it apart!” The car slithered onto the sidewalk and the wheels finally got traction. In a moment they were moving down the street.

Richard held his hands to his head. “Jesus!” he exclaimed. “What did that cabrón use, a bat?”

“Yeah,” said the Tuerto.

“Yeah what?”

“He hit you with a goddamn baseball bat!”

They took Richard home and the Rooster helped him to his door. “Better rub some lard on your head,” he told him.

“All right. Say, you were right, Rooster. Those other cats didn’t show at all.”

“You have to expect at least a couple guys to chicken out on a deal like this,” said the Rooster. “You did real good, man. I knew you’d do good.”
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“Because it meant so much to you,” said the Rooster.

“When I saw them coming, it looked like there were a hundred of them.”

“There were only about fifteen. You’re OK, Richard. Anytime you want something, just let me know.”

“I’ll tell you something, Rooster,” said Richard. “I was scared shitless!”

“Hell, that’s no news. We all were.”

“Did we beat them?” asked Richard.

“Yeah, we beat them,” answered the Rooster. “We beat them real good!”

A few days later, Richard’s parents gave their consent and he enlisted in the navy. One morning he left for San Francisco with a notarized copy of their permission, and that night was in an upper berth on his way to boot camp in Idaho, wondering once again what crazy thing he was doing—wondering where he would go—wondering if he would come back.






Page 109 →MARY MADISON II


It was June 1943.5 The war was well into its second year, and in a small, white house deep in Chicago’s vast South Side, Mary Madison and her mother were busy in the preparation of dinner. It was a festive occasion for the Madison family because the boy, Ronnie, was coming home for the summer. It was not often that he was allowed to come home from missionary school in Michigan, and because he was the only son, the family was anxious to see him. With him he was bringing a friend, who being a year ahead of him had been ordained upon his graduation a few days earlier.

The two women were finished with what could be done for the time being and had barely seated themselves to listen to a news broadcast while waiting for the men, when the door opened and they walked in.

“The train was late,” explained the father. “Then we were caught in the downtown traffic—”

His wife did not let him finish. “Ronnie!” she exclaimed, and threw her arms around him. “My baby! Look how he’s grown!”

“Cut it out, Mother,” said Ronnie. “You’d think I’d been away for years. I was here for Christmas, wasn’t I?”

“Yeah, May,” said her husband. “Stop treating him like a kid. He’s a big boy now. Better introduce your friend, Ronnie.”Page 110 →

“Oh yes, I almost forgot. Mother, this is Philip Miller, but maybe you should call him Mr. Miller, since he’s a legitimate gentleman of the cloth.”

“Just plain Phil is fine, Mrs. Madison. I’m very pleased to meet you,” said the young man. He was of average height and build, not handsome but good-looking in a plain way.

“I’m glad to know you,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you. You remember Mary, don’t you?”

“Of course,” he said and took Mary’s hand. “I’m so happy to see you again,” he told her. She had visited Berrien Springs to see her brother a few times, and Phil had met her then.

“Hello, Phil,” she said. “Are you here for long?”

“I promised Ronnie I’d stay a week. I really must run home and see the folks.”

“We’ll try to make your visit a happy one,” she said.

The young men put their things away and joined the others at the dinner table. After dinner, they sat in the living room where Mr. Madison, over the objections of his wife, drank a glass of beer.

“Nothing better than a good, cold glass of suds for what ails you, I always say,” he said. “Well, what are your plans for the vacation? What do sky-pilots do for fun anyway?”

“Will!” exclaimed Mrs. Madison in horror.

“Much the same as anyone else, Mr. Madison,” said Phil, reddening slightly. “We’re not much different, you know?”

Mr. Madison belched loudly. “Not bad manners, just good beer,” he explained. “I suppose you got a church lined up already?” he continued, easing the embarrassment of the family a little.

“Well, not exactly. You see, Emmanuel is a missionary school.”

“You know that, Father,” said Ronnie.

“That’s right. I guess I forgot. So it’s China then?”

“All missionaries do not necessarily have to go to China, Daddy,” said Mary.

Mrs. Madison wished her husband would keep quiet. She almost grimaced every time he opened his mouth. He simply couldn’t say anything right sometimes.

“As a matter of fact,” said Phil, “the Far East is out of the question at this time. The war and all that, you know. I decided on México.”Page 111 →

“But aren’t those Indians dangerous?” asked Mrs. Madison.

“Not exactly,” he answered. “You see, there’s a great need for missionaries even among the people that are civilized and live in cities. I feel that I can do great work there.”

“Good,” said Mr. Madison. “They sure have a mess of Catholics there.”

“Sometimes,” said his wife, “ I think we should have missionary work done here in our own country.” She was thinking of that small town on the West Coast where they had lived for a few years. “I wish you would decide to do that, Ronnie. For a few years, at least.”

Ronnie laughed. “She’s trying to send me back to Santa Clara, Phil. You know that place I’ve told you about,” he said. “Though actually, it’s not such a bad idea. They’ve got more foreigners there than in a foreign country, and they’re all Catholic.”

“You probably want to go there to see Zelda,” said Mary. She had been thinking of Santa Clara since México had been mentioned.

“Oh, no!” said Ronnie in mock horror. “I don’t want to have anything to do with her, and anyway she wouldn’t have me. She’s probably a contender for the lightweight championship by now.” He decided to tease his sister. “You know, Phil, if you want any information about México or Mexicans, Mary can give it to you. She’s an authority on them. Has a boyfriend back in California that she visited almost every day.”

“Now, Ronnie, don’t upset Sis,” said Mr. Madison. She was his favorite, and he knew how deeply she felt about her childhood friend, and how much it hurt her to be made the object of a joke.

His wife was smiling. She was enjoying herself immensely and thinking what a fine boy Phil was. She thought of his wonderful mission in life and decided that he would be a good man for her daughter. “Oh, Will. He’s only teasing,” she said.

Mr. Madison knew that it was impossible for him to change the subject of conversation, so to ease Mary’s feelings, he attempted to say something pleasant. “I remember the little fellow,” he said. “He and Mary would sit for hours under the loquat tree in front.”

“Yes,” said his wife, “and he took her home for dinner a few times. She used to bake cookies and make fudge for him.”

“I talked to him a couple of times,” Mr. Madison went on. “Kid was smart as a whip.”Page 112 →

“That was it,” said Ronnie. “He was too smart.” He turned to Phil. “You know the type, Phil. Superior to everyone. Why, you know what he said to me once? And he spoke with a trace of an accent, mind you. He said, ‘I don’t mind having you around when there’s a bunch of guys, but when you’re alone, don’t talk to me. You’re only a kid.’ And there he was, not more than a few weeks older than I.” He thought of his last words with Richard, and how he had been insulted that afternoon. He became a little angry with the thought. “And once, he told me that it was not my fault I’d been born outside the true faith. Said I had an excellent chance to go to heaven. ‘Your great-grandparents,’ he said, ‘the ones who left the true religion—those are the ones I’m worried about.’ Can you imagine a little wiseacre like that?” But Ronnie was one who believed that even the devil should have his due. In that he was fair, so he said, “One thing I must give him credit for is that he took a beating defending me once. He was white that way.”

“I wonder what ever happened to him,” said Mary. “He was such a good boy,” She blushed. “He was only a friend, though. Not a beau like Ronnie says.”

“Of course he wasn’t,” said her mother quickly.

“Is that why you keep writing to him?” asked Ronnie with simulated sarcasm.

“I haven’t written him in over two years,” Mary answered. “He didn’t answer my letters,” she added. She begged to be excused and went into her room, crying. She reread a letter she had received a few days earlier from one of Richard’s sisters. It told her that he was now overseas somewhere, and also it explained about Zelda. Her first news of him in five years and it was bad news! Although she was thankful for her thoughtfulness, she decided against writing Luz a thank-you note. It was over—dead. Nothing could be gained by starting a correspondence with his sister. It would only complicate matters, and Mary’s young life was too full of worries to take on new ones. She cried now not only for the loss of what had been a wonderful friendship, but because her extreme sensitivity and youth made the war a very serious thing to her. Her tears were not for him alone but for all the boys who were leaving their homes, perhaps to die; for all the parents who remained behind, anxiously awaiting word of their loved ones; for her own father and mother, who might Page 113 →one day lose their son to the conscription act. When she returned to the living room, she found the conversation back on the subject of México. Her mother gave her an anxious look, then, deciding she was all right, turned to Phil, who was saying:

“I decided that a town of, say, a thousand people and removed from the large, populated centers would be ideal. In that way, we can convert the established people as well as the Indians in the neighboring districts.”

“Have you decided on the town?” asked Mr. Madison.

Phil looked at Ronnie. “I think you’d better tell them now,” he said.

“Now, wait until I’m finished before you say anything,” Ronnie said rapidly. “I’m going with Phil.”

“You’re what?” asked both parents, simultaneously.

“I’m going back to Berrien Springs in two weeks. Meanwhile, Phil will go to Iowa to see his folks, and in October we’ll go to México. I won’t be an ordained minister, but after we’re firmly settled down there, I’ll come back for one more semester and finish up. I talked it over with Reverend Williams before I left, and he thinks it’s a good idea and an excellent opportunity.”

His mother was crying. “But you’re so young! Just a baby!”

“I’ll be twenty soon, and Phil is only twenty-one himself.”

“The boy’s right, May,” said her husband, clearing his throat. “We shouldn’t try to stop him. We can’t interfere with the work of the Lord.”

“I know, I know! But he really is so young!”

“So it’s all settled,” said Ronnie. “We even have the town picked out,” he said to his parents. “You tell them about it, Phil.”

Phil was embarrassed. “It’ll make me look like a sentimental fool. You see, sir, after selecting a number of possibilities, I didn’t know which to pick because my knowledge of the country is really very limited. So I narrowed down the list by keeping the Philips, because my name is Philip—you understand? I went down the list, Three Philips, Red Philip, Philip of the Many Mules, and then I saw what I wanted. Felipe Pescador—Philip the Fisherman.” They were all silent. “I used to fish a lot, back in Harlan,” he added lamely. Then he continued, apologetically, “I realized, of course, that the method of selection was a haphazard one, considering that I was choosing a place to teach the Gospel of the Lord, but to be perfectly truthful, it was as good a way as any under the circumstances.”Page 114 →

“Why, I think that was very clever of you,” said Mrs. Madison, who had stopped crying. “Tell us about this place.”

“All I know about it is, population eight-hundred and seventy-three. And it’s in the state of Zacatecas. He pronounced it, “Thacataycus.”

“Zacatecas?” Mary almost shouted.

“Now what’s wrong with you?” asked her brother.

“That’s where Richard’s folks come from,” she answered.

“So what? It’s a big state, and maybe a lot of people come from there,” said Ronnie, sarcastically. But in spite of his comments, he agreed with the others that it was quite a coincidence.

“I’m going for a walk,” said Mary. “Anyone care to come along?”

“Uh uh,” said Ronnie. “I have to see some friends. Coming, Phil?”

“I think not. Have to get a few letters out tonight. I’ll walk a bit with Mary, though.”

A week later Phil was walking Mary home from her first-aid class. He was leaving for Iowa in the morning, and she had told him to go out somewhere with Ronnie and his friends, but he assured her that he would rather spend his last evening in her company. He was happy to find that she was pleased.

“In a couple of days, I’ll be in Harlan,” he said. “You know I’m going to miss you, Mary.”

“We’ll miss you too, Phil. We all like you very much,” said Mary.

“I didn’t mean that. Of course, I’ll miss your whole family, but I’ll miss you more. I’ve grown quite fond of you in the past few days.”

“Why, thank you, kind sir.”

“Please, Mary. I’m serious. I’d like to write to you if you’d let me— that is, if you don’t have a fellow.”

“No—I don’t have a fellow,” she answered. “But even if I did, it wouldn’t prevent us from being friends and writing to each other.” They walked on a few steps. “I want to ask you something, Phil. Will you promise to give me an honest answer?”

“I’m not accustomed to giving dishonest answers, Mary,” he said. “What do you want to know?”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Only, this is so very important to me. I want to know if my brother will be a good man in his work.”

“Of course he will. Why do you ask?”Page 115 →

“You’re certain?” she pleaded.

“Yes. He isn’t the judge of human nature he should be, but he’s young and will improve. As for his knowledge, well, it’s enough to say he’s the best student in his class. A sound theologian. The most important part, of course, is his sincerity. I haven’t a single doubt on that score, so you see, he’ll be a good minister and a successful one.”

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed with relief. “I’m glad! I’m so glad!”

He was surprised that her concern had been so great. “Did you have reason to think otherwise?” he asked.

“Not really. Except that someone once told me he would never be a good one.”

“Who would say such a thing?” he asked.

“A little boy I knew years ago.”

“And you believed him all this time?”

“No, not exactly,” she answered. “But you see, to me he always told the truth—except once.”

“When was that?”

“When he said he’d write to me,” she said sadly.

He felt a pang of jealousy. “I’m glad you brought him up,” he said. “I was sorry you cried the other night. Did he mean that much to you?”

She mistook his anxiety for tenderness. She spoke in a soft voice, thankful that she had someone with whom she could talk. “Yes, he meant very much to me,” she said. “He was my only friend. Actually the only friend I’ve ever had. But don’t misunderstand, I wasn’t crying for him.”

“Then you were really only friends?”

She looked at him in surprise. She wished he would drop the subject, for she knew she had made a mistake. She could not talk to him either. “We were only children,” she said, expecting that to be sufficient explanation.

“But you were twelve years old when you left,” he continued, “and sometimes—”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” she exclaimed in anger. “Look, we were kids, you understand? Kids! Yet there was no one else around who understood us—even when I was barely eight years old. He is the only person who’s ever listened to me and he did not treat me as a child. So we became friends, and our friendship meant everything to us. When he called Page 116 →Ronnie a baby, he was right, because they were worlds apart. Not only because of his background but because they had nothing in common.”

“Forgive me,” he said. “I should have known a nice girl like you wouldn’t—”

“Wouldn’t what?” she interrupted angrily.

“You know, have him for a boyfriend. We should be friends with all people, but there are certain laws of society we should obey. A girl in your class should have a fellow from the same sphere.” His tone was indulgent, explaining to a child something she should know.

“You’re the same as Ronnie,” she said. “I thought I liked you, but now I don’t know.”

He instinctively felt that he should not continue the argument. They were before the house now, so instead he said, “Will you kiss me goodbye, Mary? Just as friends?”

“Oh, don’t be so biological!” she exclaimed, and ran into the house.

But on the train the next morning, he wrote her a long letter and mailed it at the first rest stop. On his second day home, he received one from her, and they corresponded regularly after that. From his letters, she learned that he had a sense of humor, and from hers he learned that she was liking him. And because he wrote such interesting letters always, she answered quickly, and soon they took it for granted that they were more than friends.

In August, he visited her for a week, and again in September. And because her parents liked him; because she could be of great help to him in his work; because she did not know what she wanted from life and felt he could be of equal help to her; because even though she did not love him and was aware of the fact, it would be a good thing for all concerned; and perhaps because he wrote such interesting letters, she married him in October and left for México with him three days later.



III

Felipe Pescador is the halfway point on the rail route between Juárez and México City. Here, the southbound train makes a half-hour stop every afternoon at four, and the northbound one every morning at seven. A few Page 117 →kilometers north of the town, one can see from the train two peaks, side by side in the distance to the west. These are the only protrusions on an otherwise flat plateau; the Hacienda of the Little Tits, the birthplace of Richard’s mother and father. It was more of a coincidence than Mary had known.

There was always a great deal of activity around the station when the train came in, for the passengers took advantage of the stop to eat. Women and children clambered up and down the steps of the dilapidated coaches, selling tacos, corn on the cob, barbecued meats, and coffee, calling out their wares in singsong nasal voices. American tourists stepped down from their Pullman cars to stretch their legs and look at the strange country around them. Some, feeling very brave, ate the native food, gleaning from the act a mild sensation of dangerous adventure.

The train bearing Ronnie, Phil, and Mary was four hours behind schedule when they arrived at their destination. They employed three cargadores to carry their baggage, and got rooms at the dirty little hotel. It was the only one in town. The next morning they went to see the municipal president. He was a young man, lean of body, and had a hawkish face. He was very courteous and friendly, and after making them comfortable, asked them what he could do to help them. He spoke a little English, and with their knowledge of Spanish, it was not too difficult to make themselves understood. They told him what they were and what they proposed to do, and he said:

“You realize that what you contemplate is a dangerous thing here? Here, the people are all Catholic—everyone. And they do not have education. I, myself, am of the true faith.”

“We clearly understand that it will be difficult to teach our doctrine where people have entrenched ideas—misleading as they are—but not necessarily dangerous,” said Phil. “I’m confident that with hard work, we will have success here.” He was confident and smiled. “Perhaps we might even convert you, Mr. President.”

The president was also smiling. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “Politically, as well as spiritually, it is better that I remain as I am. I have a promising career, you would not want to spoil it, would you?”

“Your point is quite clear,” said Ronnie. Mentally he made a note that he would try to straighten this man out. “What advice can you give us?” he asked.Page 118 →

“I will be truthful to you,” said the president. “Take the morning train and return to your country. Or if it pleases you, go to México. There are many beautiful places you can visit in the capital. Above all, forget your mission.”

“We cannot do that,” said Phil. “Perhaps we should tell you what we have in mind. As we plan to be here for a few years, we went to construct a building that will be both church and home. Also, we want a few rooms to take in orphans or those of more unfortunate circumstances. Needless to say, we have the necessary capital for such a project.”

The word “money” has attained a certain respect with city officials through the ages. It was not different in this case. The president looked at them for a long while as if lost in thought. When it seemed that he had reached a decision, he said:

“I think we can make some arrangement. There is a piece of land in the middle of the town that would make an ideal location for you. As president, I have the authority to sell or lease it. Of course, I cannot sell to you because you are not nationals, but we will easily come to an agreement over the price of a five- or ten-year lease.”

“Will there be any difficulty in obtaining labor?” asked Phil.

“You will leave all that to me. Now you must listen to me, and this is most important. Your business here must be kept a secret for a while. You must not begin your work until you are firmly established in your building. I promise you the protection of my gendarmes when you begin your work.”

“We will do as you say,” said Phil. “You must have reasons, but as for police protection, I am sure we will not need it.”

“We are agreed, then,” said the president. “We go now to get your baggage. You will be guests at my home until your place is completed.”

When they were at the president’s house, he told them to rest and freshen themselves, and excused himself as he had an important matter to attend to. He went to the rectory of the small church and closeted himself with Padre Bernardo. When he emerged an hour later, he had a smile on his face and a firm belief in the priest’s taste in wines. The good father had driven a hard bargain, but everything was satisfactorily settled, and the president’s career looked more promising than ever.Page 119 →

The location of the building was truly an ideal one. It stood near the main well of the town, a perfect triangle of perhaps a thousand square yards. There were two alamos in the exact center, and it was divided so that they would not be removed. The center of the lot would be a patio and the building would surround it completely, forming a triangle itself. Unknown to the newcomers, the president circulated the information that these people were here to build up tourist trade and the building would be used as a hotel. With the prospect of a new source of revenue, the inhabitants of the town flocked to help, and the work was begun that same day.

During the first few weeks that the building was under construction, Mary had little to do and walked along the narrow streets and out into the countryside daily. Once away and alone, the veneer of contentment left her pretty face, and her body slumped noticeably. She knew now that her marriage had been a mistake, but she had committed herself in the eyes of the law and of God, so there was nothing for her to do except see it through. Like all young girls of a romantic nature, Mary had looked forward to the love act as the culminating point of life on earth. An experience that would be at once beautiful, mysterious, and wondrous; an exhilarating intimacy between two beings that overpowered the senses. She had been totally unprepared for the terrifying brutality of her husband’s ignorance and haste. After the horror of that first night, she spent hours devising methods for putting him off. And she developed the innate ability in women to dissimulate. She lived with a smile on her face and laughter in her voice, but deep within her was a despair and suffering that was at times almost unbearable.

These days as she walked on this almost barren land, she conjured an image of the ideal man in her life, giving this fictitious being all the virtues and attributes she could love and respect in a man. She fell in love with this man of her own mind’s creation, whom she could never have, and he replaced that void in her life, making life easier for her. She would sit under a nopal or mesquite and read the sensual sentimentality of the Romantic poets, or sometimes she wrote sonnets to her lover in the style of Mrs. Browning, or lyrics after those of Christina Rossetti.

Soon Mary began to watch the women at their work and occasionally talked to them. She found a use for her knowledge of first aid and visited homes, helping the sick as much as possible. She became known Page 120 →as la señora doctora, and all who came in contact with her learned to love and respect her. Her best friend she made through the powers of spirits of ammonia. She was a young woman of eighteen named Belén, whose husband, Jaime, had a small meat stand in the mercado. They had four children, and one day the oldest, who was four years old, fell down, rendering herself unconscious. Mary was called and immediately revived the child. After that, she was a frequent visitor to the house and would talk to Belén for hours. She liked this woman who was so young and had such beautiful children.

Work on the building went on very rapidly, for the adobes were made on the site, and only for the interior and for supporting stanchions was it necessary to send for materials. It seemed to Mary that they had barely arrived when the day came that they moved into their new quarters. That night, after giving a prayer of thanks, Phil and Ronnie made preparations to begin their work the next day.

“Since Mary has already made some friends in the town,” said Ronnie, “she can take us to some of the homes. It’s a good way to begin.”

“I don’t know,” said Mary. “I’m not sure it would be right for me to do that.”

“Surely you aren’t serious?” said Phil in a surprised voice. “Why would it be wrong?”

“I can’t explain my feelings,” said Mary. “They are my friends and trust me. It seems like such a sneaky thing to do.”

All of a sudden, Phil was angry. “Sneaky?” What’s so sneaky about trying to save the poor devils’ souls?” he shouted. “Do I have to remind you of your duty as a clergyman’s wife?”

Ronnie agreed with Phil, but did not speak. It was a family thing now.

“I don’t wish to argue,” said Mary. “You’re right, as usual. At least there’s some logic in your point of view. We’ll start in the morning. Goodnight.” But she promised herself that she would never take them to Belén’s home.

They visited ten homes in the next two days. They were greeted courteously at every place, but after a few minutes, a hostile atmosphere was much in evidence. There was no rudeness in the way they suddenly were made to feel like intruders, rather than guests. Late on the evening of the second day, Mary was awakened by a knocking on the main door. She wrapped a robe around her and went to answer it.Page 121 →

“Who is it?” she called.

“It is I, señora—Belén.”

Her first thought was that one of the children had taken sick. She opened the door and let the woman in. It was cold, and Belén held her rebozo tightly around her shoulders and the lower half of her face. Her black eyes were wide with fear.

“You must leave, señora. Immediately.” The worry showed in her voice. “It is dangerous for you to remain here any longer!”

Mary was relieved to know that it was not sickness that brought her friend at this hour. She grew frightened again as she realized the full import of Belén’s words. “What has happened?” she asked. “Tell me!”

“The people are incensed. They will come soon to drive you away—or to do more.”

“More? You mean, kill us?”

Belén nodded her head slowly.

“But why?” asked Mary. “Why?”

“It is a bad thing they say you did, señora. Accepting their hospitality in the guise of a friend, and then talking against the sacred apostolic faith.”

“Wait here,” said Mary. She ran to her husband’s room and told him what was happening.

“That’s utterly ridiculous,” he said. “Thank her for her concern and go back to bed.”

“This is serious, Philip,” she said in annoyance. “You’d better hear what she has to say.”

Ronnie was already up when she called at his door. The three of them walked to where Belén was standing.

“You must hurry and dress,” she said. “Jaime has horses for you outside.”

“We are not going to run away,” said Phil with finality. “Tell us what you know!”

Belén did not talk to him. She spoke to Mary. “Jaime was there. It started in a cantina, and now the whole town is arming. If you step outside, you can hear the shouts from the plaza.”

They listened for a moment. “She’s right,” said Ronnie. “But the president promised to help us! We must get word to him!”Page 122 →

“Yes,” said Phil. “The president. He will know what to do.”

“The president left today for Aguascalientes,” said Belén to Mary. “He could do nothing even if he was here. The priest is the only one who could stop something like this, but he went with the president.”

“The gendarmes!” screamed Ronnie, and he was close to panic.

“You are wasting valuable time, señora,” said Belén. “The gendarmes are in the mob or dead drunk in an alley. You must hurry!”

Phil reached for one last fragment of hope. “But what can they possibly do to us?” he asked.

Belén looked at his face for the first time, but she still refused to speak to him. “Tell the señor, your husband,” her words were to Mary, “that a witch was once burned in this town.” She turned to her friend again. “And to you, my dear friend, they would do even more. Now dress, fast! And if you have trousers, wear them. Jaime could not borrow a sidesaddle because it would be known that it was for you.” They realized now that escape was the only thing for them to do and listened to her instructions. “Leave your things here,” Belén continued, “and we will put them on the train to Juárez. You can pick them up there. It will take you four hours to reach the next station, but do not fear. Jaime was born in these hills and knows them well. I wait here for the people.”

“Will they not harm you?” asked Mary.

“Many of my relatives are among them, so I am safe.”

They dressed hurriedly and ran out to the house. Mary and Belén embraced and they were both crying.

“Why do you do this, Belén?”

“Because you are my friend, and because you are a woman. If those two were alone I would not do this, but one is your man and the other is your brother. I do not want any unhappiness to come to you.”

“I’ll never forget you, Belén!” cried Mary. “Never!”

“Go with God, señora,” she said. “You are good, and He will protect you.”

“And Jaime, will he not suffer for this?”

“No, my friend. Tomorrow they will all thank him for preventing an atrocity. Go now, I will pray to the dark Virgin for you.”Page 123 →

“Quinta” is the Spanish word for an estate or mansion. The new building in Felipe Pescador became known as the Quinta even before it was completed. Now that the Americans are gone, there is illustrative proof that the building is ideally located. The main hall is now used for dancing, and at one end the pulpit has been removed and replaced by a bar. The rooms are now cribs for a different type of orphan than was initially intended, and the main living quarters are now inhabited by an obese, scrofulous old woman who doubles as manager and bartender. Visitors ride for miles to visit the Quinta; for you see, the Quinta is now the biggest whorehouse on the plateau.

And the municipal president is very happy, for every week he collects sixty percent of the profits. Soon he will be able to buy himself a seat in the state legislature. He is young and can only go up—someday, perhaps, he might even get to México. If only the good padre had not driven such a hard bargain, he would not have to wait so long. Sixty percent is not much when one must give a third of it to the clergy.






Page 124 →CHOOTCHIE II


The boy was seventeen and in two weeks would graduate from high school. As he walked from school on his way to work, he passed groups of boys and girls, and felt a pang of remorse for the loss of companionship. There was something beautiful about a boy and a girl holding hands as they walked through the park; something graceful about the way boys pushed, pummeled, and even knocked each other down. He felt that they were fortunate to be able to act so natural—so normal. He himself could not bear to be alone with a girl, and as for boys, he avoided them as much as they did him. There was no common ground on which they could meet, for he was not interested in athletics, either as a participant or a spectator, and was at the age of which sports was such a dominant factor. He was a shy and timid person. His body was thin to the extreme, and he had an unhealthy pallor due to the hours he spent indoors. His indifference to sports was because he was physically incapable of participating in them, and because he felt his ineffectuality by watching others at play. He had the deepest scorn for water boys and yell leaders, for their vicarious enjoyment was to him an act of degradation.

From the day he told the pastor of his parish that he wanted to become a priest, Chootchie worked in the church after school and on Saturday mornings. Today he had to replace the used candles, and as he went around taking the burned-down ends out of the holders, he was lost Page 125 →in thought. He was not fully satisfied that he was doing the right thing in entering the priesthood. This mood had been with him for a few weeks, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to get out of it. The thing of it was that Chootchie had no real basis with which to compare the life he was to give up to the life he was about to enter. He had a good idea of what a cloistered life would be like, but what of the other? His decision to become a priest had come from a desperate need to get away from life, but now that he was two years older, that fear had changed to curiosity, and because he was a basically honest person, he knew that he could not follow this course unless he had a sincere desire to do so. There could not be a reservation; there could not be one doubt. And he knew that the decision must be made by him alone; he could not speak about it to Father Brian until he had reached a resolution to his own satisfaction.

He crossed to the other side of the church, and suddenly realized that he had forgotten to genuflect as he passed before the altar. As if given courage by the unconscious deviation from tradition, his decision came at that moment. Hurriedly, he emptied the coin receptacles into the chamois bag and went to the rectory. He gave the money to the caretaker and asked to see the father. Then he sat down to wait as he leafed through a copy of Extension.

The priest was a red-faced, rotund, little man with thinning gray hair and an amazing twinkle in his eyes. He was a perfect prototype of what one imagines the friars of olden times to be. He was a familiar figure in town, and he wheeled his car through boulevard stops and was a favorite with the boys of the parish school, where he acted as principal, coach, and general handyman. Often he could be seen playing ball with his pupils, his robe billowing in the wind like an old woman’s skirts.

“You want to see me, Donald?” he asked.

“Yes, Father. If you’re not too busy.”

“This is one of my easy days,” said Father Brian. He held his hands behind him and leaned forward to peer into Chootchie’s face. “My, but you have a serious look about you today? Is there something wrong?”

Chootchie played with his hands. “No, Father,” he said. “There is nothing wrong—not now. Please sit down and listen to what I have to tell you.”

With the air of one trying to humor a child, the priest took a chair. Donald was a favorite of his, but sometimes he could be overly dramatic.Page 126 →

“I’ve decided not to go into the order,” said Chootchie without preamble. “At least for the present.”

“And the reasons for such a decision?” asked the Father calmly. He expected this interview a long time ago, but as the months went by and it had not materialized, he had come to reject the possibility.

“There are many reasons, and all complicated ones, but the fact is that I feel that I am not fit for such a responsibility.”

Aha! thought Father Brian. So it comes. In his many years, he had talked to a number of candidates, and even novitiates, who felt that desires of the flesh made them unfit to wear the cloth. “I know your problem, Donald,” he said. “But you must understand that even if we, as priests, are the medium between our people and the Heavenly Father, we are only men of flesh and bone like everyone else, and are not exempt from occasionally feeling the same urges and desires to which ordinary people are susceptible. It is only with our devotion, our faith in God, and our duty and responsibility to our people here on earth, that we are able to repel such thoughts and dominate such desires.” He reached out and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It might help you to know,” he said in a kind voice, “that I, myself, and at my age, still have my moments.”

“You are very kind, Father,” said Chootchie, “but that is not my trouble at all. To be truthful, from the time I first talked to you of my wish to devote my life to the church, I have not desired women nor even wanted to be near them.”

“What is it then, my son?” asked Father Brian.

“Try to understand me, Father. I don’t know that I understand myself,” said Chootchie. He was more at ease now, and spoke his thoughts as they came. “When I came here that first day, you told me the sacrifices I would have to make and the possible regrets I might have. You asked me if I was prepared to give up dances and parties, and I answered yes. You asked if I could give up friends and any part of social life, and I said yes. Indirectly, you asked if I was strong enough to give up masturbation, and by saying that I must renounce my right to help the propagation of the earth, you were in truth asking if I could face a life of celibacy. I answered yes, to all these and other questions. But you see, how could I be sure now? The very fact that that made it easy for me to say yes then now makes it difficult, for I have never experienced those things.Page 127 →

“You see, I have never been to a dance or a party in my life. I have no social life whatsoever. And outside of my mother, I have never had a single friend. Never have I experienced masturbation, and would not even know how to go about it; as for intercourse, I am totally ignorant of it. How can I honestly feel that I am prepared to give something up and enter the church, when I really don’t know what it is I am giving up?”

Father Brian never ceased to marvel at the mature manner of expression the young boy had. When he had first talked with him on the subject of entering the priesthood, he had been impressed, but had thought of him as one of the many boys who, at that impressionable age, select a different lifetime career every day. After a few meetings, however, he realized that the boy was serious and determined. It was then that he began to give him instruction that would help him when he became ready to undertake his studies. Now he said, “As you mature within the Church, knowledge will give you understanding, my son, and you will have the peace you seek. It is fortunate that you have the intelligence to make you aware of your problem so early in life. Peace will come to you that much sooner, doing the work of God.”

“And if it does not, Father? Would it be fair to me—to the people that will come to me for guidance? How could I tell them how to live their lives if I am unaware of what their life is like?”

“I was prepared to arrange for you to go up to Alma on a retreat, but I see it is too late,” said the Father sadly. “You have given up altogether.”

“On the contrary, Father,” said Chootchie. “I had decided to become a priest to get away from the world. I don’t deny that I’m afraid, but I must force myself to face it. If I return to my original decision, it will be with a sincerity I don’t feel now.”

“I understand that you must follow your decision. If you do come back, it will be better for you and the Church than if you were to remain now, feeling the way you do.”

Chootchie felt suddenly sorry for the old priest. “Are you very disappointed in me, Father?” he asked.

“No, Donald,” he answered. “You have made me feel deeply humble and have given me a lesson in unselfishness I shall never forget. But I know now that you will never come back, and I mourn because you Page 128 →would have made an excellent priest. You are old beyond your years, and I respect you for that.”

“Thank you, Father.” Chootchie stood up and prepared to go. “I want a favor of you, Father.”

“You know I will gladly do anything I can for you.”

“You know how necessary it is for me to leave this town, and especially my mother’s side?”

“I had not thought of that,” said Father Brian, “but now that you mention it, I agree with you. That will indeed take some doing.”

“I want to enlist after I graduate. Will you help me persuade her to give her permission?”

Father Brian lighted a cigarette and blew smoke at an imaginary object. The glow came back into his eyes, and suddenly he jumped up and rang for his housekeeper. To Chootchie he said, “You bring your mother here for dinner tonight, and maybe between the two of us we can convince her.” He was not a believer in procrastination. He ruminated for a moment. “Hm,” he said. “Perhaps I can even make her think that the idea is mine.” They heard the approaching footsteps of the housekeeper. “Go, now,” he said, pushing the boy out the door. “Mrs. Keeler is going to make a scene. She insists I tell her a day in advance when I have guests, and you know how she bosses me.”



III

“MAIL CALL!”

The always welcome shout was barely out of the carrier’s mouth when the long barracks erupted with the din of voices and scraping brogans as the men rushed forward, anxious for news from home. Chootchie Ferry waited until the other men were gathered around the mailman, and then he walked up and stood outside the group. He knew from experience that he was better off not fighting to get up close. He was always out-tussled, and anyway, if his name was called, he would get his letter just as soon.

He received a box of cookies and a letter, and went back to his bunk, where he sat munching as he read:Page 129 →

Dear Son,

I baked the cookies as a sort of anniversary present for you. Today is the end of your sixth month away from home. You don’t know how proud I am of you and I realize, now, how right you were in enlisting. I pray for you every day and I know that before too long we’ll be together again. I just know that this terrible war is bound to end soon, and if we get rid of that dreadful Mr. Roosevelt, we won’t ever have to worry about our boys dying in foreign lands. I pray you’re not sent overseas until this unpleasantness ends. I don’t know that I can bear that. There are so many things you can do here on the home front. Lots of men have been in for years and never have to leave the country, so why should you?

Take care of yourself, dear, and don’t do any outside work in bad weather. You know how easy it is for you to catch a cold. Also, I want to scold you for being a naughty boy. I haven’t received mail from you since the postcard you sent when you arrived in Portland two months ago. Now be a good boy and write your poor, old mother. After all, we’re soldiers too, aren’t we?

Now I have some good news for you. You probably haven’t heard of this, especially since you’re so obviously busy, but the government is passing a bill to help rehabilitate the returning veterans. All sorts of benefits are being planned and among them is one about a special loan with which to buy homes! I’ve been dreaming of a place of our own for so long and now they’re building some very nice homes out toward Homestead Road. Wouldn’t you just love that, dear? A little place for just the two of us—that is, of course, until later when you’re married. Then your wife will naturally live with us. I’m so happy just thinking of it.

Chootchie crumpled the letter up in a ball and put it into his pocket. He could not read any more of it. Dear, dear, Mother! he thought. Jesus Christ! Can’t she get it through her head that I don’t want to live with her again—that sometimes I don’t care if I never see her again? A little house for the two of us! Just Mother and me, and bridey makes three!

He lay back on his bunk, thinking of his mother and how he now had very little love left for her. He thought back to the night they had dinner with Father Brian; how it had been planned to talk her into giving her consent for his enlisting, but by the time they arrived at the rectory, it had not been necessary for the Father to speak in his behalf.Page 130 →

Chootchie had gone home that afternoon elated and happy. That feeling of goodness, that fills mind and body after coming to a decisive plan of action in life, made him bold so that he stood up to his mother for the first time in his life, although he had not planned it to happen the way it did. He had told her that they were invited to dinner and she had said:

“Why, that’s certainly odd. He usually doesn’t have anyone on such short notice.”

“He wants to talk to you,” said Chootchie.

“I wonder what about?” she said. “Is it something about you, do you think?”

“Yes.”

“What have you been up to? You haven’t been doing something you shouldn’t?”

“No, Mother,” said Chootchie. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Then do you think it can be about the novitiate?”

“No, that’s not it.” He could not lie to her.

“You should know what he wants to tell me then.”

“Yes, I know.”

She was impatient with him. “Well, don’t just stand there like a dummy! Tell me what he wants!”

“He’s going to help me convince you to give me permission to enlist.”

She stared at him in disbelief. This was the most serious thing that had ever come between them. That he dared to consider such a step was itself short of open rebellion. She felt that she had already lost a small part of him. “Enlist!” she cried. “You mean the army?”

“Or the navy, or the Marine Corps.” He surprised himself with his calmness. “What else?”

With the passing of the initial shock, she began to cry. “You mean to say that you want to leave me when you don’t have to? When there isn’t the slightest chance that you’ll ever be called by the draft? After all I’ve done for you, the years I’ve slaved to feed you, clothe you; the years I’ve sheltered you! All the love and comfort I’ve given you unselfishly, are you forgetting all that because you have an insane whim to live with God knows what kind of people? You know what trash and what hoodlums are thrown together in the service!”Page 131 →

“You haven’t given me a thing, Mother,” said Chootchie, with calculated cruelty. “Everything you say you’ve done for me has been for you, really. You wanted your baby to remain a baby all its life. Well, you almost succeeded, because at present that’s all I am, nothing but a child. But you don’t stop to think that even a child has feelings, and that even a baby wants to grow up. I’m getting away from you before you make a complete misfit out of me. I’ve got to grow up, and I can’t do it with you around to balk me.”

“Chootchie! Chootchie!” his mother pleaded, covering her ears with her hands like a child. “You know I’ve always thought of you first!”

He looked at her, and the contempt showed in his face and in his voice. “You, with your smug satisfaction because you’ve sheltered me! Justifying the miserable way in which you’ve raised me, and what you’ve made of me, by saying that mother love has made you protect me! Mother-love hell! There’s no such thing as mother love, it’s just another word for selfishness! You’re a bitch, you hear, Mother? Just a selfish, old bitch!”

His mother was shaken by his words. Where had he picked up such thought, such language? “You can’t possibly mean the things you’re telling me!” She hoarsely, almost inaudibly, said in her passion. “You don’t know what you’re saying!”

“Oh, I know what I’m saying, all right,” he said. He was very careful in choosing his words, speaking slowly as if the thoughts, of themselves, refused to be verbalized. “I’ve known this for a few months now, but I was kinder to you than you’ve ever been to me. I was never going to tell you this, because despite everything, you’re still my mother, and I love you. But there’s a lot of hate mixed up in that love, and right now that hate is stronger. Tomorrow, you’re going to sign my papers, and I’m going into the army.”

She had never seen her son like this, had never imagined that he was capable of such behavior. He was suddenly like a stranger to her, and then she remembered that he was still her son and he could not question her authority. Now she would regain control of the situation, and later he would be sorry for all the things he said.

“I will never give my permission,” she said, and started to go into her room, showing him that the interview was at an end.

But Chootchie had finally had a taste of victory and would not be put off. “Then I’ll leave you,” he said. “For good. I’ll leave your house, Page 132 →and you’ll never see me or hear from me. Instead of going away for a couple of years, it’ll be forever. So you’d better make up your mind which you want.”

She realized this was not an idle threat and began to cry once more. She was losing the battle and used the weapon that had never failed her. “And if I kill myself? How will you feel if I kill myself?”

He laughed coldly. “That doesn’t frighten me anymore, Mother. You’ll never kill yourself, although such an act of selfishness would be almost perfect for someone like you. But you know you wouldn’t be around to enjoy the suffering it would cause me, don’t you? That’s why you could never go through with it.”

Her body slumped so that for a moment she looked pitiably old in her defeat. Chootchie felt so sorry for her that he was forced to keep on talking in order to refrain from putting his arms around her.

“You’d better get dressed or we’ll be late,” he said. “And when we get there, I’ll tell Father Brian that it’s all settled. Maybe he can have a pleasant evening after all.”

After that came the long, torturous weeks of basic training. He saw himself grow, his pale skin browned, and he marveled at this noticeable definition in his arms, which had once been as thin as his wrists. And when he came home on a weekend, for he was at nearby Fort Ord,6 the slight stoop was almost gone from his shoulders. He was new and clean, inside and out. And he learned to look at the town he had hated so much, and he saw it in a different way. He saw he could have loved it as intensely as he hated it, but he knew that now it was too late, and he was sorry for the loss of that which he never had.

At home, his mother pampered him, and was quick to give her consent to everything he said or did. She suggested all manner of things for him to do, showing him in this way that he was now the head of the family, and that she held no rancor toward him. She was such a pitiful figure in her attempt to show him he was free to do as he wished, that soon the new freedom became as distasteful to him as his former restriction had been. He loved her and appreciated her efforts to please him, but he had to get away from her oversolicitous behavior. It was awkward and embarrassing to be near her. Their conversations consisted of stilted phrases and painful silences. He had escaped from her once more.Page 133 →

And now Portland. He thought with bitterness at the irony of it all. Beautiful, wonderful Portland. Chootchie believed that nowhere in all the world were so many good people concentrated in one locale. Here, they were good to the core. A serviceman’s paradise, where people gave what they had, freely, without expecting anything other than friendship in return. He thought of the mottoes of the different towns he knew. Of Redwood City, back home, with its “Climate Best By Government Test”—here, the Rose City did not really need a motto. There were other things to speak for it. Here was warmth and love, here was charity to fellow man. And Chootchie knew that some of the fellows called it “the clap center of the world,” for here, also, was one of the highest rates of venereal disease on the Pacific coast. But he did not associate with tramps, and even at that, a social disease is the result of its exact name. A result of sociability, of warmth, of love, of friendliness.

And Chootchie, lying on his bunk eating his mother’s cookies, thought back to how it all began on the day he got his first pass. Like all new servicemen in Portland, he had gone directly to the George White Service Center, which was not the general run-of-the-mill USO, but a huge plant of five or six stories, catering specifically to the desires and needs of the serviceman. There was very little one could not get at George White’s. Anything could be found, from a free ride direct to Los Angeles, to a silk purse made of sow’s ears to send to an old aunt back in Cedar Rapids. Beds, baths, tailor, food, and so on were all incidental, and also free.

Chootchie had been sitting at the lunch counter eating pie à la mode and idly wishing he was a smoker so he could take a pocketful of free cigarettes, when the girl behind the information desk caught his attention and beckoned to him. He walked over to her.

“Would you like to go to a party tonight?” she asked.

He did not know what to say. He had been to only one party in his life. Some of his friends had taken him to one in Salinas, and he had left almost immediately because he had not been prepared for what was going on. “What kind of a party?” he asked, almost stammering the answer.

“Just a regular party.” She smiled at his discomfiture. “What kind of parties are you used to?” she asked teasingly. She saw from Chootchie’s red face that she was not going to have her question answered. She decided to put him at his ease. She played with the small white card in her hands Page 134 →and said kindly, “This Mr. and Mrs. Chambers are very nice people. Every week they invite a few boys for dinner and a party. Two of the regulars can’t go tonight, so they asked me to find a couple of boys for them. I’m sure you’ll have a good time—what do you say?”

“OK, I’ll go. I wasn’t planning anything for tonight anyway.”

“Believe it or not, they’ll feel you’re doing them a favor by going. What’s your name?”

“Donald Ferry.”

“Mr. Chambers will pick you up at four-thirty. Why don’t you go upstairs and find something to do. I’ll call you when he gets here.”

“All right,” said Chootchie. “And thanks a lot.”

The Chambers family lived on the east side of the Willamette River. There were three grown daughters at home and two boys, off somewhere in service. There were also two or three youngsters of indeterminate ages. Mr. Chambers was a small man with an eternal smile, who smoked but did not drink nor permitted liquor in his home. Mrs. Chambers was large, red-faced, with slightly graying hair, a prototype of the old-style American housewife. This couple liked nothing better than to have their house full of young boys and girls. They loved to hear the merry youthful laughter resound through every room and cascade down the antiquated stairs. They were deeply religious, and although they spent a great deal of money entertaining the boys, they looked upon their expenditures as a tithe to their God, and were happy with the knowledge that they were providing these young men with the atmosphere of a home away from home. They were certain that somewhere, someone was doing the same for their sons. They were unaware that, in many respects, most of their guests were finding this a better home than that which they had left behind; unaware that happy homes, such as theirs, were a rarity rather than the ordinary.

To the house of these good people came Chootchie Ferry, to find a new facet of life that would lead to another brush with reality.

When he arrived at the house, the other men were already there, playing and joking like children on the spacious front lawn. There were six sailors and an equal number of soldiers, and Chootchie felt the familiar chill as the old terror walled within him at the sight of so many girls in the group. They were all young, apparently still in their teens and singularly pretty, but that fact did not make things easier for him. He was Page 135 →afraid, yet he knew that he must mingle with them openly. He wished there was some way to make them know, to make them understand that they should not rush him, that they should let him adapt himself to this fraternizing by degrees.

As he feared, they misinterpreted his reticence for aloofness, and after a few minutes, when they attempted to display their friendliness by being more attentive to him, his almost hostile attitude marked him as a misanthrope. Finally, he went into the house and talked with Mrs. Chambers and the two women that were helping her. At first, they tried to get him to go out and enjoy himself with the young people, but he answered that he would rather be with them and they were flattered, and deceived by the maturity he showed through his speech. They talked until dinnertime, and he told them about himself, about his father, who was but a vague memory to him by now, and about his mother. The women lavished praise upon his mother for her struggles against misfortune to raise her child. She must indeed be very happy to see how well he had turned out—so considerate, so serious, so courteous, and likable. And Chootchie felt like a fraud because he had given them a dishonest picture of his mother; had shown her as she saw herself—a female Jesus Christ.

Later, he thought he must have done all the talking that afternoon, because all he remembered about his hostess was that her grandfather had come to Portland with the first settlers while still a young boy back in 1845—or was it ’55?

After dinner, party games were played, and Chootchie was sadly disappointed, because everything seemed so childish to him. He sat very self-consciously, wishing it would soon be time to leave, and in final desperation, he went to the piano and began to play. Almost immediately, he was surrounded by the young men and women. For a long while he played while they sang and others danced. Soon he felt a spirit of camaraderie come to life within him that was pleasant in spite of its alienness. A girl put her arm lightly across his shoulders as she stood singing behind him. He was aware of it, but the old revulsion was not there. He was happy in his surprise. Girls were not ogres after all. Nor were they evil per se. He knew now that they could be friends for friendship’s sake, could be real sports, could be enjoyed in a manner other than in the way his fellow soldiers always spoke of them. He did not see all this immediately, but Page 136 →what he could not see, he sensed. He sang and laughed and talked with them, and was almost overcome by his newfound pleasure. Also, he discovered that their silly games were not as juvenile as they appeared to be; that they were merely expending some of their youthful energy in a clean and healthy escape from the tortuous existence that would come with the responsibility of adulthood.

After a time, he went back to the piano and played from memory some of the things he loved. They all listened politely for a few minutes, then went outside to sit on the lawn. “Longhaired” music was beyond their scope. One girl remained behind, not saying anything, just listening as he played on. Finally, he stopped and looked at her. He wondered if she had been the one that had so carelessly put her arm around his earlier in the evening.

“You know you can really be good, don’t you?”

Her perception disconcerted him. It put her in a category away from the others, for they had praised his playing all evening, evaluating it superficially, and because Chootchie had needed praise so much, he had again fraudulently accepted their compliments. This girl was being honest with him, and he in turn was honest.

“Sometimes I feel that I have it in me to be great someday. At other times, I feel there’s nothing for me in music, that I’ll never be more than a dilettante. Then again, I have periods of indifference.”

“Which mood is dominant?”

“Indifference, I suppose. That follows the despair that comes from the realization of futility.” It was incomprehensible that he was telling this to a complete stranger. He felt that he had known her for years.

“I understand,” she said. “I used to feel the same way myself.”

He was not surprised. “You play too, don’t you?” he asked.

“No,” she answered. “As a matter of fact, I know very little about music, although I love it. At one time I thought I’d be a painter.”

“Then what makes you think I can become great?”

“You don’t think those things. You just know them, sense them. An artist cannot be bisected for observation.”

He was moved by her words, touched that she should even refer to him as an artist. “Do you still paint?” he asked.Page 137 →

“Only as a hobby, and not too much of that. I finally realized that I could never be good at it, so now I’m an interior decorator, learning the job, and saving my money until I can go to New York or Los Angeles. There must be something I can do.”

“But you’re awfully young! How can you be certain you’ll be a failure as an artist?”

“I’m eighteen, and I suppose I am young, but don’t get me wrong,” she said. “I’m not a defeatist. It’s just that there is no longer any doubt in my mind. You either have it or you don’t, and no matter how obscure that spark of genius is, you know it. No one can tell better than yourself. If I still felt there was a chance, I’d have never given it up. If I were a man, perhaps I’d pursue that which isn’t in me all my life, but I’m a woman, and have been taught to want other things in life. At one time my work meant everything to me. When I realized my mediocrity, the things my mother taught me to desire suddenly became important. Now my immediate goal is economic security, perhaps a career of sorts, but more than that I want the security that comes from loving a man, from being loved in return. And I want marriage—happy marriage.”

They were interrupted then because the other guests came in to say goodnight.

“Do you like to walk?” she asked.

“The only real walking I’ve ever done was during basic training, and those walks weren’t exactly enjoyable.”

“Walk me home,” she said. “It’s kind of far, but it’s such a beautiful night. By the way, my name’s Susan Stuart. There were so many people around that we weren’t introduced.”

“Mine’s Donald Ferry.”

“I know. I asked Mrs. Chambers.”

A few blocks from the house she took his hand and they walked in silence for almost an hour before they came to a three-story apartment house on the east bank of the river. She invited him up for coffee. Her apartment consisted of a kitchen, bath, and a large living room on the third floor. When they were inside, instead of turning the lights on, she walked across the room and drew the blinds. She stood there looking out, and Chootchie moved to her side.Page 138 →

“Look,” she said, “my view. I’ve lived here for two years and I never tire of it. Sometimes I sit here for hours, just looking out there.”

Across the river, the lights of the shipyards flickered faintly like a giant galaxy, while up closer, row upon row of small, sleek vessels of the antisubmarine fleet dipped and swayed, gently tugging on their mooring lines; even more gently, petal-like, rubbing their sides against each other. On their left, and further away, the shapeless ships of the merchant marine could be made out, squatting, motionless; in the gloom, ugly as their mission. To the right, a marine railway, dripping slush from the river, crept eerily up the bank like an unbelievable sea monster, yet tenderly holding a destroyer in its clawy sides. And the dull sounds came slowly, almost reluctantly across the water.

“I don’t really know why I find it so beautiful, but there’s tremendous power there, and great strength.” She pointed toward the nearest buildings. “See those people there, on the dock where the light is brightest? They look like ants from here and they are ants. I’ve been told I’m wrong, that all that energy, all that vitality out there is man-made for the destruction of mankind. But I know I’m right, because man is a product of nature, and man’s deeds are thereby nature’s by-products. And as for destruction and war, they’re by-products too. So you see, those people down there are not unlike ants at all.”

“And God? Don’t you believe in God?” asked Chootchie.

“I stopped believing in God a long time ago,” she answered, not bitterly, but in a matter-of-fact voice. “Who knows? Maybe that’s why I could never put that spiritual quality into my work. Now I only believe in people. And you?”

“I believe in Him,” said Chootchie passionately. “I believe in God with all the strength of my body, with all the will of my mind. Today, I started to believe in people; I never have before.”

“Who has hurt you so terribly, Donald?” she asked with tenderness. “Could a girl have done so much harm to you?”

“No, a woman. And a man. . . and a boy.”

She knew she should wait for him to explain of his own accord, so she silently waited for him to continue, but instead he turned her so she faced him, and pulled her body against his, her mouth to his mouth. And because he had no idea how to go about kissing a girl, Chootchie acted on Page 139 →impulse alone, was primitively passionate as he held her body to him, feeling her hard, young breasts against his chest, and as he felt her lips part, he instinctively did the same. He tasted the hot wetness of her mouth and felt her tongue as it came against his, slowly at first, then frantic, probing, prickling his whole body until he, too, was searchingly drawing in the sweetness of her breath, the vitality of her body, their mouths coming wider all the time. And then there were no more secrets there for them, and they tasted deeply and unashamedly of each other.

They broke apart as suddenly as they had come together. They faced each other, panting, gasping for breath, shaking from the force of their encounter, he with his hands limply at his sides, and she with one on the window sill and the other at her throat.

She said, “I better make the coffee.”

He was suddenly conscious of his body and was embarrassed. “Please don’t turn the light on for a while,” he said.

“I know, Donald. I’ll go into the kitchen. You stay out here for a few minutes.”

He turned his back to her and stared out the window for a long time, but he did not see a thing. Finally, he switched on the light and she came into the room.

“It’s perking now. Only be a minute,” she said. She thought for a moment. “Where are you?” she asked.

“Huh?”

“Where’s your base?”

“Oh, I’m in one of those new barracks on the north side of town. Why?”

“I was just wondering. . . What time do you have to be back?”

“Eight o’clock Monday.” He was becoming a little frightened.

“I’ll fix up that couch for you. There’s no need for you to go all the way back tonight.”

“You mean, I can stay here?”

“Sure,” she said and smiled. “Only you have to promise not to kiss me like that again. If you do that to me once more I’m afraid I’m sunk.”

“I promise,” he said blushingly. “But what will your neighbors think?”

“I don’t care what they think. Look, it’s not that I’m against such a thing, and a few minutes ago I was dying to have you, but it’s only that I can’t afford to get started on something like that. I don’t think it would be fair to the Page 140 →person I marry. I know I sound inconsistent and enigmatic—but come over here a minute.” They went to the window again. She pointed to the west. “See those lights up there? On the side of the mountains? My father has a home up there. He lives there with my stepmother and stepbrothers. He made a lot of money in the past few years, but at one time we didn’t have much. Oh, we weren’t exactly poor, but not rich; just comfortable and very happy. Then a lot of money started coming our way, and then we weren’t so happy anymore. One day my mother went to California and got a divorce. They’re both young and both remarried right away.

“I was considered somewhat of a prodigy around here. Was ready for college before I was fifteen, won a couple of prizes for watercolors when I was still very young. Tonight I wondered why I never tried music. I’d never given that much thought before.

“I went down to Santa Monica and lived with my mother for a few weeks, but I couldn’t stand to be around her husband. He’s a bit player in the movies. So I came back here and took this place. Dad couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t live with him, but he finally agreed to get me an apartment in town. He wanted to get me a larger place in a better neighborhood, but I didn’t want that, and in the end I convinced him, but he’s never come to see me here.

“For two years I did nothing but paint, had few friends, and didn’t care for any. I wanted to know, was desperate to find out my potential because I was all alone, and I needed assurance. And then one day I knew to my own satisfaction, and I took all my work downstairs and crammed it into the incinerator. I walked outside, and after a while I picked up a sailor who had a bottle of whiskey, and we got drunk. He was the first, and before the week passed I had almost thirty men. I never brought anyone to this place, though. The last night of it, I was the only woman at a party where there were eight men. That cured me, I guess, because the next day I was in and out of the tub continually for twelve hours until it came to me that I was already clean. I had been thinking of externals, but here, inside, is where it’s important.” She put both her hands on her breast. “So you see, I’m not a virgin nor am I a prude. But as long as I feel that I’d be taking something away from the man I’ll someday marry, I could never have a love affair. You know it all now. That was six months ago. I did a little commercial artwork for one of the large department stores, and Page 141 →then this other job came along. Since I started to work, I haven’t taken a cent from my father.”

Chootchie looked at her, and what she had told him somehow did not seem important. He wondered if men would consider her pretty. Her nose was quite small, but not on her face. Odd that he should think of that. Almost as if he were already seeking the approval of his acquaintances. Externals, she had said. Yes, he had been appraising externals. He decided then that she was as beautiful superficially as spiritually. She was almost what is called petite, but her body was perfectly proportioned in spite of seemingly large breasts. Her blonde, shoulder-length hair and blue eyes gave her face a Nordic cast. And he saw that she was good, and he was grateful.

“I’ve always been taught that such things were evil,” he said. “That there is innate evil in a woman, merely because she’s susceptible to such behavior and can lure men to sin. Yet I find that I understand that you had to do what you did. I can’t even say, ‘I forgive you,’ because there’s nothing to forgive.” Maybe my mother had her reasons too, he thought. Perhaps I can still find a way to forgive her.

Susan brought out the coffee and some cakes, and they sat down to eat. When they were through he helped her carry the things back into the kitchen, then picked up a cigarette.

“Mind if I try one of these?” he asked. “I’ve never smoked in my life.” He laughed lightly. “This is quite a night,” he said. “My first kiss and now a few minutes later, my first smoke.”

“You’re kidding,” she said. “Anyway, about the kiss.”

“No I’m not. Honestly.”

“Wow!” she exclaimed, jokingly. “I better hang on to you. They’ll be fighting over you in the streets when you get a little practice.”

She lighted his cigarette and one for herself. She sat on the sofa and he faced her from the large chair. The cigarette felt very heavy in his hand as he awkwardly tried to hold it in the casual manner of the habitual smoker. He was such a ludicrous figure that she laughed aloud.

“You know,” she said, “you’re a funny guy. Despite your intelligence, your talent, and the way you speak; in spite of the fact that you do things to me that no man has ever done, you’re nothing but a baby, aren’t you?”Page 142 →

He angrily squashed his cigarette in the ashtray, almost knocking the small coffee table over as he jumped up white-faced. “Don’t say that!” he screamed. “Don’t ever say that to me again!”

She was hurt that she had hurt him so much, and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Donald. I’m so sorry,” she cried. She reached for his hands and pulled him down to her on the couch. With him in her arms, she said tenderly, “Tell me, Donald. Tell me all of it.”

He began to talk. He told her everything about himself, leaving out nothing. About his nickname, about his mother, about Roger, and all his fears as only he could relate them. And with his face buried in her now soft breasts, she cried, “Chootchie! My poor, poor Chootchie!” And then, with her tears falling onto his hair, she knew she loved him. In the end, they slept together, with their arms around each other, two children endowed with the wisdom of the ages, but immeasurably lonely nevertheless.



IV

The next few weeks were for the most part happy ones for Chootchie. Even though his joy was intermingled with periods of grief, he had never imagined that life could be so good. He gained a little of the self-confidence he had never had, and he became friendly with the men around him for the first time since he lived with them. When they saw him in town with Susan, they later asked, “Who’s that luscious broad we seen you with?” He would smile and say something noncommittal. Then someone would say, “That’s his shack job, soldier, didn’t you know? The kid’s a big boy now.” And Chootchie knew that in spite of their curiosity, they respected him because he never discussed his relationship with Susan. He could almost hear their reasoning, “Now here’s a guy that’s really got it made, and he never goes around blowing off his mouth about it.” He wondered what their reaction would be if they knew that he had slept with this girl for almost two months and yet had never done anything more than kiss her. And with the thought came the fear that was slowly dominating him. Fear of that final step was driving him toward insanity by degrees. Only the fact that he spent so many hours with her made life endurable for him. Which was odd, because his suffering also came from his fear of making love to her.Page 143 →

On his walks with her, he explored the immediate vicinity, and in borrowed cars she showed him the beautiful country that is Western Oregon. They visited the Chambers home often, and he became the reason behind the reconciliation of Susan and her father. It was now usual for them to go up to the house on the hill for dinner at least once a week. Mr. Stuart liked him immediately, and did not hide the fact that he wanted him for a son-in-law, despite their youth. One day, he hinted broadly that it was dangerous for the two to live as they did, and Chootchie knew that he, too, believed like his friends and was unhappy because of it. He wanted to tell him that everything was all right, that there was nothing like that between him and Susan, but he could not find the words with which to do it.

By now, Chootchie was certain that he loved her. He wanted desperately to marry her, but he could not do that until he could prove to himself that there was nothing wrong with him. Susan tried to help him but was unable to, for her solution was the obvious one. He must try it in order to find out, and he was deathly afraid to face the truth. Then came the night when he did not have to will himself into attempting it, a night when their desires could be restrained no more and he moved atop her on the couch. The vivid scene came back to him—two bodies together on a couch such as this one. With an effort of will, he pushed the vision away, but the sounds remained, and he knew he could not go through with it. If only he could destroy sound; blot out the gasps, the moans, the springs! And all of a sudden, the noises merged, became one, and exploded inside his head. No longer hearing, no longer feeling anything but the excruciating pain against his temples, he picked up his clothes and, half-dressed, blindly ran sobbing into the street.

A few blocks away, he found a taxi, and from the enterprising driver he bought a pint of whiskey. By the time he arrived at the camp, the bottle was empty, and he staggered into the barracks wildly screaming, “MY MOTHER IS A WHORE! SHE’S A NO GOOD BITCH!” He ran his body cruelly into the bunks, again and again, then into the walls. He pulled at his hair, at his face, and kept shouting: “OH, THE SON OF A BITCH! THE DIRTY WHORE! SHE DID THIS TO ME! I OUGHTA LAY HER MYSELF, THAT WOULD SHOW HER!” The men grabbed him. They had seen men run amok before, some of them had even done Page 144 →it themselves, but they had never heard anyone say such things. Despite their hard exterior, they were for the most part young boys themselves, and the words horrified them. He struggled, scratching, biting, kicking, and just as someone ran out to find a rope with which to tie him to his bunk, he suddenly stopped and sobbed, “I wish Mother were here. She’d make everything all right.” He was sick then, and collapsed in his own vomit.

The men picked him up and cleaned the floor. Carefully, almost tenderly, they undressed and bathed him, then put him into his bed. They watched over him for a few minutes and then silently, without a word, they went back to what they had been doing.



V

Chootchie got off his bunk and went into the latrine to wash before going to eat. Two nights had passed since the night he failed Susan and got drunk, and he had not called nor seen her since. He did not know how he could face her, yet he knew that he must. How was he going to do it? You just cannot go up to the woman you love and say, “I love you, but I can never marry you because the idea of copulation nauseates me. So pick up your marbles and I’ll pick up mine, and we’ll go our separate ways.”

The men had not talked to him about that night except to comment on the terrific bun he had. Perhaps they thought he did not know what he had done. But Chootchie remembered everything but the end, when he had become a child once more and called out for his mother. Had he remembered this, his suffering now would be the greater for it. No one had said a word and then, today, a man who had not witnessed the incident accosted him. Brady—big, swaggering Brady, with the tough, scarred face and a veteran of a countless number of brawls walked up and said, “We and you’s gotta have a little talk, soldier.”

“About what?”

“Look, I’m no angel. Anybody’ll tell you that. Twelve years ago I left Amarillo and joined this man’s army, and in that time I reckon I done about every mean thing there is to do, but one thing I’m proud I ain’t never done, and that’s talk mean about my mother.”Page 145 →

“Well, then you probably thought something mean, or else you wouldn’t be butting into my business,” said Chootchie. The man’s insane, he thought. One certainly did meet odd people in the service.

“Let’s just say I’m psycho that way, but I don’t like no one to talk mean about mothers, especially about their own. I know she didn’t hear you, and she ain’t here now, but you’re gonna apologize to me for her right here and now, or you and me’s gonna tangle.”

“I can’t do it,” said Chootchie.

“It’s simple,” said Brady, genuinely trying to make it easier for him. “All you gotta do is say you’re sorry for them things you said, and it’s all over.”

“Look,” said Chootchie, “I can’t say I’m sorry, because I’m not. I hate my mother more than I can say. I’ll probably never hate anyone that much as long as I live. So why don’t you leave me alone?”

“OK,” said Brady. “Nobody can say I don’t ever give a man a chance. I’ll see you tonight after chow behind the barracks.”

When Chootchie came out of the latrine, he was not worried about the fight, for early that afternoon he had decided that he would not appear. But now that he was by his billet, putting his toilet articles away, a youth about his own age who was probably his best friend in the entire company, approached him.

“Going to chow, Don?” he asked.

“I was, but I don’t feel hungry now,” Chootchie answered. “Have a cookie.”

“Thanks,” said the other, and sprawled on the bunk across from him. He chewed thoughtfully for a while. “Say, you really gonna fight Brady?”

“No, Red. I’m not a fighter.”

“You know what that means around here,” said Red.

“I don’t care what it means,” said Chootchie. “Why should I follow their stupid tradition? Brady felt insulted for something I said that had nothing whatever to do with him. He must be crazy or something. I don’t feel like apologizing and now we have to fight. No one even stops to think that he’s almost twice as big as I am. Instead, if I refuse to fight, I’m a coward. If I do and don’t fight fair, I’m worse than a coward, I’m not a sport; and if I were to fight him anyway, he’d probably kill me. Then he’ll shake hands with whatever’s left of me and we’re friends, and everybody’s happy. Now tell me, Red. What the hell kind of a code is that?”Page 146 →

“It does sound kinda goofy when you put it that way,” said Red. “But you gotta remember, Don. You might have to live with these guys a long time. Hell, we might even get into combat someday, and all the time they’ll be thinking you’re yellow.”

Chootchie looked at his friend with new respect. “You know, Red,” he said, “you’re a pretty smart guy. I would never have thought of that angle.”

“Are you?”

“What?”

“Scared. Because if you are, you don’t really have to. All you gotta do is kinda make a show of it for a while. Take your lumps and it’ll be over in a hurry, you’ll see.”

“Hell yes, I’m scared,” said Chootchie. “But you’re right again. After all I’ve been through, a little physical punishment shouldn’t hurt me much.”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind. Come on, let’s go eat. I think I’m going to be hungry after all.”

“You gonna fight him?” Red asked.

“Yeah, I’ll fight the bastard,” Chootchie answered. And he thought how he was already absorbing a part of their vernacular.

They returned from the mess hall to find a large group already gathered in the area behind the barracks. Chootchie did not have time to be afraid, for Brady, having already shed his shirt, was waiting for him. Chootchie looked at the large, flabby shoulders and arms, and at the tautly protruding belly. Brady was unconditioned, but the powerful muscles were there under the fat.

“You ready?” he asked. Chootchie nodded his head.

The man moved toward him, and Chootchie rushed forward, flailing his thin arms, wildly trying to reach the other’s face. The older man easily smothered the blows and almost laughed as he crossed his right fist in a short arc. The long left that followed caught Chootchie in the mouth as he started to fall. He got up and rushed once again, only to be knocked down almost immediately. Blows landed on his chest, his face, his arms, but he somehow managed to raise himself every time and moved forward, until he went down one more time and knew he did not have the strength to rise. He tried to push himself up to his feet but could not, and he had the feeling that he was floating in space, and Page 147 →that the ground was intermittently coming up to thump him. Then his head cleared. Now is the time to quit, he thought. Now I can shake hands and be one of the boys.“The son of a bitch has guts,” they’ll say, and maybe they’ll take me over and buy me a beer. No need for the apology now I’ve taken my beating like a man.

He rolled over on his back, and as he did so, his hand came in contact with a short piece of metal piping. He gripped it tightly with his right hand, watching as Brady moved forward to help him up. Closer, Chootchie pleaded. Just a little closer, please! Brady leaned over him and took his left hand, and as the man pulled, Chootchie brought his right arm up, and with all the strength left in him, he hit Brady squarely across the jaw with the pipe. The man fell on top of him, and as the others pulled him away and tried to revive him, Chootchie got off and staggered away.

He washed his bruised face, and outside of a fast-purpling eye and a slight cut on his left cheek, he found that he was unhurt, but his body ached so that he could barely raise his arms to comb his hair. He walked to the PX, and it was there that Brady found him when he was on his third beer. The large man walked toward him, grinning crookedly out the right side of his mouth. The left side of his face was already almost twice the size of the other. He had a bottle of beer in each hand. Chootchie did not know what to expect and stood up uncertainly.

“Take it easy,” said Brady in a friendly voice. “Sit down and have a beer with me.”

Chootchie sat down. He was dumbfounded. What breed of man was this that could sit and drink with the man who had tried to kill him only a few minutes earlier? He noticed for the first time how distorted the other’s face really was.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize I hit you so hard.”

“You don’t have to be,” said Brady. “You was only defending yourself. Tomorrow I might be pretty mad at you, though, if I find out I got a broken jaw.”

“You know, you’re a hell of a good guy.”

The realization that Chootchie was a little drunk came to them simultaneously.

“You, you’re a good guy,” said Chootchie again. “But me, I hit you when you weren’t looking. Now everybody is going to be on my back.”Page 148 →

“Not everybody. To some guys, you’re a hero already. Guys that don’t really know me, don’t like me too much.”

“Well, they just don’t know, that’s all,” said Chootchie indignantly. He was insulted that anyone might have the audacity to not like his friend. He got a sudden idea. “Let’s go find my piece of pipe and get the ones that don’t like you,” he said.

“Sit down,” said Brady, and laughed. “You’re not used much to drinking, are you?”

“The other night was the first time. This is my second—gee, I’m getting to be quite rummy.”

The older man thought a while. “Must of been something big that made you go off your nut like that. Wanna talk about it?”

“Why not?” said Chootchie. “It doesn’t matter much now anyway.” He looked into Brady’s eyes. “I can’t screw!” he said and had not meant the words to come out with the tone of pleading helplessness they showed.

“What do you mean?” Brady was perplexed. “You got a swell doll, you got a dingus, that’s all you need.” He smiled in mistaken understanding. “Look, kid. All of us get a little run-down once in a while, and you been living with that dame a long time. Get a doc to give you some vitamins, eat oysters or raw eggs. Hell, there’s lots of things could help. Maybe all you got to do is lay off of it for a while. Say, was you drunk when you tried it? Sometimes that’ll really slow you up.”

Chootchie was discouraged, and he was not very drunk anymore. “That’s not it,” he said. “I’m always ready for it, and I’m always worried that the guys will find out how many wet dreams I’ve been having. They’ll be sure something’s wrong because everybody knows I’m sleeping with her, but what they don’t know is that I’ve never done it.”

Brady stared at him with disbelief and compassion.

“It’s the truth,” said Chootchie. “I get right up to it, and I’m just dying for it, and then I freeze up inside. I go crazy. I want to puke! Anything! I want to do anything except do it!”

“That’s different,” said Brady. “I never heard anything like that in all my life. Maybe you ought to see one of those psycho doctors. I been reading in a magazine how them guys can get to the bottom of things just like that.” He snapped his fingers.Page 149 →

“That’s a lot of bunk,” said Chootchie. “I know why I’m like this already, and it doesn’t help a bit.”

“Is that what you were blaming your mother for?”

Chootchie did not know whether to tell him or not. Now he was giving away someone else’s secret. Then he remembered he hated his mother and said, “Yeah, that’s why. There were a lot of things before that, you know, little things; but the main thing is that I caught her and a man in the act. Every time I’m ready to do it, I see them together again. I can’t get it out of my mind!”

“Jesus Christ!” Brady exclaimed. “No wonder you’re fouled up! Me, I’m never going to pick no more fights again. I shoulda known you had a good reason. You know, I’m a little psycho myself, and I know why too. When I was a kid, my older brother used to give my mother an awful bad time. He cussed and yelled at her, and then slapped her around. When I said anything, he beat the hell out of me. It used to make me crazy. Hell, I used to be worse—had three fights when I was first in the army before I got used to having guys call their mother ‘old lady.’ But I’m not helping much just talking about me. I’ll get us a couple of beers and we’ll try to think this thing out.”

He was back with the beer almost immediately. “A buddy of mine was in the front of the line,” he explained. They drank in silence for a few minutes. Finally, Brady spoke. “The only thing to do is to take the bull by the horns,” he said.

“I tried for the horns already, remember? All I got was a handful of nothing.”

“Not the way I mean, you didn’t try. Look, Don,” he had a way of talking that showed his years but yet did not make Chootchie feel like a child, “I ain’t got much education to talk of, mostly because I never needed any education but the know-how to get me a woman, and these two fists of mine.” He doubled up his hands and smiled ruefully. “The fists didn’t help me much today, huh? Anyway, like I said, I’m not much on book learning, but I kinda think you’re trying harder to show your girl you’re all right than you’re trying to show yourself.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“Well, look, you already know that this business of having a woman isn’t only in your pecker. A lot of it’s in your head, but most guys don’t Page 150 →figure that. Looks to me that it’s too much in your head that you got to prove to her that you’re a man. Most of your trouble is that you’re thinking too hard what it means to her, you see?”

“Sure I see, but the trouble’s still there, and what can I do about it?”

“You ever thought of getting into somebody else?”

“Of course not. I couldn’t even think of such a thing.” The suggestion was preposterous.

“You want to get over this, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but I love Susan. I couldn’t be unfaithful to her.”

“Why don’t you wise up, kid?” His integrity made Brady angry. “If it bothers you, give it to her straight, and I’m willing to bet she’ll forgive you. Or if you don’t tell her, she won’t never know. It adds up to the same thing.” His voice grew friendly again. “I’m only trying to help you, kid, but I can’t do it if you’re going to fight me.”

“All right, Brady,” said Chootchie. “I’ll try anything you say. What do I have to do?”

“I told you already. We’re going out and get you laid.”

“Tonight?”

“Sure. What’s the use of waiting?”

“I’ve got guard duty tonight.” He was happy for the excuse.

“Go sweat us out a couple more beers while I find some guy to pull your duty. We’ll drink a few brews, and when it gets darker, we’ll go over the fence.”

“Christ, what if I get drunk again?”

“Not drunk, Don—mellow. You only got to be mellow. And stop worrying already, ’cause everything’s going to be just right. You might not know it but a beef like we had this afternoon always gives a guy the urge. Hell, I felt horny the minute I woke up from that clout you give me.”



VI

Brady took Chootchie into the downtown section of the city. Two girls in abbreviated skirts and pull-over sweaters stood on a corner, scarcely a half-block from the George White Center.

“There they are, kid,” said Brady. “Take your choice.”Page 151 →

Chootchie could not believe his eyes. “But they’re just kids!” he exclaimed. “Children!”

“Oh, they’re not so young. Must be fourteen at least. You oughta see some of the others. Victory girls, they calls themselves. They give it away.”

“Jesus! I don’t know, Brady. I don’t like it. Their parents shouldn’t even let them dress like that, let alone allow them to roam the streets.”

“They figure they’re helping the war effort, and most of the guys just hates to disappoint them. See how short them skirts is? Well, they mostly don’t wear anything underneath. Real efficient-like they are.”

“I don’t know.”

Brady was angry again. “What the hell am I going to do with you? First I was going to fix you up with my woman, but I figured that would bother you. Now you’re going psycho on me again.”

“You mean you’d do that?” Chootchie thought that Brady was certainly an unusual man. Now he had to make good for him also.

“Sure,” said Brady easily. “You’re my buddy, aren’t you?”

To him, that explains everything, thought Cootchie. It was beyond his own comprehension.

“Come over here, behind one of these cars,” said Brady. He handed him a bottle. “Take a couple of jolts,” he said. “Just enough to give that beer a kick. Watch out now! I don’t want you to go crazy again.” Chootchie drank deeply. “OK now, we’ll stay here until the booze starts to work on you.” He reached for his wallet and extracted a small object from it. “Here,” he said. “You better use this. Can’t never tell how clean these girls is. You know how to put it on?”

Chootchie took the prophylactic. “Hell, yes, I know. That’s one thing I can do for myself.” The whiskey made him feel warm and sensual and brave. “Come on,” he said. “I’m ready.”

When they reached the corner, the girls were not there, but after a few minutes, another couple strolled up to them. They exchanged a few short words, then paired off and walked down the street. Three blocks away Chootchie said, “Give me another drink, Brady.” Then he disappeared into a park with the girl.

And there in the center of Portland, on the lawn under a bush across the street from the courthouse, a little girl with years of experience Page 152 →crammed into her too young life, successfully and professionally gave Chootchie Ferry back his manhood.

Fifteen minutes later, Chootchie and Brady arrived at Susan’s apartment house.

“I’ll wait here for you,” said Brady. “When you’re done, we’ll pick up my woman and go out and celebrate.”

Chootchie ran up the stairs and Brady paced the floor of the small lobby. He was genuinely concerned, and every so often he gave a worried glance toward the staircase, expecting Chootchie to come flying headlong toward him. When a half hour had passed, he relaxed and sat down on a wooden bench. He lighted a cigarette. He’s OK, he thought happily. He’s gonna be OK!

He finished his smoke and got up to leave, when he saw them coming down the stairs. To Brady, who had had few emotional moments in his life, the sight of their happy faces was like a scene from a movie he once saw. Then they were before him, and he was speechless with wonder. When he regained his voice he said:

“Pardon me for staring like that, Miss. I never seen you up close like this before. I never knew how beautiful you are.”

“Thank you, Brady,” she said with the knowledge that he would like her to call him that. “And please call me Susan.”

At the sound of their voices, Chootchie’s look of rapture was replaced by one of acute embarrassment.

But the fact that Brady knew what they had just done did not deter Susan. This man was more of an old friend to her than a stranger. “He told me everything, Brady. About the night he ran wild, about the fight, and about the girl. I can’t tell you how deeply we appreciate your friendship and what you’ve done for us tonight.”

“I figured things was all right when he didn’t come down right away,” said Brady.

She liked his plain way of saying things. He said what he meant, directly and to the point, and she decided to follow his example. “It was more than all right. It was absolutely wonderful, Brady. Everything is wonderful now, isn’t it Chootchie?”

He was laughing now and was not ashamed. “It sure is,” he said. “But you mustn’t call me Chootchie anymore. Only once in a while, so I don’t get psycho about the name, as Brady says.” His voice grew Page 153 →serious. “I’m putting in for a furlough tomorrow, and we’re getting married as soon as we can. We want you to be our best man, Brady. Will you?”

“Sure, kids. I’ll help you make it legal,” said Brady. “Look, Susan. If you two want to go back upstairs and be alone, go ahead. I only come to take care of him if things went wrong.”

“I know, Brady,” said Susan, “and I’m grateful.” She winked at him and smiled. “We have a lifetime for what’s upstairs,” she said. “Let’s go get your ‘woman.’ Tonight we’re going to celebrate, and I’m so happy, I might even get drunk.”

“Jesus!” Chootchie exclaimed in wonder. “I’ve been drunk twice today already.”






Page 154 →RICHARD RUBIO V


The giant, gray transport probed its way through the thick fog, its radar feelers carefully following the channel.7 It had lain in the straits all morning, until the viscous blanket began to disperse, making it safer for ship movement. Richard Rubio stood at the windward gunwale, alone, for the sea breeze and gentle salt spray was not as appealing to the others as it was to him. The shallow sea was rough, as rough as it gets in the mid-Pacific. Richard remembered that the only time he had ever been seasick in his life had been in this same channel, a few miles out of San Francisco when he left the States three years before. The fog broke momentarily, and he got a glimpse of the rocky heights of the Farallones off his port quarter. The Golden Gate was not far ahead. The Marin coast was not particularly interesting, so he crossed to the other side of the deck, peering for a view of the seal rocks, perhaps even the Cliff House would be seen in the distance. The fog thinned out, and the bridge came into sight dead ahead and above him, like an immense mother hen offering warmth with wings outspread.

The sun came out from behind them then, and as its rays slanted off from the orange structure, not only the steel bridge but the water below it was truly golden. It was as if the entrance had been named after the bridge. They were under it now and in the bay. The quartermaster got a fast fix from Coit Tower and the ominous island of Alcatraz; the Page 155 →ship slowly altered course and reduced speed as the harbor pilot came alongside. The deck was crowded with men from every branch of the service, all straining for a look at the terraced city. To those that came from Northern California, it was “the city”—to the others, “Frisco,” but to all for the moment, it was the most beautiful metropolis in the world.

Huge, white letters on a hillside on Yerba Buena Island were clearly visible across the water to the left: WELCOME HOME; WELL DONE! A people’s tribute to the returning hero. Yet in spite of their cynicism, the men did not find the terse message ridiculous and were touched by it. Richard was reminded of his old home and its faded lettering, and of another such sign, also placed on a hillside but thousands of miles away in Tulagi Harbor. Although it had perhaps been more sincere, there had been nothing nice about that sign. He could not remember it in its entirety, only the ugly, hated words: KILL THE YELLOW BASTARDS! KILL! KILL! KILL! and below that, the name “Admiral Halsey.” Richard had a great admiration and respect for the admiral, although he had never seen him, for scuttlebutt had it that he was a friend of the enlisted man, a real four-o guy, but he could never forgive him for authoring that message. Richard could not approve of killing, even in war.

The troop transport was now surrounded by small boats, which, porpoise-like, skittered here and there, circling the ship continually. They were sleek, immaculate little vessels, scarcely larger than a captain’s gig, pleasure craft of the wealthy, donated for the occasion as a bit toward the boys’ homecoming. The boats were full of young girls in simple dresses or smart, tailored suits, waving and cheering, welcoming the troops back home. The men were on their feet, stamping and laughing, returning the girls’ blown kisses with wild, obscene shouts and phallic gestures. To a man, they had but one thought in mind. And Richard stood at the rail, glad that the girls were unaware of the talk they were inspiring. They had come to make them feel at home, to remind them of their families, to let them know that they were not forgotten. Richard did not idealize womanhood, nor was he filled with emotion by the welcome, because like his fellow passengers, he, too, had been hardened by the many months of absence from his homeland, by having lived from one day to the next with a nonexistent future, and was cynical of such demonstrations because they were so obviously Page 156 →organized that they lacked the warmth and spontaneity of sincerity. But he knew that some of the girls on those boats felt they were doing a good thing, and their coming out like this meant a great deal to them, and he was embarrassed that the men could be so crude as to voice their thoughts aloud, not caring if their voices carried. Distance over water is deceiving, and they could not be heard, so the women kept waving and smiling, and the men also kept up their sport.

“Goddamn! Look at that one over there in the blue checked dress! Jesus, the things I could do with her!”

“Put your Jesus shoes on, baby, and walk over here! I got something for you!”

“Look at the boobs on that stuff in red! I can just see myself with a mouthful of that! Hot damn!”

And in spite of himself, Richard could almost smell the clean young bodies across the water, and felt the blood surge through his organs.

The big ship approached the pier, and the small craft fell away to be replaced by the squat, ugly tugs. They crowded around to assist in the landing, their fenders hanging like giant scabs from their bows and sides. When they were docked, men immediately began to leave the ship, carrying their seabags and paraphernalia, to stand in small groups waiting for the trucks that would take them to wherever they were to billet. Richard and friends from his own ship were in the first group to disembark. They knew they would have to wait a long time, perhaps hours before they would be taken care of, but they were anxious to get on land. There were few tears, and few prayers, and no one would kiss the ground for photographers, because their happiness was too great to be expressed.

The dock was a bedlam as the men continued to pour down the gangplank. Navy yeomen and army and marine clerks scurried around, trying to get the respective drafts completed and in order. Their officiousness made them almost incompetent. They ordered the men in gruff voices in their efforts to get them segregated. For the most part, their cries were ignored, for the men were too close to home to risk a few days in the brig or guardhouse, but a few of them were cussed out, and one or two fights flared up and were promptly broken up. Richard and his shipmates found a place along a bulkhead and piled their seabags and bedding on the floor. They all lighted cigarettes despite the many signs around them forbidding it. One of them tossed his butt in the direction of the ship.Page 157 →

“Sink! You son of a bitch!” he said. He was called Me and was from Chicago. The others agreed with him. The vessel had looked very beautiful to them seventeen days ago in Nouméa, but was now a part of what they wanted to leave, wanted to forget. Two young women, handsome and trim in their Red Cross uniforms and perky gray hats approached them. Smiling beautifully and with grace of movement, they offered them coffee and doughnuts.

“Well, what do you know?” said a fellow from Iowa named Jack. “The Red Cross is finally coming through with something for the boys.”

“Hell,” said Richard, “they have to do something with all the dough they’re coining. And here’s the place to do it. Notice all the newspapermen and photographers? Made to order for them.”

“Yeah,” said a boy from Wisconsin. “I read somewhere that the Red Cross has better press agents than the Marines or even MacArthur.”

“They’re good on eart’quakes—yeah, they eat eart’quakes right up,” said Me, “’cept if they happens in a place where the wire services don’t have an office.”

The women colored slightly but kept refilling the paper cups and opening packages of doughnuts. The men ate ravenously, for they had not had a decent meal since they had left their own ship.

“Thanks,” said Richard apologetically. “They like to starve us on that scow. Wouldn’t let us into their ship store either.”

“That’s all right,” said one of the women. “Have all you want.”

Class, thought Richard. Real class. He looked at her with open admiration, from her slim, silk-clad ankles to her lovely face. There’s nothing quite like an American woman in all the world, he thought. I’ll bet she’s an independent bastard, but Jesus, she’s like a thoroughbred—like a goddamn racehorse! Aloud he said, “You’re very beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said, and was not embarrassed. He was glad she understood and did not think him fresh; glad she did not feel compelled to make an inane wisecrack which would spoil his illusion.

“I remember the time,” said Me, “when I’m tryin’ to get home and see my mother. She’s sick an’ I’m broke, see? So I goes before the Old Man, an’ tells ’im, an’ he says, ‘I’ll give you a leave, but we don’t get paid until we reaches ’Frisco, so go see the Red Cross. They got a fund for derelick cases.’ Yeah, he calls me a derelick. So I goes to the Red Cross Page 158 →in LA, and will they help me? Hell, no! An’ they coulda just taken it out of my pay, no risk no strain, but they says no, an’ so I runs around to all the airfields, tryin’ to hitch a ride on some army plane, an’ they tells me that all the extra spaces are given to guys what’s got emergency chits from the Red Cross. So I shags ass back to Pedro an’ the ship’s left. I wanted to get a chit from the Old Man tellin’ the Red Cross that I’m an emergency case.

“Now I goes back to the Red Cross, an’ the flunky in the outer office nearly gives me a short arm before he lets me talk to this one guy that’s in charge. Man, an’ this big guy wastes no time wit’ me. ‘You gotta have proof that it’s an emergency!’ he shouts at me the minute I gets in the door. I pulls out my telegram, an’ by this time the damn thing’s fallin’ apart, but he says, ‘Anybody can send a telegram.’ Just like that, he tells me, an’ then he goes on about how everything gotta go t’rough the proper channels an’ all. ‘Christ!’ I screams to ’im. ‘I oney got but fourteen days an’ I already wasted two of ’em just runnin’ around!’ He tells me how sorry he is, but things gotta be done the right way, an’ for a while he almost remines me that we’re in a war, like they do in the movies, but he changes his mine an’ I shoves off. Right then I knowed that them people wasn’t gonna give me any help.

“That night I goes over to Pershing Square, figgering I’d maybe roll a queer. I finely gets one over in the shadows an’ I knocks ’im clear over a li’l hedge, but when I searches ’im, he’s clean. I wasn’t the oney broke guy in LA.” He shook his head in disgust. “Gimme another one a them doughnuts, will you, honey?” he said to the women, who had been listening to him in amazement. “I finely had to hitchhike all the way to Chi, an’ I’m tellin’ you, when them one-way people come to my place for a handout, I’m t’rowin’ them out on their ear. Man, I wouldn’t give the Red Cross the sweat off my—pardon me, lady.”

“You won’t have to throw them out,” said Richard. “Once you start chewing on their ear, they’ll leave in self-defense.”

The women left the group when Me finished his tale.

“Jesus, I sure wish they’d get their ass in gear,” said Jack. “They’re going to give us that ‘hurry up and wait’ routine until we’re discharged!”

“That’s no lie,” said Richard.

“I got my discharge in a dream the other night,” said Me.Page 159 →

“Were you asleep or awake?” asked one of the others.

“What are you, a wise guy?”

“Cain’t see wha you guys is in sech a hurry,” said a tall, powerful youth from West Virginia. “You all scairt the USO ain’t gonna be open when you get on the beach?”

“USO!” they exclaimed in unison.

“You’re the only USO sailor in the bunch!”

“Yeah, R.O., you’re always talking about the Hollywood Canteen. How about that?”

His name was R.O. Lankford, and no one knew what the initials represented. “Now, thet wuz dif’rent,” he said in his slow voice. “Ah use to go theah to pick up movie stahs. How else you think ah made oot with all them people?”

“Please forgive us,” said Richard with mock gravity. “For a minute we forgot that you’re God’s gift to the leading ladies. Will you accept our apologies?”

“Shecks, tha’s awrahght boys.”

“Thank you for your magnanimosity.”

“Fergit it.”

“I wonder if we’ll get liberty tonight,” said Jack.

“Not for us there won’t be,” said Me. “They’ll find some duty for us, sure as hell.” He looked up to see a young man in civilian clothes looking at them. “Get ready for the pitch, men.” To the youth, he said, “You guys don’t waste much time. Well, what post-war opportunity you got for us conquering heroes today?”

They could now see that the newcomer was about eighteen years of age. “I’m the press,” he said, and the men almost laughed at his seriousness. “I’m looking for some human interest stuff. All we’ve been doing is writing up local boys coming home, and if I can get something interesting, maybe one of the wire services will pick it up. Sure hard to get these fellows to talk, though.”

“You don’t have to go no further,” said Me. “We’ll talk. All eight a us here’re off the same ship. We got almost four years in the service and thirty-five months of it was spent facing hardships and the cruelest, bloodiest, brutalest war in history. An’ in spite of the ordeals we been through, we’re oney kids yet. We’re none a us over twenty-one.”Page 160 →

“Well, I don’t know,” said the young reporter. “That sort of stuff doesn’t appeal anymore. There were a few million other guys who went through the horrors of war too.”

“Wait a minute,” said Me. “I ain’t done yet. We got here eight average, good-lookin’, American boys. Guys barely old enough to buy a drink even. We got a Polack, a Wop, a Mexican, an’ R.O. over there, ’s a limey or somethin’. His folks come over on the ‘Spirit a Saint Louis.’ An’ me, I’m a kraut—you can call me Me. We got, in this here li’l gatherin’, four Purple Hearts, a Navy Cross, an’ R.O.’s been recommended for the Medal a Honor.”

The reporter realized he was being kidded, but was beginning to enjoy himself and so played along. “Which one of you got the Navy Cross?” he asked.

“I did,” said the boy from Wisconsin. “You tell them about it, Richard.”

“It was like this,” said Richard. “We were on our way from Tongatabu to the Fijis, and the Old Man wanted to know how fast we were going. The taffrail log was out of order—that’s the gismo used to find out the speed of a ship through the water—so he told me to take a stopwatch with me and throw a crate over the side, up on the bow, then run back to the fantail and find out how long it took the ship to pass the crate. So I went down there, but there were so many guys milling around the gangway that by the time I reached aft, the crate was already in the distance. I reported this to the Old Man. He was sort of Asiatic, having spent so much time in Shanghai before the war. He decided to come out on deck and run interference for me. I threw another box over the side, and off we went down the gangway. The Old Man was screaming and waving his arms, and I was right behind him. Fat, there, he’s a cook, and he’s standing by an open hatch, chopping meat for supper and heard all the racket. He poked his head out the hatch and saw the Old Man running like a bastard and screaming bloody murder. He’s quick-thinking, Fat is, even if he doesn’t look like much, so in a flash he figured I’d gone nuts and was trying to kill the Old Man. So as we went pass the galley, he reached out and clouted me on the side of the head with the flat of a meat cleaver. Fat got the Navy Cross for saving the Old Man’s life, and I got a Purple Heart and a knot on my head. Oh yeah, the goddamn watch broke, and the Old Man tapped my pay for what it was worth.”Page 161 →

“You see, son,” said Me. “There’re many ways of gettin’ decorated in the Navy.”

“Wanna hear how I got my Purple Heart?” asked Jack.

“Shoot,” said the reporter.

“One night we’re setting in the mess hall, watching a piss-poor movie. You know, one of those where the wounded doggie comes back and marries the prettiest broad in the local USO. We didn’t have enough benches to go around, so Me and me had to sit on an old box. We were still in the first reel, the hero was crutching his way down the main drag of his home town, and his eyes were blurry from looking at the old familiar sights. We found out this guy had a mean streak, ’cause about then a couple of 4-Fs came up and tried to help him across the street, and he shook ’em off. Just then the general alarm went off, and everybody tried to get out at the same time. The projector was knocked over, and in the scramble Me shoved me off the box, so I got a two-inch sliver in my right cheek. We stayed in general quarters for almost forty-eight hours, and by the time I got to feeling a pain in the ass, it was infected so bad, the doc couldn’t do anything for me aboard our ship.

“He sent me over to the beach and I was put in a ward with a lot of casualties from the air raids. The medics had to put me out to get the sliver out, and when I woke up, there’s an Army soldier taking all the guys’ names and serial numbers for Purple Hearts. I tried to tell ’im all I had was a sliver in my ass, but the guy thought I was being modest. They haven’t had a chance to present it to me yet, so the mayor of my hometown is going to do it when I get there. Christ, I don’t know how I’m going to explain it to the folks!”

“Why don’t you tell them the truth?” asked the reporter, and laughed. “They’ll make a bigger hero out of you for being honest.”

“Ah kin jes’ see them headlahns!” laughed R.O.

“How about you?” asked the reporter. “You really up for the Medal of Honor?”

“All ah done was do my duty,” said R.O. His modesty appeared to be genuine.

Me put his arm across R.O.’s wide shoulders. “He’s oney a poor, illiterate Okie what did his job well, ’cause tha’s the oney way he can do things—well. He don’t like to talk about it.” He looked at his tall shipmate Page 162 →and said with emotion. “Is it awright if I tell ’im, R.O.? I won’t say too much, oney enough to show what happened.”

“Awraght, Me. If you really wanna,” answered R.O. bashfully, and yet his voice had a mournful quality to it.

The young reporter was touched by the little scene being enacted before him. In spite of himself, he was not too certain now that they were joking.

“You see,” said Me softly, “one reason he doesn’t like to bring it up is that it reminds him of somethin’ else what happened to ’im oncet an’ he wants to forget. When he was sixteen, he was in a mine cave-in, an’ he saw his father and two brothers die slowly right in front of ’im. They dug ’im out two days later, and with that experience behind ’im, he was able to last fifteen days sealed up in a water-tight compartment until we could get to a dry dock. He saved the ship an’ all hands, tha’s what he done.” He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped the tears that were slowly rolling down his face. “It makes me cry every time I think a what he’s been through.”

The reporter was too intelligent to believe this story, but the simulated sorrow the whole group was showing seemed so real that he could not ignore it. “But how could you live without air?” he demanded.

“Theah wuz no gas fumes lahk in the mahn,” said R.O. in explanation.

Me was sobbing almost hysterically now, and the young reporter was becoming more uncomfortable. “Aw, you’re spoofing me,” he said without conviction.

“What makes you think you’re so important that we should lie to you?” asked Richard in a harsh voice.

“Jeez, I didn’t mean anything,” apologized the young reporter. He was almost in tears himself.

Jack had his arms around Me. “Take it slow, boy; take it slow,” he repeated for the benefit of the youth. In a hissing whisper, he said, “Knock it off, you goofy son of a bitch! We’re attracting a crowd!”

“I can’t stop—now—that I sta-tarted,” sobbed Me.

A group had in truth gathered, wondering what was wrong. “What the hell are you sons a bitches looking at?” asked Richard. “Can’t a man cry if he’s happy to be home without having a bunch of bastards staring at him?” They moved away.Page 163 →

When they finally succeeded in quieting Me, the young reporter was also gone.

“Jesus Christ, Me! What the hell went wrong with you?” asked one of the boys.

Me was laughing now, but he was still shaken from the experience, which had begun as an act and had ended in a complete breakdown. “I don’t know,” he said. “I was oney gonna cry a li’l bit for the kid, an’ all of a sudden I fines I’m really cryin’. But Jesus, how good I feel now. Ain’t got that nervous tention no more.” Because they were still looking at him he added, “I guess I just got sentimental over R.O. losin’ his family like that.”

“You silly bastid,” said R.O. “You knows ah nevah had any brothers, an’ mah ole man’s still back theah on ’is thutty acres, givin’ the ole lady holy hell. Goddamn, if you ain’t the biggest liah ah evah did see!”

“Just the same, you’ll never know how real them brothers a yours was a li’l while ago. . . How about the li’l guy? How was he takin’ it?”

“He wuz screwed up worse’n a marine. But, hell, all a us wuz almose believin’ you. Ah could almose see them broken bodies a-layin’ theah in front of me.”

“What are we gonna do tonight?” asked Jack.

They all laughed at his naivete.

“If we make liberty tonight,” said Me, “there’s just three things I’m gonna do. First I gets my blues pressed; then I gets some booze an’ a broad; I don’t guess I gotta tell you the third thing.”

“It’ll be too late for me to go home and come back in the morning, so I’ll go with you,” said Richard.

“I guess we might as well all go together,” said Fat. “Later, we better split up, though, or else we’ll all miss out.”

“Not this ole kid,” said R.O. “Ah ain’t goin’ asho’ until ah gets mah dischahge.”

“You might not get to West Virginia for a couple of weeks!”

“Ah ain’t goin’ back theah. Ahm gettin’ out raght heah in Califohnia.” He winked at Me. “Ain’t gettin’ me back to them coal mahns if ah kin hep it.”

“Aw, come with us tonight,” said Richard.

“Ah jes’ ain’t goin’ on no beach until I’m suah them SPs8 cain’t get on mah back. In three days ah’ll be out, an’ ah’ll only have the city law to watch out foh. Ahm goin’ to burn mah blues an’ get mahse’f some civvies, Page 164 →so when ah walk down Mahket Street ahm a civilian. An’ the first ensign ah see, ah’m gonna kick ’im raght in the balls. Then ah’ll bail mahse’f out a jaioh an’ fine mahse’f some pussy.”

“What the hell you gonna do here on the coast?” asked Fat.

“Ahm goin’ to Hollywood an’ work in the movies soon’s ah learn to talk raght. All ’em li’l women a mahn’s goin’ to he’p me. Man, theah’s goin’ to be some God-awful faghts over me when ah get theah.”

“Yeah, I can just see everybody down there cuttin’ the cheese over you,” said Me.

“You wahs bastid. You know ah means faghts.”

“Listen to this rube,” said Me. “An’ he’s got the guts to call me a liar!”

“I don’t know,” said Richard. “The movies go for these rangy, stupid bastards. Can you ride me a horse, R.O?”

“First you better explain to ’im what a goddamn horse is,” said Fat. “What the hell you gonna live on anyway?”

“Some li’l pussy’ll jes’ dah to get me to shack up with her. An’ ah got eight hunnut bucks off the dauggies on the trip. When ah gets payed off, ah’ll have a couple a thousand.”

“I got a couple of hundred off them guys myself,” said Jack. “There oughta be a law against selling cards to soldiers. Bad for the morale.”

“Not bad foh mah morale,” said R.O.

The truck finally arrived for them, and they were taken to Treasure Island. That night they were all in San Francisco, and everyone got what he was after, but not without consequence, for R.O. Lankford was drugged and robbed of his eight hundred dollars, and Me caught that occupational hazard which, in the Navy, is commonly known as “the old joe.”

Richard Rubio stood in the shadows. A few yards away, across the street, was his house, and he could hear the voices of his sisters, who waited for him on the front porch. He could not explain his reluctance to arrive, and at that moment he could not even explain his thoughts. For twenty-four hours he had been in San Francisco, anxious to get home, and the ride down from the city had been almost unbearable. Now, here he was but a few paces away, and he could not move. He knew that when he did, a new world would be opened to him. The weight of responsibility, worries, and suffering, the fear of the unknown future that he had learned to brush Page 165 →aside; all this was there for him but a short distance away. And he could not see how he could avoid the future.

With an audible sigh, he threw his seabag on his shoulder. Despite his mixed emotions, he could not help feeling somewhat like an olden mariner, walking home through the fog of some Bristol street on his way from a three-year voyage to the Indies. If at that moment he had heard the lament of the night watch calling the hour, or heard the clatter of diligence on a cobbled street, he would not have been surprised.

Well, I have a weapon, he thought. No matter what comes, I still have my imagination.

He was barely off the curb and onto the street, when he heard shouts from the house, and his sisters came running out to meet him. There were only seven at home now, ranging in age from three to eighteen. They hugged and kissed him, laughed and cried and kissed him again, so that by the time he reached the yard, the only thing that kept him from becoming angry was that, subconsciously, he was very pleased by the importance their reception was giving him.

In the yard, he almost tripped over an old orange crate, and then noticed that the driveway was littered with paper and a stray tin can. The unkempt garden and dilapidated porch steps confirmed his fears. His father was no longer living at home. He stopped and forced all the air out of his lungs; not breathing, he strained with all his strength to keep from turning around then walking away. Then, with a deep inhalation, not unlike a sob of physical pain, he walked into the house.

His mother held him and would not let him go. “I cry with happiness, my son,” she explained, because she remembered that, outwardly, he had always looked upon emotional displays with contempt.

“It does not matter, Mamá. Cry as much as it pleases you,” he said. But he wished she would stop.

“They told me that it was ended, and I would not believe them,” she said. “You that know, tell me that it is really over! Tell me that you do not have to go away again!”

“Yes, Mamá, it is finished. And I will never leave you again!”

”I thought that if I heard it from you I would believe it, but I cannot. War does not end. It stops for a while but it does not end. I saw it Page 166 →in México; for a few weeks we would have peace and then suddenly the people would have to take up arms again.”

“Believe me, Mamá. It is over—ended. We shall have peace now.” Then his father came to him and put his arm around him. They held each other for a moment, then drew apart. Juan Rubio awkwardly ran his calloused hands over Richard’s face, then dropped them, and his arms hung limply at his sides. He stood in the center of the room, the tears on his cheeks glistened from the light, and for the moment his body was erect and strong once more.

He said, “My son has come home. My son is a grown man; a brave man is my son.” He looked at Richard, and now his voice was firm, controlled. “You give me much pleasure.” He beat his fist against his chest. “And in here I am drowning with pride.”

“Thank you, my father,” said Richard, and he did not care that his voice broke. “If I could be half the man my father is, I would ask for nothing else.”

Juan Rubio spoke to his wife. “I am grateful, Consuelo. We have many regrets, you and I, but this is something good we made together.”

While their children stood around them, silent, they looked at each other, both thinking of a time, of intimate moments, open suffering, the children they buried, the many shared secrets.

This can be it, thought Richard. Now is the time for them to come together again. And I could do it, but I can’t speak out. Please! Please say something, one of you! He sensed that there was more than pride holding them back, and knew that the moment was getting away from them. It’s their problem, and I have no right to interfere. Only they can make a decision; only they should matter. We’re incidental and this concerns us only indirectly. He had a deep belief that reconciliation for the good of the family would not be a good thing. If his father returned, it would mean that a man and woman wanted each other again. As for the children, they had the strength and flexibility of youth, and would soon be making a life of their own. They would survive, including himself.

“It was the will of God, Juan,” said Richard’s mother, and she smiled sadly. Those were the last words she ever spoke to her husband.

The spell was broken, and the house erupted with voices once more. And somehow there was happiness intermingled with the heartbreak. Page 167 →Richard was bombarded with questions and in self-defense began to ask questions himself. He critically inspected his sister.

Jesus, how they’d grown! “You, prieta,” he said. “How old are you?” It occurred to him that he would have to become acquainted with his family all over again. After all, there were so many of them he did well in remembering their names, let alone their ages.

“I’m twelve,” she answered.

He gave a whistle of approval. It was unbelievable! She had been a little girl when he left, and now here she was with the almost fully developed body of a woman. “You’re beginning to fill out that sweater pretty well,” he teased.

She put her hands up to her face in embarrassment. “Stop it, you’re making me blush,” she said, over laughter.

“Blush!” he exclaimed. “You’re turning blue!” He suddenly remembered. “Where is Juan?” he asked.

His only brother, very reluctant, was brought forward. He had been standing outside the perimeter of girls, surveying the scene. He was not too anxious to meet this brother of his whom he remembered so vaguely.

“What’s the matter? Don’t you want to talk to me?” asked Richard.

“Yeah, but I’m scared to.”

“Remember me?”

“A little bit.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

“Ever since I remember, all they do around here is talk about you. My mother cries for you every day and sometimes even two or three times a day. So I was scared of you, but not anymore. You’re just like anybody.”

Holy Christ! He’s jealous! thought Richard. But he has that wisdom we all show as children. It’s only when we grow up that we become stupid. Like anybody, he says. That’s no lie!

“Did you kill a lot of Japs?” the small boy asked.

“They were Japanese, Johnny. That other word isn’t a very nice one now. Remember that.”

“I’ll remember, but did you kill any?”

“No, not a one.” And he knew he had disappointed his brother for the first time and almost added that he was sorry.Page 168 →

The minutes went hurriedly by, and soon Father said, “I must go now. Will I see you tomorrow?”

“No. I have to go back for three days. Then I will come home to stay.”

Together they walked out to the car. Once more they embraced, and then Richard was alone, watching the flickering taillight until it disappeared.

“Forgive me, my father,” he said. “For all the wrongs I have done you; for all that must remain unsaid between us; for all the years and all the tears. I love you, and I grieve for your spent life.”

He went back into the house. “I will eat now, Mamá, for I must go soon.”

She prepared the food as he watched reminiscently. How he’d looked forward to this! Many a night on a lonely watch he’d thought of his mother’s cooking and many times he could actually smell it coming from the black expanse around him. Odd how the mind could make things seem so real. Like the time he’d conjured up the Golden Gate Bridge near the hundred and eightieth parallel.

She placed the plate before him and he ate, taking the tortillas from her as she made them. His hands shook as he tried to eat in the Mexican manner, so he was finally forced to use a fork. He was pensively silent for a long while, then he asked:

“How long has my father been away?”

“A year,” she answered.

“Why did you not tell me when it happened?”

“I did not want you to worry. Why should you suffer from his sins?”

“Is my suffering the less now? You should have told me. You cannot imagine what it did to me when I knew. I had looked forward to this day for so long—so long, and suddenly what I expected to find was not here. As much as I hate the service, I was prepared to go right back and re-enlist.”

His mother was hurt that he did not appreciate the kindness she had done him. “At the time I thought I was doing a good thing by not telling you. Now I find that you are blaming me because your father abandoned his wife and children. Now he is living in mortal sin with a girl young enough to be your sister. My only sorrow is for the unfortunate creature that has come of that union.”Page 169 →

He stared at her. “A child? You say that this woman has borne him a child?”

“It has a month already. And the woman went to the hospital as “Mrs. Juan Rubio,” but in the eyes of God, I am his wife and will be until I die. I will never consent to a divorce. They are both damned to hell, and they can do nothing about it.”

Christ, how much more could he take? The cruelty of her words shocked him. In all his life he had never known his mother to be consciously cruel. And his father—he had been driven away, and now she believed that he had deserted her. And he knew that she still loved him, and her strange rationalization was only to compensate for the loss of her man. He felt a great tenderness and sorrow for her, and reached over to kiss her cheek.

“My father always spoke of the destiny. I hope it helps him now to make the destiny responsible, for he is such a lonely man.” He thrust the mood away with a shake of his shoulders and laughed successfully. “We will speak of this no more. What is done is done.”

“You are right,” she said. “It is better that we forget as much of the past as we can. Now that God has favored us by bringing you safely home, everything will be all right.”

“You know,” he said, “a while ago, when my father was here, I was ashamed to speak out. After all, four years is a long time, and I find I forgot many simple words in Spanish.”

“I know, but you are doing much better now,” she said. “In a few days, it will all come back to you.”

He had to leave, but there was one thing more they must discuss. It had to be done now, because her happiness in having him back was great enough to stand any disappointment. He wondered how he could get on the subject, when she did it for him.

“When you come home,” she said, “the first thing we will do is go to church and give thanks that you survived.”

“No, Mamá. You go give thanks to your God, but I will never go to church again.”

“Hail Mary, full of grace. . .” she crossed herself. “What is that you are saying?”Page 170 →

“That I have renounced the faith.”

“You are a protestant now, like your sister?”

“No, Mamá. I am not a protestant. It is that I no longer believe.”

She wished now that he had said yes. Her María had married a blanco and became an Episcopalian. It had been a terrible thing her daughter did, and had almost broken her heart, but this was infinitely worse. “Why?” she cried. “Why do you do such a horrible thing?”

“I could not explain it to you, nor will I try to do so. I only want you should know. This is another thing we will not discuss.”

She was hurt and bewildered, but she surprised him by saying: “It is your life, Ricardo. I cannot question you, but I will never stop praying that the truth will someday return to you.”

“I know that I have wounded you deeply, my mother. Thank you for not making it more difficult.”

She smiled a sad smile through her tears. “I have never forgotten that lesson you once gave me.” She thought back to the time when he was fifteen and was spending so much time at the home of that woman when her husband was at work. She knew, with that instinct mothers have, what was going on, and then the woman moved to Milpitas and one day wrote him a letter. Everything had been fine until the day he ran into her in the street in San Jose. When he came home, he said, “I had a letter mailed to me last month. I think one of the kids got it.” She could have let it go at that, but she had spoken out. “The children had nothing to do with it. I, myself, destroyed it,” she had answered.

He had not spoken for almost five minutes, and when his anger was controlled, he had asked calmly, “Why did you do it?” And she had answered, “She is a married woman, years older than you are. I have never said anything of the evil things you do with Zelda, but in this, you invaded the sanctity of matrimony. I would do what I did again.” He had then said, “You are a Mexican woman, and you should know that your place is not to question the actions of a grown son. You will never try to run my life again, for if you do, I will leave your side.” And because his voice had not contained a trace of anger in it, she had believed him.

Now she said, “It seems like it was only yesterday.”

“Yes, Mamá,” he said. “Time is too fast for us.”Page 171 →



VI

Richard rang the doorbell of a small, yellow house in the neighborhood that was called Spanish Town. He rang it once again and was starting to walk away when the door was opened.

“Come in, Richard,” said Zelda.

He walked in and stood awkwardly with his hands in his pockets.

“I thought you didn’t want to see me,” she said. “You’ve been home two weeks now, and you haven’t looked me up.”

He spoke for the first time, and with his words his body relaxed. “I saw you in the Majestic the other night. You were pretty busy with a bunch of swabbies, though. Nice life you’re leading.”

“What the hell did you expect?” she asked in anger.

“I didn’t expect you to be putting out to all hands.”

“I’m not doing that!”

“Just to your friends, huh? And you haven’t an enemy in the world. Love them all, just like Jesus Christ.”

“Get you goddamn ass out of here!” she screamed. “Shove off!”

He grasped her shoulders and shook her hard. “Shut up! Don’t talk like that! If you really want me to go, I’ll leave, but not when you say it like that!” With his hands still on her upper arms he asked, “Why did you marry him?”

He had frightened her and it showed in her face. She had really expected him to hit her. “You never answered my letters, Richard,” she said. “Not once in all the time you were gone. I waited three years, and I studied and saved and hoped. But I ran out of hope. Why didn’t you write? Oh, why didn’t you?”

“I don’t write letters; I told you that when I left. But you couldn’t wait, could you?”

“I did, Richard. I did! And when Ricky came back I wrote to him, and then went up to the hospital to see him. I felt so sorry for him that I went up to Oak Knoll every chance I got. When he asked me to marry him, I did. The first night I knew it was a mistake—I still loved you. And the marriage hasn’t worked out too well. I started to run around, and that’s Page 172 →something I didn’t do once when I was waiting for you. And you didn’t write one note! Not even a message!”

He did not know what to say, so he said again, “You should have waited for me, Zelda.” He kissed her, then picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. His many months of living without a woman made him too fast for her, but the second time, a few minutes later, they achieved the climactic perfection they once knew.

They lay on their sides, facing each other, and she said; “It’s still the same, Richard. There’s one man for every woman, and you’re the one for me.”

He bent his head and kissed her throat but did not speak. She said, “You’ve never told me, Richard. Do you love me?” It was suddenly very important that she knew.

“I did once, but you killed it.” He knew he was being unreasonable and cruel, but he could not help himself.

“You should have told me when you did.”

“I didn’t have to. You knew it.”

She cried softly and snuggled up against him.

“When will Ricky be home?” he asked.

“In a few weeks. He had to go back to get his artificial legs fitted and learn to use them.” She paused and, with her face averted, she added, “When I visit him next week, I’m going to ask him for a divorce.”

“Look, you knew what you were doing when you married the guy. So why don’t you give him a break?”

“How about us? What’s going to happen to us?”

“We’ll get together now and then.”

She went up on one elbow and looked into eyes. “Is that all I mean to you now?”

He returned her look. “You’re still the best jump I’ve ever had. It’ll never again be more than that.”

“You’re honest, Richard, but you make it rough. Yet, Jesus, I want you so much that I’ll take anything! If that’s the only way I can have you, that’s the way I’ll play it.”

She kissed him wildly, and he felt her breasts harden against his chest. She pulled his head down to them and said, “Love me, Richard! Love me up!” And as he tasted her nipples she said, “Bite it! Bite it clear off!” She Page 173 →dug her hand into his back. “Take me now, Richard! NOW! OH, GOD, I’M DYING FOR YOU!”

These days, Richard passed the time taking long walks over the paths he had traveled when he was a child. He saw his old friends and renewed acquaintances. In the evenings, he made a round of the bars, then went to Zelda’s house. At eight o’clock every morning, he went home and had breakfast with his mother.

A few days after his first visit to Zelda, he was walking out in the country. He left the lane and went into an orchard to relieve himself. For two days, he had been feeling a warning itch but had attributed it to the excessive sexual activity following such a long period of abstinence. He uttered a sigh of contentment at the first ease of the pressure in his bladder, when suddenly he felt a pain so great that he almost went down to his knees. He grasped a low branch with both hands, grimacing horribly, straining with all his strength until he was through. Then the pain was gone and he was shaking with anger. There was no fear, no regret, just anger that she had done this to him. The soreness was already there, and the swelling was becoming noticeable. Have to get to a doctor and get it dried up, he thought. Goddamn, why did I take it for granted that she was clean? It’ll be bad by tomorrow. Should’ve milked it—should’ve checked.”

He wiped the perspiration from his face and walked toward town. By the time he reached the outskirts, his anger was gone and his condition gave him cause for humor. He walked up the main street and went into the first doctor’s office he saw.

John Moyer. Hell, it couldn’t be old Doc Moyer? That guy was a contemporary of Hippocrates. Must be some relation.

He read an article in a Digest magazine on the problems of the returning veteran, scanned hastily ahead to see how the author, who was an expert, treated his current problem, and was not disappointed to find that it was omitted altogether. He had not really expected to find it.

The receptionist said, “The doctor will see you now.”

He waited a few minutes in another room until the doctor walked in.

“Richard!” he exclaimed. When did you get back?”

“About three weeks ago. So it is you? Christ, I thought you’d be dead by now. You must be at least a hundred.”

“Not quite, but I’ll live to see it. Surprised to see me in harness?”Page 174 →

“I sure am. I didn’t think you were still practicing.”

“Came out of retirement during the war, when all the youngsters went off. Now I can’t stop. Wasn’t too happy loafing. This just a social call or is something ailing you?”

“I got a bad burn, Doc.”

“It doesn’t show.”

“Take my word for it. I almost passed out pissing a while ago.”

“Oh, that kind, huh?” The old doctor laughed. “You seem to be pretty happy for a guy with a dose.”

“Well, it’s this way, Doc. I feel there’s a lesson in this somewhere. If I think about it long enough, I might find a moral.”

The doctor had a genuine chuckle and used it now. “There’s only one moral and it’s ageless, it never changes—drop your pants—and that’s to keep that thing out of dirty places. Now squeeze it out.”

“No, Doc. This was safe—foolproof. I was so sure she was clean that I lost my head and got pretty sore at first, but now there’s something funny about the whole thing.” The doctor applied the hypodermic. “You sure have steady hands for an old bastard,” said Richard.

“I’ve lived a clean life.” He paused, then asked slyly, “Local girl?”

Richard laughed. “I know what you’re driving at. I’ll tell you all about it, Doc, except her name. Actually, she’s the girl I left behind. She was to wait for me and when I came back we were to marry, and I’d get a job in the Portagee Mill, and we’d raise kids— a lot of kids. But one of my best friends got home before I did, and she married him. My pride was knocked to hell and gone, but on the whole, I suppose I was relieved that it happened, because I don’t think I really wanted to marry her. It seemed like a good idea when I left, but a person has a lot of time in which to think when he’s at sea. I find it funny that she not only sent me a Dear John, but now she’s clapped me up to boot.”

“You’d better tell me who she is,” said the doctor. “She’s a menace.”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll have her come to you tomorrow. But don’t worry, her husband’s not been exposed. He had to go back to the hospital for a while.”

“You see that she gets here, you hear?”

“Don’t worry. She’ll be here.”Page 175 →

The doctor sat down and said reminiscently, “When you were just a snot-nosed kid running around town, I never thought the day would come when I’d have to treat you for this, though I should have known. Remember the time you offered to mow my lawn for a year if I fixed you up with some pills just in case—and I’ll never forget how you put it—you ‘got someone with child.’ Where’d you ever pick up that expression?”

“Some book, I guess. I was always picking something up in those days. You should’ve seen the fun I had with ‘divers means and methods.’”

“And then there was the time when you stole a couple of medical books. That was earlier.”

“Yeah, I was about twelve then. But I brought them back, didn’t I?”

“You did. Not until you discovered they weren’t fiction, though.”

Richard laughed. “I couldn’t get past the first page in any of them. Very dull stuff.”

The doctor stood up. “I have to run you out of here. Drop by the house in a couple of hours and I’ll give you another shot. And remember, lay off the booze for a few days.”

“I hear this stuff’s pretty good. Supposed to clear you up in twenty-four hours, huh?”

“Well, forty hours is more like it. I think three shots will be enough. You’re lucky you weren’t born ten years earlier. These doctors nowadays don’t know how easy they have it, why when I was young. . .”

“All right, Arrowsmith, get off your cross.” They laughed heartily. “But I know what you mean,” continued Richard. “I’ve heard all about the spoon treatment. Gives me the shivers just to think of being scraped like that.”

That night, Richard told Zelda that she was sick, but did not make the scene he had planned because she already had so much to worry her. He had her go to the doctor, and then told her he would not see her again.

Richard Rubio now took to drinking in a serious way. His mother had saved the money he had periodically sent home when he was away. Money sent whenever he had a run of luck at poker or dice. He fell into a swirl of whiskey and women, and when the twenty-five hundred dollars had dwindled considerably, he drank cheaper whiskey and forgot the women. Sense of time was lost. Sometimes he awoke in a dark, cement-floored Page 176 →cell of the San Jose jail, and by the bruises on his face and the aches in his body, knew where he was, and then came a dim recollection of the two or three policemen who had beat him. He tried to stay in his hometown, for the Santa Clara police knew and took care of him.

In the morning, his mother brought him a glass of whiskey and a lighted cigarette. And after a bit, when he was fully awake, she brought him his breakfast. The pain was always in her face these days, but she did not question, did not admonish. She must hold on to him in any possible way.

He would dress then, and leave for one of the bars where he waited until the ten o’clock opening hour. He was not a solitary drinker yet.

Then the money was gone, and he was bumming drinks, which was not too difficult, because the war was not too far behind and his acquaintances were generous. And also they remembered him for his open-fistness when he had it. Soon, he was on wine and could be seen mornings walking home with a gallon of muscatel, which was only partially hidden by the brown paper bag. And as he moved ahead with uncertain steps, he thought of the winos he saw as a child, who not unlike himself, walked along, desperately clutching to their body the container that held their life, lest someone took it from them.

He thought: Where am I going? To where does it all lead? Where do I find it—but no, not where, but what is it that I seek? Death. . . Can that be it? A happy, giddy, sweet-smelling tasting death. . . If it could be done like Saroyan’s Young Man. . . But for me, it could never be like that. For me, it could only be mere ceaselessness of existence, not for one moment of perfection through unaliveness. I want to live—for what? I’m biding time; I’m not an alky, I’m not giving up—but where is it? What is it?

Although Ricky was home now, he began to see Zelda again because she gave him money, and because he could not forget her body. Then one day, when he was home and comparatively sober, Ricky walked in.

“I want to talk to you,” he said.

“Come into my room.” When they were behind the closed door, he asked, “What’s on your mind?”

Ricky was visibly uncomfortable and did not know how to begin. “You and I’ve been friends for a long time, Richard—”

“Cut the sentiment,” Richard interrupted. “What do you want?”Page 177 →

“I want you to stop laying my wife,” Ricky blurted out, and started to cry.

“What the hell are you talking about? Hey, knock it off or my old lady’ll hear you!”

“You know what I’m talking about. I don’t want you to deny it. I just want you to promise that you won’t do it anymore. Think I don’t know you come to the house when I’m not there?”

Richard picked up a towel and tossed it to him. “Here, wipe your face. You’re acting like a goddamn kid.” He knew Ricky would believe him and decided to lie to him. He wondered why he was being kind to him when he had looked forward to this moment when he could hurt him most. “Sure I go to your place,” he said. “Like you say, we’re old friends. But I haven’t touched her since before the war. You knew about it then.”

“I try to tell myself that, but she lied to me. Said you never come over. Why would she lie?” He pleaded, desperate for an explanation.

“Hell, that’s easy,” answered Richard without hesitation, and laughed a little laugh to show Ricky that he was being ridiculous. “She slips me a couple of bucks now and then, and I didn’t want you to know.”

Ricky’s relief and appreciation showed in his voice. “Thank you for straightening me out, Richard. I must’ve been crazy. And Jesus, you know if you ever need loot, you can come to me anytime.”

“I’d be ashamed to borrow money for booze from you.”

“You shouldn’t be. Remember we’re old buddies.”

“Aw hell, come on out and show my old lady how you can use your new legs.”

“Wait a minute,” said Ricky, almost stammering in his embarrassment. “I know this isn’t a good time to tell you this, but honest, I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I’m going into the wholesale produce business. I want you to come in with me. It’ll be small at first, but we’ll grow with it. Get out of this rut, get married, and settle down.”

“No thanks, Rick. I could never work with you. At one time I would’ve liked nothing better, but that was a long time ago. Before you started getting into my sister Luz.”

“How’d you know about that?” Ricky was very pale.

“I saw you going into the bushes at the college more than once. And remember, you were my best friend. There wasn’t much I didn’t know about Page 178 →you. For a while I wanted to kill you, but I can’t hate long enough to do something like that.”

“You knew that and still told me what you did a while ago? Jesus, but you’re a great guy, Richard. You know, you could have lied.”

“Yeah, I know. I could’ve lied to you.”

He got a job; he lost it because he was now unaccustomed to receiving orders. He struck a foreman. He got another job and was fired when the plant guards discovered he had whiskey instead of coffee in his thermos. He worked sporadically, usually quitting on payday. When his money ran out, he got another job, until the day that he sat down to his supper, prior to going, and he said to his mother:

“It is dark. Why do you not switch on the light?”

“The current is disconnected. We are three months behind in the bills.”

The uncashed check in his wallet burned against his hip. He walked out without saying a word. When he returned a few minutes later, he brought ice cream, pop, cookies, and some candles. He gave the money to his mother.

“Tomorrow, you get the electricity turned on. Now we have a little fiesta by candlelight. We celebrate that this time I will keep my job.”

“You are done, then, my son?” she asked.

“Yes, my mother. I am done.”

“And Rico? Will you now take the horns from him too?”

“Ricky has never been a ram, Mamá.”

All summer he worked and started college in San Jose that fall. That which had eluded him all his life still existed, but for a few months his classes and his new friends kept him happy. Soon he was bored and restless once again, and he drank hard, though not consistently. And he knew that whatever the object of his search was, he would not find it at home. Somehow, he finished out the school year and immediately went to work, because only by being occupied could he have a sense of peace. Liquor did not give him that now. It made him think too much.

September again. Nostalgic memories of lost Septembers, of brand-new corduroys and equally new plaid shirts. Now the patent leather shoes—they were cheaper—now the sweater. The guys are all wearing pullovers this year. Get everything at Levy’s, ’cause even if he’s a Jew, he carries good stuff.Page 179 →

A complete ensemble that gave off the smell of unusedness so strongly that even the dirty feet and legs underneath were forgotten. And the pleasant sensation of being the only kid in the neighborhood who actually looked forward to the classroom and not to the schoolyard. The wet, newly dropped leaves, no longer streaked with yellow but now a blood-brown, matted down by the first rains or drifting past in the rising streams in the gutters.

That’s how coal becomes. First peat, then bituminous, then anthracite—that’s the hardest.

What do you mean how do I know? ’Cause Miss Morgan told us, that’s how!

Aw, bull! She’s a jargofy teacher. How’s she know?

The sharp ring of the telephone snaps him out of his reverie.

“Can you come over for a while? We have some news for you.” It’s Ricky.

“Sure. Be over in a few minutes.”

Ricky waits by the door and gives him a stupid grin as he walks in. “Come in, have a glass of beer. We’re going to have a baby.” He’s very proud.

“If that’s what you want, congratulations.”

“If that’s what we want? Everybody wants a family!”

“Suit yourself.” He realizes he should say something more. “I’m really happy for you. I’m just not the emotional type.” He looks at Zelda and suddenly knows he has to have her—now.

“I know.” Ricky doesn’t notice the look the two exchange. “You’re going to be the godfather and don’t try to get out of it.”

That’s impossible. In order to do that, he will have to go to confession. But he’ll think of a way to get out of it later. “Sure. Anything you say.”

“Look, I’m going out to Evergreen. Going to close a deal with a guy for dried Moorparks. Do me a favor and talk to Zelda for a while. She doesn’t get much company. There’s more beer in the icebox.”

Richard makes a joke of it. “I’ll stay. Give me something to drink and I’ll do anything.” Quit jabbering and take off, you stupid bastard. What the hell are you waiting for?

Zelda does not speak.

“Bye, honey. I’ll get back as soon as I can.”

Don’t hurry!

She says, “Watch out. You haven’t had that car long.”Page 180 →

“Hell, I’ve got this crate by the apples. Like Willie Nebb, I can do anything.”

There’s one thing you can’t do! This from her.

Beat it you son of a bitch!

Ricky manipulates the hand controls like an expert as he backs the car out of the garage.

Alone.

“Why didn’t you want him to go?”

“You know everything. . .”

“Sometimes I’m not sure I’m right.”

“You can be sure this time. It is your kid.”

“You must be crazy! Why did you do it?”

“I have a part of you now, Richard. Now I can live.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. I planned it carefully.”

“How’re you going to get away with it?”

“Fooling him’ll be the easiest part of it.”

“I have a friend. He’ll let me have some stuff—”

“No! No!” She’s afraid and angry. “You have nothing to say about it! The baby’s mine, you hear? Mine!”

“Come here.”

“No, that’s over. I have what I want now. I don’t need that anymore.”

“Come over here.”

She walks up and puts her arms around him. Slowly they tumble to the floor. They come together on the rug.

Afterward.

“You must have some kind of a curse on me. I swore you could never make me do that again.”

He can’t understand his feelings. Why did he want her all of a sudden upon learning of her condition? What does he prove? He stops trying to reason it out and then he knows. Over his tired, spent body comes that feeling of contentment of the ego satisfied. As long as he doesn’t look at it intellectually, it’s a manly act. A woman wants him; he is the master of her will. He is happy.

He says, “I’m leaving for México in a couple of weeks.”

“I didn’t know you were planning that.”Page 181 →

“I just decided. When I come back, I’m transferring to Cal. I think I can finish my schooling if I get out of this town.”

“Will I see you before you go?”

“No.”

“Let’s use the bed this time, then. The floor’s hard on my back.”

“No. I’m going home.”

Now he has a woman who not only wants him but whom he’s refused. If he can think of only that and not try to explain his emotions, he’ll be happy for a few days.



VII

It rained the first two weeks Richard spent in Berkeley, but this day was one of sunshine, bright and clear. Richard was lighthearted as he walked past the Campanile and down the hill toward the gate. It was difficult not to be happy in the face of such brightness. So blue and free of haze was the sky that the Golden Gate stood distinct in the distance, while up closer Alcatraz could be made out almost in detail. He stopped at Sather Gate to watch the scrambling water in Strawberry Creek, then glanced up in the direction of the hills, now obscured by trees, mentally tracing the myriad winds and turns the water made in getting down. A squirrel gazed at him, interested for the moment, then suddenly ran behind a tree trunk and out of his life forever. All around him there was the unceasing chatter of unseen birds.

He crossed the street diagonally and entered the coffee shop on the corner. He joined a group of young men in a booth: casual acquaintances, interesting primarily because they too were on the GI Bill; they, too, felt older somehow.

“A cup of joe,” he told the waitress.

They watched the girls passing by in their wholesome, carefree youth.

“It’s sure wonderful, isn’t it?”

“At the risk of sounding corny, now I know what we fought for.”

They looked at the young women, not with the usual sensual thoughts but with admiration for something young and clean and alive, and they were grateful to be a part of this life. On a day such as this, to be alive in such a time and place was a privilege to be cherished.Page 182 →

“I only hope I can sweat it out for a couple of years. I realize I’m not college material, but this is too good a way to loaf. Man, what a ball this is going to be!”

“Me, I’m going to get an education. I gave my birthright for it.”

“Like Jake?” asked Richard.

“No, if it was that bad I’d kill myself. I’m all right, except that I can’t reproduce.”

“Tough! Proves what I’ve been telling you fellows. We vets have to stick together. Join these organizations and fight for what’s coming to us.”

“No,” said Richard. “I don’t agree with you. I’ll take anything that’s given to me, but all this business of ‘veterans first’ is a lot of crap. We’re no better than anyone else. How the hell are you going to run a country by giving special privileges to a group?”

“It’s compensation. It’s only right!”

“Compensation? We got a salary plus room and board, didn’t we? Of course, for the poor guys who were handicapped that’s a different matter. That’s above and beyond—” He stopped in mid-sentence and stared across the room. The men followed his gaze. “Jesus Christ!” he said softly.

She was in a group of six, drinking coffee and talking. She wore a red and green plaid skirt, green jacket trimmed in black and white, and loafers. Her hair was clipped short and, being small, she looked like a little girl.

“Speaking of what we have coming,” said Richard, “that’s for me.”

“That is nice!”

“I always thought that when the time came, I’d pick a blonde,” said Richard. “Always had a weakness for blondes. . . And notice how the tip of her nose is squarely in the center of her face?” He stood up and his legs were unsteady. “I know when I’ve had it, men. You have to marry something like that before you can get it, so I want you to be the first to know. Someday that little broad is going to be my wife.” He tossed a dime on the table and walked toward her. His nervousness was gone and he was more than a little cocky. The others looked on in amazement.

He stood next to the booth. A discussion was taking place and he was not noticed. After a moment he said, “Hello, Mayrie.”Page 183 →

She was startled. “Richard,” she said in a low whisper. She partially regained her composure, but her excitement was evident by the inanity of her smile, the loudness of her words as she introduced her friends.

She played with her spoon, and Richard saw the rings. He felt a stifling pain in his chest, and for the first time in his life experienced jealousy, but only momentarily. He conquered the feeling.

Hell, it would be better this way. He would not marry her, but he knew that he was going to have her.

“Come. Let’s take a walk,” he said.

“I’ve a class in ten minutes.”

“Hell, they won’t miss you.”

“I really shouldn’t,” she said, but she stood up. She excused herself and they walked out.

For a long while they walked through the campus not saying anything, occasionally giving each other a covert glance. The lawns were still too damp to sit on, so he asked, “Do you drink?”

“I like a glass of beer sometimes.”

They walked.

“I wish,” he said, “that we could walk and walk and walk. So far, that even organically we would be different from those around us.”

She thought, This is wrong. Why should he have the same thoughts I have? And even so, it’s not right to voice such things.

But in spite of herself, she said, “Like a rocket ship, Richard. The first two to try for that unknown up there.”

He brought them back to reality.

“I took a chance. For all I knew one of those birds back there could have been your husband. And I so brazenly asked you to walk with me.”

“And just as brazenly I would have followed you anyway.”

He said to himself: If at this moment I were to ask you to go away with me, you would do it because you haven’t had a chance to think. But later. . . “Let’s go down to the Rathskeller.” It’s going to be easy, but slow. I have to play it right ’cause this is class, but hell, she’s got it there just like all the rest.

“How long have you been up here?” she asked.

“Couple of weeks.”Page 184 →

She laughed, and it was different from what he remembered but just as pleasing. “And you already know where you can buy beer near campus?”

“I smell it.”

They entered the restaurant and went down the stairs. The sawdust was tractious under their feet. The crowd of students was merry, gay, laughing with the unworriedness of a new semester. No examinations for a few weeks, no themes, no cares.

They found a table for two, and while she lit the candle, he got the beer. There could be no light conversation now, yet both felt instinctively that to talk would be to learn things that would hurt one or the other.

“Do you love him very much?” Jesus, don’t push it! Take it easy!

“He’s very good to me, and I’m a help and a comfort to him.”

In spite of the strong desire to question her evasive answer, he followed her cue. “I’m glad,” he said. “Tell me about him.”

“There’s not much to tell, really.” The schooner of beer seemed to be as large as her face. “I met him, and I married him. We went to México.” She was happy to be able to say that.

“You did?” he simulated interest. “Whereabouts?”

“Your state. That is, your folks’ state.”

“No kidding? I was there only a few weeks ago.”

“He’s an ordained minister—my husband, that is—and we went down there to establish a mission. Things went wrong, however, and we came back.”

You poor kid! “That wasn’t a very smart thing to do in that country. It would’ve been safer in a jungle somewhere.”

“I suppose so, but how were we to know? We were all pretty young, and Ronnie wasn’t even through school yet.”

“So he was the third one.”

“How did you know?”

“Many of my people live in that village.” He smiled. “They told me about the protestants. Small world, isn’t it?”

“It sure is, but you know? I had a feeling—I don’t know why.”

He brought more beer.

She said, “Anyway, even if the boys did fail, some good came of our going down there. Our church is now used as an orphanage and hospital.”Page 185 →

He thought of telling her the truth, then decided against it.

“I have a friend there who wrote me all about it,” she explained.

“You should be thankful for such a good friend,” he said.

“Oh, I am! I am!”

They talked about the many things that had happened in their lives since they saw each other last. They laughed sentimentally and self-consciously as they recalled the pleasant incidents of their childhood. Neither of them mentioned their broken vow. She told him she started school soon after she returned from México. Her husband had gone into the Chaplain Corps, and her brother had disappointed everyone by not completing his studies. Instead, he had enlisted in the Coast Guard and was overseas somewhere.

“Where are your folks now?” he asked. “Still in Chicago?”

“Oh, no. They live in San Francisco.”

“I should have guessed. I can’t quite picture you away from them.”

She blushed but was too happy at the moment to become angry. “I know how you used to feel about them,” she said. “But honestly, they’re very nice. You’ll get to know them now, and like them. Ronnie will be home any day, and you’re going to like him too. I just know you will.”

“Hell, yes! I’m going to like everybody,” he said. She overlooked the sarcasm of his words.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you that another friend of yours is up here. Remember Donald?”

“Donald?”

“Chootchie.”

“Oh, yeah. His mother told me he was studying up here. Jesus, the last time I saw him, he was determined to become a priest.”

“He’s married, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Which reminds me that we owe them a dinner. Look, I’ll call them, and you get Zelda, and we can get together tonight.”

“Zelda?” his surprise was genuine.

“Isn’t she staying up here with you?”

“I’m afraid her husband wouldn’t approve.”

“Her husband?” Now it was her turn to be surprised.

“You remember Ricky, don’t you?”Page 186 →

“Yes, I think so. That was the boy that was awfully good-looking.” Odd how she would have accepted the knowledge that he was married, and was now so visibly shaken upon discovering that he was not.

“Well, Zelda married him. They’re having a kid any day now.”

“I thought— Oh, I’m so sorry, Richard!”

“Hell, you don’t have to be. That was only kid stuff.”

She drank from her beer and thought for a while. “I’ll call the Ferrys anyway, and you come tonight too. It’ll be like an old home week.”

“No, thanks, Mayrie.” He laughed teasingly. “I want to remember this as the day I found you again, not as the day I had the unpleasant experience of meeting the guy that beat my time.”

After that first day, the seduction of Mary was the main objective to Richard. He changed his schedule so he would have a class with her. They saw each other every day and had lunch together three times a week. On afternoons, they sometimes went to a remote part of the large campus where they had a view of the bay. There, he would lie under a tree while she sat beside him reading aloud from a book of poetry. And he knew that he was succeeding from the type of poetry she selected. Occasionally he visited her home, and twice he took her to a movie, but outwardly their relationship did not change in those first months.

She was happy to have him as a friend once more, happy for the hours they could spend together, the discussions they had. In her naiveness, she imagined that such a relationship would last indefinitely, and he led her to believe that. He behaved in a purely platonic pattern, except for a casual arm around her shoulder or waist, a careless hand on her arm, or at times a playful hug. She was totally unaware that he was making love to her.

And when she felt moved by his nearness, she assured herself that she was being ridiculous. After that first day, she refused to allow herself to think of him as anything other than a friend.

But he knew and realized that soon he must make a move, because the semester was coming to an end, and he would have to return to Santa Clara. As the days went by, he began to feel a twinge of guilt, and it bothered him because he did not have a conscience about such things, and it meant that he was liking her more than he should. He enjoyed her Page 187 →company and liked her more than anyone he knew, but he could not afford to become emotional about any woman.

The night before Richard left for home, Mary and Phil had a party to celebrate Ronnie’s homecoming and her graduation. Richard arrived with Susan and Chootchie, and found the house already full of people. A game of charades was in progress, while some of the guests circulated aimlessly as they would do at such gatherings. For the first time since he had known him, Richard found cause to respect Phil, because he was serving beer.

For a preacher, the guy was pretty broad-minded.

He was introduced to the people he did not know, and retired to one side to watch the game. Ronnie came in, and Mary proudly paraded him around and finally brought him to Richard.

“Hello, Ronnie.”

“Hello, Richard. It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has.”

They had nothing more to say to each other.

The evening dragged on. The light talk was too loud but not louder than the giggles and laughs.

Someone said, “I see where another boxer was killed in the ring. The government should take steps to abolish the sport.”

“Wait a second,” said Richard. “True, he died after a fight, but the medical examiner showed that the injury existed before the fight. It certainly wasn’t the fault of boxing.”

“That may be true,” said Phil, “but you can’t deny that it’s a brutal sport. It’s senseless and useless. What good is there in two human beings beating each other, while all around them thousands of other human beings watch with sadistic pleasure? It’s obscene!”

They all looked at him, giving assent to his words, and then turned to Richard. They seemed to be asking what he could say to that.

“It’s people like yourselves that make an obscenity of the game. People who refuse to see the beauty and the value in it. I bet everyone in this room would boo a fight involving two good boxers and cheer one between a couple of maulers, despite the fact you think it cruel.”

“Beauty and value?”

“Beauty in grace of movement; beauty in form. Like a ballet, there’s an aesthetic beauty that is above the scope of the average person. One can’t Page 188 →deny that a boxer of the stature of Joe Louis or Benny Leonard ranks with the greatest artists of our century. There’s even beauty in the animalistic physical fury of a Greb or a Dempsey. As for value, in what other profession can men of humble origin, practically illiterate or at least uneducated, such as the same Louis, Robinson, Dempsey, and so many others, become financially successful and socially accepted? Even an intellect like Tunney got his start through boxing.”9

Ronnie joined the discussion. “But these are only a few cases. There are many who end up crippled and broke.”

“Of course, some of them end up walking on their heels, but they aren’t as many as you think. They’re only more noticeable because they help uphold the preconceived idea that boxing is evil. And remember, not all businessmen are successful either, and when they are, their deterioration is worse than that of an unsuccessful athlete, because while the poor pug may lose his health, the man dealing in money will lose his integrity. Ever hear of a scrupulous successful businessman?”

“You have a point there,” said Phil. “But I still think you overemphasize your argument for fighting, for any sport. Even football is too rough, too dangerous.”

“And I say it isn’t,” said Richard. “I’ll tell you another thing. As long as we have a society of classes, sports will live, because, like liquor and even religion, a sport is an equalizer—a common denominator. The only danger comes from the men up high. The men who pull the strings, who monopolize sports like any other business. Why, they almost ruined professional football.”

“Professional football! Give me college football anytime,” said a mousy-looking girl, voicing the sentiments of the entire group.

“There again,” said Richard, “is an example of what I am trying to tell you. That people refuse to see the essence of these things. In a pro game, the emotions are distilled. You see the play itself without the frills. College football is swell if you know how to look at it, but you people go to a game and divide your attention between the scoreboard and the cheerleaders. You don’t see a thing. It’s like going to a Shakespearean tragedy and concentrating on the costumes and the pageantry, or on the gown your neighbor is wearing, completely ignoring the lines. Hell, the whole thing is rapidly becoming a social event like the big game.”Page 189 →

Someone in a corner said in a stage whisper, “He must be a physical education major.”

Richard ignored the remark. Hell, he had not convinced anyone, but at least they now knew there was another side to it. It pained him that people could be so goddamned one-way.

They started to sing college songs. Chootchie was at the piano, and Richard moved over next to him. The mousy girl followed him and asked, “I suppose you can put up a good argument for your country’s national sport?”

He knew what she meant but asked, “Do you mean baseball?”

“Of course not, I meant bullfighting.”

He said, “This is my country,” and she blushed. He did not feel the pleasant sensation he had anticipated, so he added quickly to ease her embarrassment, “I could defend the art of bullfighting, but I won’t.”

She was thankful that he had withdrawn the rebuttal. “Why not?” she asked. She smiled and her eyes crinkled up, and he saw that she had a provocatively pretty face.

“You’re an art student, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes. How did you know?”

“You’ve got that worn-out look. Christ, what the hell’s the matter with you people? You think your work will be better if you dress the way artists are supposed to dress? Comb your hair, stop looking so goddamn seedy! I’ll bet under that gunnysack you call a skirt and that Victorian blouse, you have a pretty nice body. And didn’t anyone ever tell you that long hose with low-heeled shoes are one hell of a combination?”

Her face was very red, more from embarrassment than anger. She looked to see if his words had been heard. “What right do you have—” she whispered hoarsely.

“None, honey,” he interrupted. “I just have to live in this town too. And also, I hate to see such a pretty girl go to pot.”

“What if I tell my boyfriend that you insulted me?”

“Don’t play that way. You don’t know how. We both know he wouldn’t do anything, whoever the hell he is.”

“Are you always so sure of yourself?”

“Only when I’m out of my element. I have to be.”

She was quiet for a long while. When she had control of herself she asked, “Will you tell me about bullfighting now?”Page 190 →

“No. Someday when we have time, I’ll tell you all about it, and you can tell me a little about art. Is that a deal?”

“That’s a date,” she said.

She walked away, and Richard turned to Chootchie again. He was half-heartedly playing on the piano while everyone sang: “I Want a Girl (Just Like the Girl that Married Dear Old Dad).”

Chootchie looked up and winked at him. “These goddamn people,” he said. “Always bucking progress!”

Richard laughed, and reached over and rumpled his hair. He felt good again. He walked into the kitchen, and soon Mary joined him. They danced, then, for the first time, and he felt a little dizzy holding her against him.

I must be getting drunk! he thought

They danced some more and then sat down of one accord. Neither had spoken a word.

She said, “I wish I could have helped you out there, Richard, but I don’t know a thing about sports.”

“Hell, they don’t know anything about it either.”

She asked, “Will you come and see me?”

“Sure,” he answered, but he had already decided he would not. There were too many women in the world; why complicate her life? Also, her husband wasn’t such a bad guy after all. Hell, he could even learn to like him if he made an effort.

“You say it as if it’s just a favor you’re doing me.”

He took her head in his hands and said, “You know there’s nothing I want more than to be with you.” He dropped his hands, and they were both shaking.

“Phil is leaving for San Diego next week to attend a theological seminar. He’ll be gone two months.” She did not know why she said that.

The room was too small and too warm. He must get them out of this mood. He said, “I guess you’ll be pretty lonely. I’ll come up once in a while, and maybe we can get over to the city and see a couple of shows. Would you like that?”

“Oh yes! And we’ll see Hamlet!”

He loved the child’s way she had of showing pleasure.Page 191 →

They talked of other things and finally got to literature, which was by now the only safe subject to discuss. She told him of a reading she had given a week before.

“I’d given my interpretation of Eliot’s meaning and had begun to read, getting along nicely, not nervous as usual, when it happened. I came to the lines, ‘between the desire and the spasm’ when suddenly I realized what it was all about.10 Oh, I was so embarrassed that I almost ran out of the room!”

They laughed loudly. “What did you think he was talking about?” he asked.

“I don’t even remember.”

“Hell, once, in an exam, I wrote two complete and distinct essays, one on Richard Crookback and the other on Richard the Third. I didn’t realize they were one and the same.” He went on over her laughter. “But that isn’t all—I got a B in the test!”

“No!”

“Honest!” They laughed uproariously. They were at the point where anything could make them laugh.

Susan walked in. “Hey, what’s the joke?” she asked. They told her, and when their laughter subsided she put her hands on Richard’s shoulder and asked, “What have you been doing to Esther?”

“Esther? Oh, you mean the mouse. Nothing why? She complaining about something?”

“On the contrary. She wants me to arrange the date you’re supposed to have with her. Seems quite taken with your charms.”

He joked, “It’s the Latin in me.”

“She’s that rather plain little girl, isn’t she?” asked Mary, attempting to sound disinterested.

“Meow!” Richard exclaimed. She reddened, and he saw the look he remembered so well from their childhood. He rubbed her cheek with the back of his hand and teased her. “Don’t worry, Mayrie. You’re still number one with me. After all, we’ve been engaged for years. After you, my next girl is Susan, then maybe I can find room for the little mouse.”

She brushed his hand away, but she was not angry anymore.

Richard went home to Santa Clara the next day and took a job immediately. He planned to work for a month and then go to México for the Page 192 →remainder of the summer. As he had already decided not to see Mary, the idea did not even occur to him. Before he left, he would write her a short note.

Then one day a letter arrived.

Dear Richard,

I’m writing at the request of Donald and Susan. They are planning a big picnic for Sunday and had intended to take Esther as your date, but she can’t make it and I’ve been asked to come along and round out numbers. Please get in touch with one of us before Sat. so I’ll know whether to come or not.

Will you be my boyfriend, huh?

Mary

The little fool! Oh, the goddamn fool! Couldn’t she see that I was doing her a favor by not seeing her? So innocent, so trusting. . . She doesn’t know what she’s doing. . . Well, she asked for it! But then, I guess I’m asking for it too.

He shrugged his shoulders in his life-old manner of shaking off unwanted moods. He had never thought much of premonitions. Hell, how could he get hurt?



VIII

When the party arrived in Alum Rock Park, they found it virtually empty, for it would not be officially opened until the Fourth of July. There were six couples, and as none of them other than Richard had been there before, and it was early, they set off to look the place over. Richard and Mary remained behind.

“As soon as I read the sports page, I’ll show you a cave,” he said. He lay on his side on the grass and read the paper. She borrowed the comics and sat on the ground, leaning against him.

Di Maggio went hitless, but the Yanks won a twin bill.

He reached up and pulled her down to him. He kissed her, then let her go. She sat up very straight and concentrated on the paper. He looked down to his.

JOLTER 0 FOR FOUR—YANKS WIN TWO!Page 193 →

San Francisco! Where Joe’s average means more than the Resurrection, even!

“You want to see that cave now?”

“All right—Dick Tracy’s sort of stupid today anyway.”

They walked toward the trails with an arm around each other. Once they stopped on a small bridge and looked at each other, then she put her arms around his neck, and they kissed for a long time.

It was not much of a cave, and they both knew it, but they enjoyed themselves imagining they were Tom and Becky. He held her close to protect her from Injun Joe,11 and she gave him a kiss as a reward and said adoringly, “How can you be so noble?” And they laughed with the abandon of children. They explored the trails for a time and finally, it was time to start back.

He asked, “How do you feel?”

“I don’t know. I’ve always been able to understand myself and face my feelings. Now I don’t know. Don’t ask me now, Richard, you have to give me time to think.”

“Haven’t you thought about it before today?”

“No, I didn’t know—I had no idea. I realize I must be pretty dumb. I should have known this would happen by the way I missed you when you went home, by the happiness I felt when I saw you today. And that last night in Berkeley, when you ran your hand against my cheek, I thought I’d just die.” She put her arms around his chest. “And I was being catty about Esther; I don’t remember ever being catty before in all my life. You knew before today, didn’t you?”

“I knew from the moment I saw you again. In the coffee shop—before I even spoke to you, I knew.”

“I suppose I should have suspected that same day. I remember how glad I was when I discovered you weren’t married.”

He noticed how she almost stumbled over the word as she realized once more that she was a married woman, and said, trying to sound serious and pleading and pained, “Promise me, Mayrie. Just for today, because this is the day we returned to each other, because we don’t know what the future holds for us, that when we join the others and I put my arm around you or hold you or even kiss you, that you’ll be natural and respond naturally. For today, let there be no deceit, no acting. Later, if you have to explain, you can find a way to do it.” He knew he must keep touching her, Page 194 →keep making love to her in the many little ways there are to make love, because the battle was not yet won. He felt the exhilaration of the hunter, the excitement of stalking prey, and he knew that for men like himself there was a vital necessity for that kind of adventure. A compensation for what was lacking in a life that robbed a man of his individuality, a life that could not be fully lived. But he had again that sinking sensation, that premonition of disaster that he could not fathom, and he worried that they reacted so violently to a mere touch.

She was saying, “I’ve already thought of that, and decided that for today there is no past, there is no future. We have only the present. We’ll live for today, and we’ll have fun.” She added mischievously, “And after a while, we might even ditch the others for a while and neck like high school kids.”

“When will I see you after today?”

“Come up Wednesday, and I’ll cook a special dinner for just the two of us. And we’ll have wine and read poetry in front of the fire.”

The three days until Wednesday evening were an eternity to Richard. He worked in a bean patch with his father, in the backbreaking labor of sticking poles in the damp, but still damp earth. His muscles, long unused, ached unbearably, and the sun beat unmercifully on his body. His only pleasure came from being with his father and from thinking back to Sunday. How they had played softball and eaten and had cold beer. Then on the swings and (as she put it) the smooching. He had not enjoyed that sort of thing since his high school days.

Then it was Wednesday, and he borrowed his father’s car after work, and he was on the Oakland Highway, his foot heavy, the needle wavering between eighty-five and ninety.

Milpitas.

Jesus, what the hell’s the matter with me? She’s only another broad, and this doesn’t mean a thing. She’s not ready to put out yet!

The Mission—Niles—Decoto. Chain-smoking now.

She doesn’t know. She still believes there’s romance without sex. Have to remember, mustn’t rush it, mustn’t choke and screw things up.

Now Hayward—now Saliandro, like the Spics call it.

Why do I make such a big thing out of it? Why plan every move when I’ve never done that before?Page 195 →

MacArthur Boulevard and over the mountain road. And suddenly he was before her house, and it was completely dark. The fear that she had changed her mind made him angry. “The bitch! The dirty bitch chickened out!”

He walked to the door and she opened it. She stood framed in the doorway and the dim light from the street lamp on the corner came through the trees and accentuated her features. She had chosen her clothes well, and her hair was swept up and away from her face. Tiny, plain earrings adorned her ears. It was as if she knew exactly how he wanted to see her. She sculptured there with the proudness and inoffensive superiority of a torero before a fixed bull. She was beautiful, and at the moment was not the little girl he knew.

His admiration made him inarticulate. Then he became objective again. Christ, maybe it’s here after all. Maybe she’s not as dumb as I thought. He gently pushed her inside and closed the door behind him, and she was in his arms.

“Oh, Richard, I’ve missed you so much!”

“When I saw the lights were out, I thought you were gone; I was sure you’d stood me up.” Faraway, his mind thought his voice was husky like in novels.

“I’ve had the doors locked all afternoon. I was afraid someone might call. And while I waited for you, I was wishing you’d do just what you did. Walk in without saying a word and kiss me.”

“Who wouldn’t do that? Jesus, but you look good!”

“Will you have some wine first, or are you hungry?”

“Let’s have wine now. Shall I light the fire?”

“Uh-huh. It’s all ready to go.”

She brought the wine, and they sat before the fire on a throw rug. But the wine did not go down too well, and suddenly they were holding each other, kissing hungrily, making that moment bridge the years, break down the fences. He put his hand under her dress and moved it upward between her now damp thighs. The love smell was strong in his nostrils, and he lost his head.

For a moment she responded, then pushed at him. “No! No, Richard! Please don’t!” They broke apart, both breathing hard. She was crying.

He wanted to scream at her, “Well, what the hell do you expect? What kind of a goddamn woman are you anyway? Leading a guy on like that Page 196 →and then playing coy!” But he could not do it, and he finally knew why. So this is love! he thought. Jesus, kingdoms have changed, fortunes have been lost, men have died. And all because of this emotion! He was in love, and all was not wonderful. The fear came to him once more, and he pleaded, “Don’t you see, Mayrie? That’s all we have left!” He regretted the words almost instantly, because the situation made them sound false.

She got up without a word and went into the bathroom. When she came out she was not crying and sat away from him, very remote. “There’s one thing I must know,” she said calmly. “Did you come up here with that idea in mind? Did you think that’s what I wanted?”

“No, Mayrie. I knew you didn’t want that. I love you. I didn’t know that until just now, but I’ve loved you all along. I’ve never said that to anyone in all my life—you see, I’ve never loved before.”

She went to him and sat at his feet, her arms resting on his knees. “I can’t fight myself any longer. Since Sunday I’ve been telling myself that I don’t, but I know I love you too. I’m afraid—so afraid, but I love you. Only I wish you hadn’t said what you did, it sounded so much like a line.”

“I meant what I said. You must believe that I did. Can’t you see the things that are against us?”

“But we can have so much without that side of it. We can have our companionship and our love. All the things we like to do together. Why do you want to make it sordid?”

“Sordid! How can you call it sordid when two people love each other?”

She pleaded with her eyes and with her voice. “Please try to understand me, Richard. Your life has been so different from mine. Your ideas are bound to be different. I’ve been taught all my life that that is wrong, and I can’t forget that in a moment. Can you believe that until tonight, when we came so close to doing it, I’ve never believed that such triangles existed? I’ve read about them in books, but I didn’t really believe they could happen. . . We do have so much, you and I. More than most people, really. And if nothing comes of it, we’ll always have our lovely memories, and perhaps that’s the best one can get from life—memories and illusions.”

He was sad and his sorrow was for both of them. “What have they taught you, my dearest? Your education, your intelligence, everything—has it all been for nothing? Have you profited so little from coming face-to-face with life? You can’t live in the past! As for illusions, one can live on Page 197 →them, but they’re too temporary. . . Oh, I know there’s little in the world that is permanent, and we’re foolish to ask for too much, but aren’t we more foolish not to take our share of life while it lasts?”

She was quiet for a long while. “I don’t know what to think!” She pressed her hands to her ears as if the action would shut the world outside. “Oh, I want you! You know that—you must feel it! I’ve never been aroused the way you arouse me. But the sense of guilt is so strong already that it would be so much worse. Oh, Richard! What are we going to do? What’s to become of us?”

“You must get a divorce. We’ll get married.”

“I could never do that. There are so many reasons that prevent it. The people involved—his parents, my family. No, and I couldn’t do that to him.”

“What have they to do with it? I want to marry you! And as for him, you don’t love him, and you can’t pretend you’re happy!”

“No, I’m not happy, and I knew I didn’t love him when I married him, but I felt it would be a good thing for all. Two weeks before the wedding I wanted to call it off, but the plans were all made, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone. As I said, I didn’t love him, I could never love him, but I had reasons for marrying him. Those reasons still exist.”

He was angry, and his words were bitter. “When you say things like that, I begin to doubt your intelligence. How can you live with a man just because others would be unhappy if you didn’t? How could you marry him because you didn’t want to spoil someone’s plans?” And now he pleaded. “What is it you want then? Tell me where we go from here!”

“You make me feel so small, Richard. And you’re being very unfair. But there’s one thing you’ve completely forgotten, and that’s that he could never consent to a divorce. He wouldn’t even consider it, because of his position as a minister. I’ve committed myself, and for that reason I could never be the one to break things off.”

“You won’t, and he won’t, so where does that leave us?”

“Please don’t be angry, Richard. Phil and I aren’t getting along at all, and a break might come of its own. And even though he would never give me a divorce, I’ll go with you. But I just can’t be the one to call it off!”

She cried quietly and he held her. Then he began to speak in a quiet voice, almost as if to himself. “All my life I’ve been able to take care of whatever I’ve been up against. In one way or another, I’ve come out on top, even Page 198 →against disappointments. But this is new to me—I can’t fight intangibles. A part of me tells me to run like hell—to get away while the getting’s good. Another side of me asks that I assert my strength—that we do this my way or else. It’s too late to do either of those things, because the fact remains that I love you, and that’s the miracle. I can’t cease to wonder at that! I didn’t want to love you, but I do, and so much that the word itself is inadequate. I want to tell you that over and over again. I want to use all those love words that have become trite through overuse. I want to make up a new language to tell you how I feel about you. Because I love you so much, I can only do what you ask. I can only take what you offer me, and in turn give you only the warmth of my shadow. Whatever we do will be up to you.”

She turned her face to him and smiled in her happiness. Her lips were very close to his, and he breathed in her sweetness as she spoke. “Thank you for being so understanding, Richard. And you’re so sweet when you say pretty things to me, even if you are so self-conscious about it and maybe a little stilted in your language.”

He laughed with her but was embarrassed. “I told you I was new at this sort of thing. I’ve never told a woman the truth in my life.”

“I think I understand,” she said. “While I waited for tonight, I thought of beautiful or brilliant things I wanted to say to you. Now I can’t say them.”

He thought that he, too, had so many things to tell her, because between them nothing could be held back. He said, “There is so much about myself that you don’t know. Things that I’ve done that I don’t regret, nor do they bother my conscience, but actions that are wrong by your standards—”

She interrupted him. “You don’t need to explain your past to me, Richard. Whatever you’ve done has been done.”

“No, Mayrie. We’re going to have some wonderful and happy times, and we’ll also have our bad moments—we have to expect them. But one thing we must have at all times is faith in one another, and the only way we can have that is through honesty. One can never have secrets from the other. There are so many things to tell, and I don’t know how to begin. For tonight I want to say just this, because knowing you, I know that in periods of depression, you’ll blame yourself for our relationship. It isn’t your fault at all. I planned it and worked on it slowly and carefully. That first day when I saw you again, I started out with the idea that I would someday make love to you. It was a big adventure, but I fooled myself, and you Page 199 →became something like Mary Shelley’s monster. I didn’t plan on falling for you, and I was so sure of myself that I didn’t realize what was happening. You said the other day that you must have been pretty dumb—hell, you weren’t half as dumb as I was.”

She could not believe him. “People simply don’t do things like that. They don’t set out to hurt someone for no reason at all. And that’s what you were doing if it’s true.”

“They do, though. It’s being done every day, and, obscure as they may be, there are reasons. One thing I’ve always loved about you is your utter trust in humanity. It’s unfortunate but only right that you should discover from me that the world is predominantly made up of bastards, and that I’m one of them.”

“What has made you so misanthropic?”

“I’m not really a misanthrope. It’s just that I’ve seen a little of life and have benefited through observation. But you go on believing your way, only I want you to know that what I said about setting out to make you is the truth.”

“I believe you, now. But then that makes what I thought tonight true. You did expect to start an affair tonight.”

“No. I didn’t. Eventually, yes, but not tonight. I lost my head, that’s all. If I hadn’t fallen in love with you, I would’ve known instinctively when to make a move, just as I knew it was time to kiss you the other day. And it would’ve happened without much talk, but the hurt would be greater for you because you trusted me, and it would’ve been a betrayal on my part. . . And don’t use that word, ‘affair.’ It’s too offensive. We love each other, and whatever we do would be right—it could never be called that, because that borders on promiscuity.”

She thought back to Sunday, already beginning her habit of reverting to the past. “That first kiss,” she said. “It’s so odd thinking about that. When you started to kiss me, I thought that such behavior was to be expected, you know, because I was your date. But then you kissed me in that way, and I was shocked. No one has ever kissed me like that—oh, I had my share of dates, and boys have tried to do it, but you’re the first that has ever done it. And the shock wasn’t because we kissed like that, but because I enjoyed it.”

He laughed, and she stopped his laugh with her mouth. They drank and talked and read poetry through the night. They were so engrossed Page 200 →with each other that they did not find time to eat the food she had so painstakingly prepared. For a few hours, they were very intimate and away from their problem, so that by the time he left, they did not agree with each other but, somehow, there was complete understanding between them.

And they both knew that nothing had been resolved. She had the belief that her strength of will would not fail her; he had the knowledge that the inevitable had merely been postponed.

The next few weeks were frantically happy. Every weekend was spent together, and so difficult was it to remain apart, that on weekdays Richard would rush up to Berkeley after work. She was content with the present and their immediate past, whereas he was forced to look to the future.

“We’ll go to México,” he would say. “To Monterrey, where we can eat cabrito al horno and drink good beer at the brewery. And on down to Tamazunchale, where it’s so beautiful you just want to stay there forever. So quiet and peaceful—so far away from the world.

“Then México—nightclubs, bullfights, and all the cultural beauties of the capital. I know a little place where we can stay. On one side is a whorehouse; on the other a church. The two basic needs for the survival of those people.”

Then, in spite of herself, she would respond and enter the dream with the enthusiasm of a child. “And Xochimilco, Richard. I’ve always wanted to see the floating gardens.”

“The water’s awfully dirty, and it isn’t at all like the pictures you see of it.”

“I don’t care. I want to see for myself.”

“OK then. We’ll put it in our itinerary. Anyway, you’ll like the mercado there on market day. The people come in from their villages and put up stands like at a fair. We’ll eat and drink, and I’ll get some mariachi to serenade you. But, you know, the plumbing is terrible in México. What’ll you do if you have to go in a hurry?”

“What does everyone else do?”

“They find a nopal or something.”

“All right, so I find myself a nopal or something.”

“I love you, Mayrie. . . Back in México, we’ll go to the out-of-the-way places where tourists don’t go, and watch the poor people as they live. We’ll visit places in that section of the city where every woman you see Page 201 →is a prostitute and all around us will be thieves, pimps, killers, and an occasional, but very occasional, lesbian or homosexual.”

“But wouldn’t that be dangerous?”

“No, because in spite of what they are, they all have a certain dignity, and because we’re strangers, they’ll extend their hospitality. They might do anything to us in a dark alley, but openly, their culture won’t permit them to be rude.”

“You said bullfights—won’t the horses make me ill?”

“I don’t think so. Your love of the aesthetic is too great to let that make a difference. Cockfights are another thing. One can feel awful funny watching a cockfight.”

“And the ruins. Will we see the ruins?”

“If you want to—I’m interested in the living, not the dead. But we’ll go to Taxco, and there, if you like, we can go back to the colonial period. When we go over the last hill, and you can see the city hidden there in the mountains, exactly as you would find in sixteenth-century Spain, I tell you, there are few sights as beautiful in all the world. And I’ll have to watch you constantly so you won’t be high-pressured into buying things. But despite my advice, you’ll end up with a few useless articles that you’ll get from a dirty-faced urchin with a petulant lip who’s so hard to refuse. And after you’ve bought them, you’ll think you have a use for them, so we’ll take them with us to Acapulco, then back to México, then to Uruapan and Guadalajara.

“But the place you’ll really love is Veracruz. On the way, we’ll stop at Fortín, where there are so many flowers it actually stinks.12 The whole place smells like a funeral parlor. In Veracruz, we’ll sit in the sidewalk cafes and drink beer and make ourselves sick on shrimp. In the evenings we’ll eat pompano a foot long and sit in the plaza or visit the waterfront. Then we’ll go to our hotel, one I know near the beach, and if we’re lucky, we’ll have a storm. I’ll hold you to me in the shelter of our balcony, while the rain comes down in sheets, and across the street the palm trees almost touch the ground as they sway from side to side; and further away the swells hit the breakwater and rise thirty feet before they fall on the pavement. We’ll go into bed and make love while the thunder, the surf, the rain, and the wind, all that’s elemental is almost in the room with us.Page 202 →

“And in the morning the sun always shines. While you still sleep, I’ll go out and get you hot coffee in an earthen jarro and all kinds of fruit for our breakfast. But I must remember not to let them put chili on the oranges—they have a custom of cutting oranges in half and sprinkling chili on them. . .”

They took all they could out of their days. They went to shows in San Francisco, picnics in Golden Gate Park or on the beach. They found a small Mexican restaurant in North Beach and often went dinner-dancing there. But the thing that amazed them most was the unending pleasure they found in just being together; when they stayed home and she fixed their meals, or he read to her while she mended or busied herself around the house. In the many little things they did for each other, each found tenderness in the other that they had suspected but had never known. They never argued, and he knew that an argument, no matter how much it would hurt them both, would make things less difficult later.

Their happiness had moments of lapse when they realized that Phil would soon be home. Then she would say, “I may have found a chance, in an unrequited love or an impossible love, to build up the great love—a love so great that all things else fall down before it, and which makes all of life bittersweet.”

Or again: “Nothing I can do, no intimacy we could share will measure up to my abstraction, for it will be everything. The symbol is greater than the actuality, the shadow greater than the substance.” And she added, “Don’t you see?”

Despite his dreams, he was a realist and could not agree with her. But too, he could not argue. In a strange way, she was rationalizing for that which seemed too difficult to attain. Perhaps he, too, was doing it in being so certain that they would someday be together.

After Phil came home, Richard did not see Mary until the new semester started. They had agreed that he should visit the house as he had always done, and that they should go to a show or a play openly. It was safer that way and gave no cause for wonder. But it hurt him too much to see her in her house, amid her husband’s friends. She was not his Mayrie then, but Mary—a brittle, artificial, almost horrible Mary, who made certain she smiled at the right time and said what was expected of her at the proper moment. It did not occur to him that she had always been that way around her husband.Page 203 →

So despite his need for her presence, he began to stay away, for he did not know this woman he saw—her true self was so subjugated. Only when they were able to have some time alone did she become natural, and he loved her with a love so strong that nothing else mattered. He wanted to go to her husband and, despite her objections, tell him everything, but he knew they could never find happiness if he took matters into his own hands in that manner. By the very fact he felt it wrong that his life was governed by her decision, he could not accept the responsibility of making it for her.

Oddly, now that they so rarely saw each other, he needed her physically more than he ever had. Every time they held each other they reacted more violently, and he went home to pass a sleepless night. His body ached and his genitals swelled, until finally he was forced to revert to his childhood habit for release. And then one day he said, the hell with it, and called Esther.

She was not so mousy-looking now, and he had been right about her body, but it was not enough. He visited her often, and she pleased him for the moment, but he realized his need for Mary. More than ever, he knew now that no woman could take her place in his life.

For the first time, he went against Mary’s wishes. She had a deep fear of having anyone know about them, and had asked him never to tell. One evening, when he thought he could no longer stand his suffering, he went to see Chootchie and Susan. He told them, and they said they had known all along.

“Jesus, I should’ve suspected,” said Richard. “But lately I’ve been so fouled up, that most of the time I don’t know whether I’m on foot or on horseback.”

Susan went to the telephone to call Mary, and Chootchie said, “I don’t see how the hell everyone isn’t wise. The way you two look at each other—the way one reacts whenever the other’s name is mentioned.”

“I take it you approve, then.”

“Goddamn right I approve!”

“In a thing like this, there shouldn’t be approval or disapproval. It’s normal behavior.”

“All right then. I’m just glad to see it happen.”

Richard smiled. “That’s because you like to see defiance of Christian principles.”Page 204 →

“Well, shouldn’t I? You know yourself what religion did to me—almost made me into a goddamn queer!”

“Naw, Chootch. It wasn’t the fault of religion, and it wasn’t your mother’s fault either. There were a lot of things involved which worked on you, but, hell, you beat them, so why be bitter?” He nodded toward Susan who was coming in from the other room. “Anybody who has something like that shouldn’t bitch about a thing.”

Chootchie smiled in agreement but wanted to defend his point. His wife interrupted him.

“Mary will be right over,” she said.

“You certainly work fast,” said Richard. “But what if he decides to come too?”

“He won’t. He’s working on a dissertation. But if he does, there’ll be other days.”

Richard became acutely nervous in his anticipation. “I feel like a high school sophomore waiting for his first date,” he said. He fidgeted on his seat, got up, and paced around until Chootchie and Susan laughed aloud at him.

“Calm down,” she said. “Tell us one of your stories or something. She won’t be long.”

He sat down again. “I was just going to tell the Chootch one, but I don’t know if I should. Where the hell do I get off trying to straighten somebody out when I’m a mess myself.”

“Go ahead,” said Chootchie.

“You’re just looking for a beef,” said Richard, “and I’m not about to get in one. Arguin’ about religion’s as bad as arguin’ about how loose a broad is with the guy that’s hot for her. I’m gonna relate a little story an’ you can take it for what it’s worth.” He spoke in his hometown vernacular, and sounded so much like their old friend Brady that Susan and Chootchie looked at each other in surprise.

“Happened down in México,” he continued. “I’d been seein’ all my old man’s relatives, an’ I thought I’d better see some a the old lady’s, otherwise I’d get chewed out when I got home. So I rides over to a ranch where most a them were, an’ I meet this one little old broad who’s about ninety, maybe. She’s the cutest thing you ever seen—all wrinkled up but spry as hell. Seems she’s the only living aunt on my mom’s side. You know, the Page 205 →folks never write down there, an’ we’re the only ones a the family inna States, so everything’s new to me. So she starts givin’ me all the gossip about the other members a the family.

“She’s never married, an’ after my old lady left, she had only one sister down there. This other aunt was married an’ had three daughters an’ a couple a sons, an’ the old broad I was talkin’ to lived with them. Around three years ago, they fines out the older daughter’s knocked up by the spic landowner. An’ believe me, down there that’s rough. They took it pretty bad, but there wasn’t nothin’ they could do about it. Well, it happens the girl dies givin’ birth to the kid. Two months later, the old man gives up the ghost from a broken heart. Three months later, the next girl, who’s but sixteen, she asks permission durin’ a storm one night to go out with some frien’s to look at the crick, which is up to here with water. She goes out, an’ while they’re standing on the bank, lightnin’ strikes. Kills her an’ seven more.

“Now, that’s bad enough for one family. Three dead within seven or eight months, plus the added stigma of a bastard kid inna family. But no, things gotta be done in round numbers. The old lady—the mother—she’s shucking corn one day about two or three months later. Those houses’re maybe a hundred years old ’r so, an’ a wall caves in. Biggest goddamned ’dobes you ever saw in your life fell on her, an’ she died.”

He paused, and with ease in his excitement, he fell back to his normal speech pattern. “To me, all that helped strengthen my belief that there is no God, but do you know what she did? She said, ‘You wait here for me, my son. I just have time to visit the chapel for a few minutes before the boys come in for their supper.’ And there were no tears in her old eyes when she finished her story.

“And when my cousins came in, we ate, and one would never believe that in the period of one year, they lost their mother, their father, and two sisters. So you see, there is a God for some people. An all-powerful God whom they cannot question, no matter what happens to them. And for such people, religion is a good thing. True, you can argue that it’s because of religion that they are in the condition they’re in, but goddamn, what would they do without it?

“So now, although I don’t believe, and I can never believe, I have a different attitude. At one time, I thought that all who are religious were ignorant Page 206 →and stupid, but after a show of faith like that, I could never say a word against it. I have to respect their belief, if only for what it means to them.”

Chootchie and Susan did not speak for a minute. Then Chootchie said, “It does sort of make a person stop and think.”

Susan asked, “Why did you use that type of speech, Richard?”

“A lot of my friends talk like that, and when I’m with them I have to do the same. I guess I did it because this waiting makes me nervous. If you two could understand, I probably would have told you the story in Spanish.”

“One of the greatest persons I’ve ever known talks like that,” she said.

“I can understand that,” said Richard. “These guys are crude, coarse, uncouth, and to all practical purposes illiterate, but they have that something inside. And their common sense is more than any amount of education could be. Most of these schoolboys and pseudo-intellectuals could learn a lot from them.”

“It’s a pity I didn’t get to really know them when I was young,” said Chootchie. “I remember how I used to sit on our porch and watch you and the others play. How I wanted to join you!”

The doorbell rang. Richard got up, put his hands in his pockets, and looked at his feet. Susan went to the door and returned with Mary.

She saw him and covered her surprise by saying, “Why, hello there, stranger. Fancy meeting you here.” The falseness of her voice, the inanity of her words, and the forced casualness of her set smile were like a blow to him. He moved to her and angrily kissed her mouth. The brutality with which he did it frightened her for a moment, and then the blood came to her white face. Her shame was so great that she stared at them, shaking, unable to speak. He put his arms around her once more, and his anger was spent.

“It’s all right, baby,” he said to her. “They know. I had to tell them, but they already knew.”

She did not answer, but her arms crept around him. In a moment she looked up and was smiling.

Susan said, “We’re going down to the store for some beer. Come on, Don. The walk will do you good.”

Chootchie got a jacket and said, “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As Susan walked by them, Richard took her arm and turned her around. He put a hand at the nape of her neck, under her long hair, and Page 207 →looked into her face. “Thank you, Susan,” he said, “for everything. For understanding, for not asking questions, for not offering advice. And most of all for being such a goddamn lovely woman.” His voice almost broke at the end, and he did not see her eyes fill with tears because he buried his face in Mary’s hair.

When they were gone, he said, “Christ, what a soft son of a bitch I’ve become! Have you ever seen a man cry, Mayrie?”

She said, “Don’t Richard! Please don’t! I don’t think I could stand it!”

“I’m all right,” he said. “But for a minute there, it was touch and go. I haven’t come that close to tears in years.”

“You frightened me when I came in,” she said.

“I know, chula. Forgive me, but suddenly it was too much to have you act that way. You can’t begin to imagine how horrible it is to see you like that. And I knew you didn’t want me to tell anyone, but we need help, and Chootch and Susan are good people.”

“I know, darling.” The word came out unconsciously and easily. “It’s all right, and I understand.”

“You’re wonderful, fea.” He ran the back of his hand down her cheek in the caress she loved so much. They kissed for a long time, and when he took her hand and led her into the bedroom, she did not resist.

She responded with a passion she had never known, but because he was aware of the shortness of time, and because he had looked forward to it so long, he was not good. But they had gone this far and now could never go back.

They returned to the living room.

She said, “This weekend—I forgot to tell you—Phil is going away for four days. We can go somewhere where we can spend some time together.”

“Can you leave Friday?”

“Yes. He’s leaving at noon. Just think, we can have three uninterrupted days together!”

“We’ll go to Carmel. I’ll get a car.”

“I’m afraid, Richard. I’m so afraid of so many things, but I’ll go.”

“Don’t worry, cielito. Nothing will go wrong.” He leaned back and pulled her head on his shoulder. They heard Chootchie and Susan on the porch.Page 208 →

It was raining hard when they arrived at Carmel. They stopped once to pick up the key to the cabin. When they were inside, she sat self-consciously, frightened and cold. He started the fire and went out to the car for the groceries and their clothes. When he returned, she was standing before the fire, warming her hands. He looked at her for a moment, then walked up behind her. He grasped her shoulders and she placed her hands over his.

“Afraid, my dearest?” he asked in her ear.

She nodded her head then turned around and put her head on his chest. She said, “It’s so strange being here like this, that’s all. I’ll be all right in a few minutes.”

He helped her off with her coat and said, “Sit here and have a cigarette. I’ll fix a hot drink for you.”

He came back from the kitchenette with the drinks.

She sipped and asked, “What is it?”

“A facsimile of a hot buttered rum.” They were silent for a time. “About our being here,” he said. “Think of it as it was last summer, when we were always alone together. Forget the notion that in a few minutes, we’ll be having intercourse, because we may not in all the time we’re here.”

“Oh?” Her questioning look showed that she had taken it for granted they were there for just that.

“For us,” he continued, “it can’t be that cold—that impersonal. We can’t discuss it calmly and assume the position. For that reason, we came here only to be together for a while. I’m pretty sure it will be more than that before we leave, but it has to be a spontaneous act. With me, it’s not the idea of ‘let me have you,’ it’s ‘let’s have each other.’”

When they finished their drinks they were both relaxed and talking gaily as they once did. The room was warm now, and knowing how cold and stormy it was outside made it more pleasant. They drank another, and when the fire began to die down, they prepared for bed.

“Shall I wear my pajamas?” she asked.

“No. Nothing. It’s much nicer lying together that way.”

The bed was in an alcove, which had a large window overlooking the ocean. Far below, the sea could be heard, smashing intermittently against the rocks.Page 209 →

As he waited for her, he watched the water run in rivulets down the large pane, and knowing the immensity of the sea outside, idly thought of how far he had once traveled in that direction.

She stood behind him; he had not heard her coming. As if she had read his thoughts, she quoted, “Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes he star’d at the Pacific.”13

He laughed and said, “Old John sure tied up on that one, didn’t he?” He turned to look at her and sat slowly on the bed. As she stood in the wan light, perfectly still, the dark triangle contrasted in sharp relief against the beautiful white body. Her delicate features were enhanced by the fact that her face was entirely devoid of makeup.

His first thought was that this thing before him could not possibly be alive. And as usual, he came up with another of what he called his screwy thoughts. No wonder Pygmalion went off his stick!

“God, but you’re beautiful!”

She opened her arms and, with a sob-like sound, fell forward on him. He kissed her tenderly at first, but she was impatient and opened his mouth. His free hand stroked her breasts, her hips, her thighs, then caressed her hairy softness. He moved the hand once more and knew she had never been touched like that. He kissed her mouth, her ear, her throat until she felt she was no longer there but up high, flying—in savage flight, not in a gentle soar.

She wanted to scream, she wanted to laugh, to cry, but only gasped his name over and over, and he knew that it was time. They came together, and with the same suddenness it was over, and they lay, still coupled, breathing deeply. Then he rolled back and they lay side by side. The sounds from outside re-entered, and they did not speak.

“A penny,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Your thoughts.”

He slipped an arm under her head and turned toward her. “So many things are running through my mind. To tell you all of them would end up being a long soliloquy.”

“Soliloquize, then.”Page 210 →

“The wasted years,” he said. “The many things I’ve done and called it living. I’ve no regrets—not a single one. That we didn’t find each other sooner is not my fault. . . But I see how blind I was in not recognizing what I wanted. I was too close to it. It was there before my eyes. My father said, ‘The debt to your race, my son, is that you be a man.’ And I answered, ‘Yes, my father, I am a man.’ Then he added, ‘The debt to your God is that you should marry.’ But even at that age I sensed I had no God, and could not accept that, and I hurt him deeply in telling him.

“Today I know that in a sense he was right. That what I’ve looked for all my life is this woman I hold in my arms. For her I would forsake anything, everything if need be. I would go to work in the Portagee Mill. . . Eight to five every day—time and a half on Saturdays. I would get a GI loan and buy a home, furnish it on time. . . Get a TV set and maybe a car with spotlights and teardrop skirts. . . And on Sundays or social days of obligation, the folks would come to visit us or vice versa. After a few years, I would have a slight corporation around my middle, be in a higher wage bracket, and join the Dad’s Club at school, or maybe the Masonic Order would accept me—or the Knights of Columbus.

“All of that shitty, middle-class existence that I’ve abhorred all my life is what I want, if only I can have this woman beside me. My quest is over. I’ve found it, but will I have it? If not—what? The alternative eludes me.

“Alternative—when was it I first learned there were devious ways of attaining something? Was it the fight with Thomas? No, earlier—much earlier. I can still see myself, and as I recall it, the feeling becomes almost kinesthetic.

“My first day at school, sitting there at my desk, squirming, wanting to piss so bad my teeth were floating. But how to ask for permission in the English? The hand goes up timidly, hesitatingly, and the beautiful profesora looks at me and utters unintelligible sounds. . . Quiero hacer aguas. . . She does not understand. She smiles, her method of dealing with difficult situations. The hand goes down—more squirms. Once again the hand is raised. . . Quiero hacer aguas. . . Smile is now perplexed. My bladder is at the bursting point, but a new hand, that of the Japanese girl with the slitted eyelids over eyes I cannot see goes up. She, too, utters, then points to the rapidly growing puddle at my feet. I jump up with the realization of what I’ve done. I cry in shame all the way home.Page 211 →

“I told my mother that indeed there was no justice. The profesora had no business knowing Japanese and not Spanish. If she had not understood the girl, perhaps she would have never discovered my hideous crime. A few days later, I returned to school, and then I learned that all I need have done was raise my hand and show the teacher one finger or say, ‘Number one.’ It was as simple as all that! My first experience with the alternative. In my happiness, I think of many things, fea. And you?”

“I, too, think of the future. And you. You, who have taught me love, and thus taught me life. How wrong I’ve been to forcibly stop thinking of a future together. But my dream is different, because you’re the man I created in my mind long ago—‘dream-sought and only found in dreams,’ I said, and even used it in a poem. With you, I want to see all the places you’ve told me about. I want to be loved the way you love me. . . I want your friends to be my friends, your joys to be my joys, your sorrows to be my sorrows. I want to know the side of life you’ve known, and especially I don’t want to fall into the decay you talked about. You see, that’s what my existence is. Patterns. I have to see Mother and Daddy every so often, as much as I hate to do it, because I always arrive during a quarrel or immediately after one. And now Phil’s folks are here, and I must visit them, and I can’t call them anything but Mr. and Mrs. Miller, although I know they would rather be Mom and Dad Miller, and one of these days I’ll swing into line and do it. Then we must have a dinner party for so-and-so, or maybe a big one, because we owe so many people dinners. His friends, and not a one who can talk to me about my interests, about the things I like. Oh, it’s so horrible to live such a lie, and I must do it!

“But you, you’re like Shelley’s ‘Spirit fierce,’14 and such a narrow existence would kill you. I couldn’t bear to see you like that! Remember how when we were children, I always asked you not to swear? You’ve probably wondered why I never say anything now. It’s because I love you as you are. I love your coarseness when it appears, I love your brashness, your egotism, your refusal to follow convention rigidly. It’s your strength—your charm, and I realize how much it means to you. When you said you’d give all that up if only you could have me, you moved me as I’ve never been moved before. You make me humble when you raise me to your pedestal.Page 212 →

“Don’t ever change, Richard. I want you as you are, and I want you to write. Especially, I want to see you write because you can. You know you can, if only you’d work at it!”

“There you’re wrong,” he said. “I’ve no illusions about that, because I’m very much aware that I don’t have it. Oh, I might sell a couple of things someday, but they wouldn’t be good. Then, too, all my friends would probably sue me.”

“Why?”

“For the same reason that I can’t write. I can’t get objective enough to create. I become so emotionally subjective that I make use of everything around me. I can relate things I’ve seen or experienced, and because you’re prejudiced you think them good. I just have my own way of telling a tale, and had I lived in olden times I think I would have been a minstrel. Then there’s another thing—I don’t have the craftsmanship. I can never get poetic like you. I have no talent for ornament.”

“But don’t you see that can be an asset? You should work at it, Richard, if not for yourself, for me!”

Her intensity touched him, but she was asking for something he could not give. “Come with me, and I’ll do it. I’ll work so diligently that success, at least economically, would be only a matter of time. Without you, it’s impossible.”

“We’ve talked that over already. But even if we’re apart, you can do it. Art through suffering is—”

He interrupted her. “Fallacious!”

He got up to get cigarettes. They shared one.

“I want to ask you something, Richard.”

“Shoot.”

“I’m sorry that you weren’t the first. Does it matter very much to you?”

“No, of course not. But even if it had, it wouldn’t after tonight. You see, by my standards I was the first—you came to me a virgin. You’ve been used, but no one has ever had you.”

“Is it so important that a woman be a virgin when she marries?”

“Not to me. But most people are all screwed up. They refuse to believe that we’re living in a new age, just as the white man will not admit that his race is declining. The desire to stick to the old traditions is so strong that in their evolution, morals are stumbling around, knocking the hell out Page 213 →of each other. For example, take the average college kid, not the veteran. Middle- or upper-middle-class, preferably Anglo-American, but not necessarily. He wants the woman he marries to be as virtuous as his mother appears to be. Actually, the mother might be the biggest hooker in town, but as long as he doesn’t know it, the very word mother makes her the epitome of womanhood.

“The boy has a girl, and he necks with her, and maybe when he’s a little high, he cops a surreptitious feel now and then, which is all right with her as long as he is unaware that she is aware, but he wouldn’t think of doing anything else. His sister is also white as snow—not in the biblical sense—and her boyfriend and her girl friend’s boyfriend and her brother are all pals. They have a lot of fun on double or triple dates, ad infinitum. But when he and his buddies are alone, you know what they talk about? Sex. And one would never admit to the others that he has never experienced it. They would also never admit that they masturbate, even though the practice takes up much of their leisure time. Yet they will deliberately fabricate stories of how they have had intercourse.

“So there you see a contradiction of morals. It’s unsocial for a man to be a virgin, and immoral for a woman not to be one.”

As always, she listened very carefully to what he said. She thought for a minute. “No,” she said. “I can’t accept that. I’ve known many boys—the majority of boys I still know, for that matter, would never think of doing that until they marry.”

“You know one very well who would.”

“Who?”

“Your brother.”

“Ronnie?” She laughed to keep her anger down. “No, Richard, I know my brother. I also know that you don’t like him, but don’t you think it’s a little small of you to make such an accusation?”

Because he did not like her brother and she defended him, he, too, was angry and said, “If I tell you I saw him doing it, would you believe me then?”

Her body stiffened in his arms and she drew away. Tears rolled slowly down her cheeks. He knew then that what she had done with him had been contrary to the strongest of her beliefs.Page 214 →

“I should have known you wouldn’t say something like that unless you knew. But, please let’s not talk about it anymore. Disillusions can be so horrible.”

“Not disillusions, Mayrie—reality.” He felt the love and tenderness for her swell up within him. “I’m sorry, baby. I’ve got a big mouth.”

She moved back into the hollow of his arm and rubbed her nose against his cheek. “I know you said we shouldn’t talk about it,” she said, keeping her face averted with childish modesty. “But I’m feeling very sensual again.”

He laughed and rolled over on his elbows. His hip pushed her leg as his body sank between her open thighs.

After, she fell into a deep sleep almost immediately. Richard smoked, watching her all the while. She slept quietly, her breath almost inaudible, her small hands, closed into tiny fists, rested on her breast.

What a child she is, he thought. It’s hard to believe she’s been married for years. So naive, and yet so quick to learn.

He put his lips to hers lightly, and she snuggled up to him. Even in her sleep, she tried to get closer. He finished his cigarette and watched her until it was almost light outside. Then he, too, slept.

He woke with a start and eased out of bed, careful not to disturb her sleep. Sometime during the night, it had stopped raining, and a heavy fog had rolled in from the ocean. He put a robe on and went to the door to feel the moisture against his face. His mind, as always, wandered imaginatively.

A garret in London. . . A gut growling from hunger, a hard roll, and a cup of weak tea. But, hell, it wasn’t so bad, really. He still had a few pieces of parchment and quills; and better yet, he had an idea for the Spectator—he would satirize a satire! His friends began to drop in one by one to shoot the breeze. Bacon, Chaucer, Ben, and bloody Kyd. . . The beautiful Shelley, the sloppily sentimental Browning. Will couldn’t make it, because he was on the town with some mysterious lady, but a wild-eyed Dryden arrived, babbling incoherently about a bird named Mac Flecknoe who had done him dirt, but he’d fix him, and he began to write immediately. Joyce came in, and with him came Wolfe. They said that Henry James was outside, along with Hawthorne and London and Clemens and Poe, but, of course, they simply didn’t belong. Richard, against objections, opened a window Page 215 →and invited Hawthorne to come up, but shook his head sadly at Clemens. If only he hadn’t written the last quarter of Huck Finn he would have had a masterpiece, but he choked. . . Too bad Nathaniel wouldn’t be around to read Ray Bradbury; he would have loved him.

Hey, close the window! A couple of us here are in the advanced stage of the con!

Ah! Here came Dr. Johnson, he was always good for a few farthings for a bit of grog.

How much is a farthing?

Maybe good old Tom will bring some laudanum. Not nearly as good as tea—but. . .15

“Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed aloud. With the characteristic shrug of his shoulders, he closed the door. What a rare thing, fancy! He thought of his mother. How she used to look at him and shake her head and say, “Cosa rara.”

He walked to the bed and stared down at the slight figure. Unknowingly, she had rekindled the old desire to write. Else why his thoughts of the greats?

Perhaps she’s right. Maybe I can learn.

The urge to live had always been great, but the purpose had been nebulous.

They say love is a part of life. Uh-uh. Life is but a part of love; a very small, dry part. . . I’ve changed. I’m all soft and watery inside, and sometimes when she looks at me, the water goes to my knees.

Tenderly, he pushed a stray lock away from her face. Whistling softly, he went about his work. First the fire—there was still enough wood, fortunately—then breakfast. When it was prepared, he took it to her and kissed her lightly. Her eyes opened and she smiled, then thrust her head under the covers to hide a yawn. Wide awake, she peered out, blushing.

“Good morning, princess,” he said, and touched her cheek. “Today, breakfast in bed.”

She was enchanted. “Good morning, my beloved,” she said. She drew her knees up and sat against the wall, pulling the covers up around her neck. He waited, grinning, wondering how she would manage to eat and hide her body at the same time. Then she remembered and carelessly let the blankets drop to her waist.Page 216 →

“That’s better,” he said, and put his mouth to her breast.

“Don’t!” She shivered, and laughed in her child’s manner. “You give me goose bumples.”

“See,” he said, “I remembered. Plenty of onions in your scrambled egg. Toast just right, bacon burned—ugh—the way you like it. You have to drink all that milk before you get coffee, and I also got some cashews for you to munch on later and—”

She took his head in her hands and kissed him. “Sweet,” she whispered. “Oh, if I could only be sure that after two years of living together, you would still be so thoughtful and considerate and tender!”

“Always, prieta. With you, I could never be different.”

“And domesticated! You, domesticated—no one would believe it!”

He was uncomfortable and joked. “Jim Cain says that all of us have a little feminine in us. As long as I manifest it in this manner and not the other, I’ll be all right.”

“No wonder you’ve had women. You’re so good to them.”

“On the contrary. I’ve always been pretty brutal.” He grew serious. “If I didn’t know before how I feel about you, I know it now. You see, you’re the first one that keeps me interested after the act. That’s what I meant last night about the wasted years. Why couldn’t you have happened to me when I was thirteen? Always, the events leading up to and the act itself were wonderful, but then the interest waned, and after a few weeks it meant nothing. It became like any other physical function, and just as I took care of those needs as they arose, I got release when I needed it.

“And in my monumental conceit, I always believed that I’d given as much as I received—but I was wrong. Merely by looking at me, you know that no woman would have anything to do with me purely for the sexual relationship. I’m not good-looking, and it’s a lot of hard work to make a broad, and after it was done I always treated them in a hell of a way. They meant only one thing to me.

“But you, you’re different. In spite of the fact that all your knowledge comes from books, we can talk for hours about anything—even trivia, and you never bore me. And when we’re through making love, I want to fondle you, play with you—I never tire of kissing you. When you’re asleep, I love the feel of you beside me, love the way your hands reach Page 217 →out for me. I’ve enjoyed fixing chow for you, and I’ve never done a thing like that in my life. I’ve always had things done for me; you know, after the Mexican philosophy that a woman is nothing more than a household implement.”

She was through eating, and he brought the coffee.

She said, “I could never stand to be touched. Mother tells me that even as a child I couldn’t sleep with anyone. I’m amazed that I find so much pleasure from your touch, and I’m ashamed when I think of that last night I asked you to— to—”

“You shouldn’t be. It’s only natural.”

“I suppose so, but sex has never meant anything to me.”

“Is the reason for the twin beds that you don’t like to be touched?”

“One of the reasons.”

“You’re going to have to change your ideas when we’re married. I’m old-fashioned that way.”

“But of course!”

“Come, let’s take a shower.”

“Together?”

“How else?”

After they showered, he took a nap while she read. She let him sleep until early afternoon. When he got up, the fog had disappeared, and the day, although cold, was clear and beautiful. He dressed as she happily told him what she had been doing.

“I worked on a poem, which I won’t show you because it’s so gushy, and I walked into the village.”

“You?” he asked with mock incredulity. “Why you don’t even walk to school alone for fear of getting lost!”

“Well, someone had to go after food, and you, my dear slob, were, as you say, crapped out. And if I’m going to be a Mexican household implement, I may as well learn now.”

He rubbed her behind and chased her around the room until he cornered her. As he held her to him she said, “I never knew how beautiful it is here, Richard. It would be wonderful to live here always.”

“Yes I know. Jeffers knows it too.”

“He lives here, doesn’t he?”

“You probably ran into him in the street.”Page 218 →

An idea suddenly came to her. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you? Like this, I mean.”

“I told you it’s never been like this before, but a long time ago, we used to bring broads here.”

“To this house?”

“No. I’ve always looked at it, and I had a wild idea that I would like to spend my honeymoon here someday.” He smiled with pleasure. “Hey, you’re going to give me a bighead. You’re jealous!”

“No, Richard. Not of the past. And I don’t know why I feel like this, for I’ve never felt it before and, too, especially since I can’t make the move so that we can be together. I have no right to have claims on you, but if you see that Esther again, I’ll scratch her eyes out!”

“How’d you know about that?” he asked laughingly.

“I didn’t really learn all I know from books.”

They walked along the coast and then went into the town for a few drinks.

She said, “I’ve a confession to make. I peeked.”

“You what?”

She looked down at her drink and blushed. “When you were asleep today, I pulled back the covers and looked at your body. I’ve never seen a man’s body before.”

“Why, you silly! We showered together.”

“I know, and I wanted to look then, but I couldn’t do it while you were watching.”

“Was your curiosity satisfied?”

“Extremely so.”

He thought what a dumb bastard her husband must be.

They went out to a promontory to watch the sunset. The whole world around them was so beautiful, and life itself was now so precious that he put his arms around her and held her tightly. She spoke, and the strange poetic quality of her words showed that she shared his feeling.

“I love you,” she said. “I love you now. As I look up the sun is setting; the sky is all afire!”

His reaction was so strong he could not speak a word, and he grasped her hand tightly all the way back to the cabin. They both felt they could not get there soon enough.Page 219 →



IX

Richard Rubio had won. He was certain of it as he sat beside Susan, listening to the droning voice of the bored lecturer. He had not heard a word, for his mind was full of thoughts of the past weekend. But she always took good notes and would lend them to him later.

He had won because, before they left Carmel, he had explained to Mary that he would wait for her as long as it would be necessary, but because she was now truly his woman, it was impossible for him to tolerate that she have a sex life with her husband.

She had looked up at him and said, “Oh, Richard. How could I after this?”

And he was satisfied, because she was always honest with him. The break would come before too long, for despite everything, her husband was a man and would not stand for it. Yes, he had won.

But Richard Rubio was unaware that unlike himself, there was a breed of men who would tolerate anything for the sake of social appearances.

So as the weeks went by and then the months, he was confused and worried. He knew she told him the truth, but he could not help himself. Fortunately, along with the periods of doubt and insecurity, were good times. Through Susan’s efforts, they were able to see each other not infrequently. But their relationship now began to take on the air of sordidness they had never felt, for they were forced to grope for a few hours together in motels; or at an outdoor movie—passion pits, they were called, and the fact was always in their minds. After such interludes, he would forget his promise and beg or demand that she leave her husband. She was adamant in her decision, and they would come very near to a quarrel as he said, “At the expense of your emotions, you’re trying to be loyal to fading traditions and dead myths—to a decision you once made that had already been proved wrong! Have you stopped to think that it’s also at the expense of my emotions?”

“Oh, do you think I don’t know that?” she cried. “Don’t you know how terrible I feel for leading you on without offering anything for certain?”Page 220 →

But he loved her and respected her beliefs as she respected his.

Once, she said sadly, “You know, you’ve destroyed so many of my idols—even my God.”

“I know, Mayrie, and I’m sorry. But I haven’t done it consciously.”

“I know, and I’m grateful for that.”

“You, too, have knocked the hell out of some of my beliefs.”

“Oh? Which ones?”

“I never believed that my woman would put other things before me.”

“Yes, you wouldn’t.” And she added plaintively, wanting his assurance that her words were true. “But it can’t be too long now, Richard! I have to see it through, don’t you see!”

“Yes, darling, I see. That’s the reason I’m still here.”

They reached hungrily for each other.

Sometimes she took another tack. “How do I know what I want? What if we, too, should fail to make a go of it? The pain then would be infinitely greater than if we never have each other!”

“We will be happy, I promise you. We can be happy because we want each other!”

“Once, I thought I wanted Phil.”

“That was different. You didn’t love him!”

“No, I didn’t love him, but don’t you see that’s just the point? If you and I failed, what would be left for me? I must believe in something, and I can’t believe in being always the bride and never the bridesmaid!”

“I’ll go along with you there. We must believe in something, and I’ve become uncynical enough to think that a belief in ourselves and the life we would make together is enough”

For the first time she said the wrong thing: “There are so many factors which would work against us. For example, Mother could never approve of your friends.”

“Horseshit!” She had never seen him so angry. “Where the hell does she come into this? The bitch! She’s nothing but a goddamn cracker—a stump-jumper who made a few bucks during the war. Now she belongs to a book club, lines her shelves with unread, cheaply bound classics, and she thinks she’s got cultchuh. Sure, I have some goofy friends, bums, drunks, criminals, and even fruits! But at least they have no illusions Page 221 →about themselves—they’ve got something inside! While she, the artificial asshole, has no more depth than a marble slab!”

“Stop it! Stop it!”

“And I have other friends too. Some who would accept her as an equal in spite of the fact that economically, socially, and intellectually—as long as you’re in a classifying mood—they’re way above her! Jesus Christ! Your old man is the only one in your family other than you who’s worth a damn. Only thing wrong with him was his choice of wives!”

“Oh, stop, Richard! Stop!” she sobbed. “I’m sorry—I’m sorry I said that!”

They shook against one another.

God! he thought. Whatever happens better happen soon before we kill our love! He held her and was contrite in his deep shame. “Forgive me, Mayrie. I had no right to say those things—to hurt you like that.”

She said, “You’re right about Mother. It’s so horrible to face facts about people you love.”

“That’s why we can live, dearest. We know exactly what the other is. You know my faults as I know them. Who else would accept me in spite of my shortcomings, which are many?”

“Write our story, Richard.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s fantastic. People as good as you are simply don’t exist, not even in literature. And as for me, like Hemingway, I’d be accused of having a self-conscious virility. Also, I’ve changed too much and too abruptly. It’s unbelievable that a person such as I’ve been would now be what I am. Before, the only time I used the word love I meant filial love, and now the word is always in my mind. I toss it around like an adolescent, and whenever I can get objective, which is quite seldom these days, I’m actually sickened by a retrospective view of my thoughts.”

“Put it down, all of it”

“Jesus, wouldn’t that be great on paper!” he said with a touch of sarcasm. “And then, too, it would put you on the spot in real life if it would ever be published.”

“That isn’t important. It would be art.”

Some things seemed so simple to her—while others. . .Page 222 →

The school year ended and another began. Richard did not move to Santa Clara after his graduation but took an apartment in Berkeley. Together, they worked, painting, installing drapes, and arranging things to give it a lived-in look. Their place! It cost too much, but it had a fireplace and they both loved a fire.

An unlisted telephone and an extra key made their life bearable, almost completely happy.

It was more difficult for him because, as long as their future was unsettled, he did not know what to do. He was out of school and could not take a job because he did not know when the inevitable would happen. He now no longer knew what would become of them and lived from one day to the next, waiting for her calls, rejoicing in the moments they could be together. Often he would find himself listening rapturously to the wailing sentimentality of popular music.

Jesus, what a metamorphosis! I’m mad, I’m obsessed!

All his life, whenever he thought of the idea of romantic love, he had done so wishfully. Something that would be pleasant but did not actually exist. And as for marriage, he could never believe in the institution, although he now had new ideas on the subject. He knew that what he now wanted was a classification. He, who had believed so long in individuality, realized that he could never have it until he was classified. For more than ever, he was aware that his complex makeup was destroying him. The ability to adapt himself to the many walks of life was his undoing, for he was neither a Mexican nor an American, neither a bum nor an intellectual. He was paying now for that gift he received at birth. If he could be one person, he could come to a decisive action, but he was not, and he could only wait.

And as he waited he saw himself ten years hence, still waiting. He had come to believe so deeply in this that he could do nothing else.

Then came a day—a Saturday on which she was to have come early and did not arrive until after dark. He was certain she had been held up by unexpected company so he said nothing, but after she had been there a few minutes, he asked,

“All right, honey, what’s troubling you?”

She began to cry almost hysterically, and his first thought was of pregnancy, but upon reflection he knew that was impossible. It was a few minutes before she could gain sufficient control of herself to speak.Page 223 →

“It’s happened,” she said. “Last night we had a violent quarrel, the worst ever, and the chance for freedom and all the things we want is there now, if I want it. Oh, I don’t know what to do!” She sobbed uncontrollably again.

“There’s only one thing to do. You must leave him.” But there was a stifling sensation in his chest.

“I can’t do it, because I feel I haven’t really tried to make a go of it. He accused me of frigidity, of not being a wife. He made me see that I haven’t been a wife, because since our first summer, I’ve only let him take me once, and that was immediately after he came back. So you see, in two years he hasn’t touched me, and by refusing him, I’ve forced this action. I’m the one responsible for the break, don’t you see?”

He understood her meaning, but could not understand the why of it anymore, and he was angry. But her state of near-hysteria filled him with concern. “Your mind seems to be made up. Why the tears?”

“It isn’t made up. I’ve thought about it all day long—worried about it until I thought I’d go mad! And I feel so guilty about not just pulling up stakes and coming with you. I know I’m letting you down by even hesitating.”

She lost control once more. When she could speak again, she said, “I just can’t make up my mind what to do! I finally wrote a long letter to him and left it on his desk. I said I’d be back tonight, and we’d discuss it and make our decision.”

He knew what she would do, but hope welled with him. “But don’t you realize that the moment you let him touch you, you’re in effect telling me to go away?”

“No. Things wouldn’t change between us. They mustn’t! Nothing could do that!”

In his sadness and self-pity, he wanted to cry and could not. “I tried to explain to you before. I don’t believe in marriage for the sake of the ceremony. I believe that when a woman has a love for a man, that is the only time she can give herself freely and wholly. With all my heart I believe that my woman cannot be with another man. The idea of a woman sleeping with a man against her will merely because some guy with a black book read a few words, and she promised to do it, is obscene. Desire is the important thing, not the vow. When we were children, you once told Page 224 →me not to do something for you because I promised, but because I liked you. I’ve never forgotten that, because when two people are as close as we’ve been, there shouldn’t be a need for promises. Our actions should be influenced by our love.”

“You feel that way, and yet you want to marry me. You’ve told me you want to marry me if I were free, that you wouldn’t even consider just living together. Why?”

“Because the legality of a union is so important to you. But in spite of what I’ve done, of what I am—immoral, irreligious, atheistic—I have an ethical and a moral code of my own. By my standards, you became my wife that first night in Carmel. To me, he’s the intruder, and it’s against everything I believe that you should go to him simply because it’s his marital right.”

“Do you mean rite—the ritual, or right?”

“R-I-G-H-T.”

“You don’t glorify women very much, do you?”

“That’s what it is, isn’t it? It’s the whole basis of your argument. But there’s a cruder word for it.”

She cried for a long time, and he felt again that almost tangible feeling of love for her. “Do what you think you have to do, my dearest. I can say nothing more. I don’t pretend to understand you, though I have up till now, but I love you. That fact still governs my life.”

She was gone, and he knew that that which he wanted was not to be. But because human nature is such, he must cling to what little chance there remained.

She returned the next morning, and with an air of simulated nonchalance began to make his bed. He pushed her down and sat beside her. And though he knew, he asked, “What happened?”

“We talked it over and agreed that although the past was irreparable, we must try to make a go of it for ourselves, for our families, for our position.”

“Did you?” She did not answer. “Did you?”

“Yes, and oh, it was horrible! But it had to be done.”

At first, he was calm, looking at the situation as if from a distance. The son of a bitch didn’t waste much time, he thought, without rancor. But what kind of a man is he that can calmly talk it over and then proceed to make love? With a pickup for a fast jump, yes, but with his wife? The bastard has no soul!Page 225 →

The nauseating picture came suddenly to his mind and with it a pain so great it doubled him up.

Jealousy is a physical thing! It tears into your organs. Like a kick in the balls—maybe this is the way my mother felt as I made my way out of her! God, I’m going to puke or crap all over myself!

The figures were clear before his eyes. Her body, beautifully white, grotesquely in coitus with the man he knew so well, but who was now a stranger—any man.

Did she simulate a response, now that she knows what it is? Yet more horrible, did she respond? When the thing went in, did she come to life. . . And later, did she scratch his back, did she bite his shoulder, did her gracefully slender legs suddenly become sinewy and brace themselves around him?

He tortured himself masochistically, for he knew down deep that she could never be like that with anyone else. He fought for breath, choking, and thought that he would die and was glad.

But he did not die, and the figures would not leave.

“Out! Out! Damned spot! Jesus, Maria, y Jose. . . Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch son of a—”

From afar, her voice penetrated the wall of suffering. “Richard! Richard!”

The figures were gone, and the tears came. For all the times he could not do it, for everything throughout the years, there were enough. He cried like a baby, with such a fury that the act itself was painful. She held his head to her breast, twisting his hair in her hands, and cried with him, saying all the while, “Don’t Richard! I can stand anything but that! Nothing they can do to me will be worse than it is to see you suffer like this!”

Why do you make me suffer, then?

They tasted each other’s tears.

“You’re killing me, Richard! Oh, God! What a mess I’ve made of things!”

But he could not stop.

Where’s your strength now, Richard Rubio?

Scenes from his childhood went by panoramically. The last time he cried. The old man kicking the hell out of him and not a sound came from his lips—then during the night a terrific storm, and the next day he went to visit his friend, Thomas, but didn’t get there because he had to sit down Page 226 →on a curb and cry. The motorcycle cop asked him what was the matter and he said, “The wind knocked down the yewcalippies!”

“Oh, Mayrie, why did you do it? How could you?”

“Please, you must stop it! I can’t stand it, I tell you! Oh, please, darling! Please!”

“But why? Why? Make me understand and stop my pain!”

“It shouldn’t mean this much to you, because it changes nothing—nothing! I had to do it, and it was horrible—I was revolted! When I went into the bathroom to take care of myself, I was physically ill! There it is, I’ve told you—that’s what you wanted to know, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

Yes, that’s what I wanted to know, but it does change things, despite that. Because I am what I am. . . And you, Mayrie, like a whore—no, worse than a goddamn whore, because she recognizes what she is, but you—you actually gained some self-respect from prostituting yourself, didn’t you?

But I love you!

What the hell am I to do? I can’t even decide what to do? Christ, I cannot control the language of my thoughts!

The realization that he was near to panic gave him the strength of will to control his body. He saw that she was on the verge of complete collapse, and he held her close to him as her convulsive sobs subsided.

Dijo mi padre: “La desgracia más grande que le puede suceder a un hombre es que lo hagan cabrón.” Cabrón—I am a cabrón! The greatest misfortune that can befall a man, he said. And the English language does not even have a word for it! Another man has used my woman, and I am a cabrón. A cuckold? No. The Restoration made that almost fashionable. . . And I asked him, “If it happens, my father, what is a man to do?” He answered, “In my country, the man will cut the woman’s hair off, so she will be known for what she is, and kill the man or be killed by him. Here in your country, I do not know. Here the woman’s hair is already cut, perhaps she is already known for what she is, and it does not matter, and the other is therefore impossible.” I asked, “But if one is killed, wherein lies the satisfaction?” And he said, “The male dignity, my son. It is kept alive—what more can a man desire?”

But Jesus Christ, Pop! To a certain extent I’m of your culture, but I’m American! Or am I? What the hell kind of animal am I? A motherin’ morphodite?Page 227 →

“I’m sorry I broke down, Mayrie.” Now that’s the American. When the old man cried, he wasn’t sorry nor ashamed.

“I feel so horrible, Richard. That I should be responsible for hurting you so! Oh, how you must hate me!”

“No, mi vida. I love you, no matter what. You must remember that, because to me you’ll always be the wonderful, good woman that you are. My Mayrie. But I hate him. I was indifferent before, but now I hate him with all the intensity, with all the hatred I could never have for you. And I’ve never hated before.”

“Then through me you’ve experienced two new emotions—love and hate.”

“Maybe the philosophers are right. You have to know one to know the other.”

But it’s not his fault, poor bastard! My intelligence tells me that. How can I blame him for wanting her, when I’m dying for her myself?

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I have to think! I find I’m neither fish nor flesh—something like the Blessed Trinity! If I could only be one way—if I only had a God, but I don’t!”

The guys at home would say, “Up her ass! I got mine, so the hell with her!” If I hadn’t gone to school, I would say the same. I would hate her, and it would be easier to forget.

The male dignity. . . In spite of myself, your lessons were insidious, my father.

But I love her!

A showdown? Confront him with the facts? No, my ego would not permit me to do it. . . She has to come to me without coercion. . . And common sense tells me I should wait, that this is only temporary, because a setup like that is bound to fall apart. Self-destruction? Nonexistence? Yes, that would be best, but I cannot do that. I am not afraid, but I cannot do it.

Christ! How do I reconcile all my beliefs?

“I’m going home for a couple of days, Mayrie. Fix it up so we can be together for a few hours Wednesday night. You mustn’t fail in this, because it’ll be the last time we’ll see each other until you’re free. And if you’re never free, this is the last time. I’m going home to say goodbye, and then I’m leaving from here.”Page 228 →

“You’ve come to a decision, then?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know you could be so loyal to a creed.”

“I didn’t know you could be, either.”

“You’re sure that’s what you want to do?”

“No, I want to die, but I could never take my own life. Like you, I don’t want to be responsible for making others suffer. And especially the suffering it would cause you.”

“Yes, if you did away with yourself, I would die too.” She cried quietly. “Don’t worry, Richard. I’m crying now because you’re leaving me. What a small existence I’ll have until we meet again.”

“The Mexican has a saying, ‘La vida es un suspiro.’ You know what that means?” She nodded her head. “And it’s true—a very short breath. The world is so large and we’re so insignificant, it’s a wonder we’ve survived as long as we have.”

“I’ll be here Wednesday, Richard. And I want you to know that no matter what becomes of us in future years—no matter what I’ve done, what I’m doing that you think so abominable, I love you. You must never doubt that. No one can take that from you.”

He ran the back of his hand across her cheek. “That’s exactly what I wanted to say to you,” he said.

He had not meant for them to make love that night. He had looked forward to greeting her arrival by saying:

“You once prepared a meal for me, remember? Today I splurged and found all the things you like. And I got some beer and cashews for after.”

Then he was to sit her at the table, light the candles, and announce, “The first course, señora, your favorite dish. Split-pea soup à la Rubio.” Of course, he would not tell her he got it out of a can. The whole thing was to be a big joke; gay, playful, and delightful as it had been at one time, but it was not. Because the moment she came in the door, they were in each other’s arms. Their desire was so great, she did not have time to shed her coat.

After that, with her usual neatness, she disrobed and hung her clothes. Then she got her robe.Page 229 →

They were not hungry, though neither of them had eaten, so they sat before the fire and drank beer. They talked reminiscently of little things they had done, which gained significance because they were part of their past.

She said their Christmas tree looked droopy, and he broke it and threw it into the fire. She cried.

“I loved our tree so much, and we had such fun putting it up. We kept it so long, too—longer than people keep trees up, and now it’s destroyed.”

He kissed her, and they consciously avoided the subject of their misery. They came together again, and when they were through, she did not bother to don the robe but fell asleep immediately.

He lay beside her on his back and then went up on one elbow. For a long time he looked at her, and when his arm was numb from lack of circulation, he brought himself to his knees.

He reached out then and stroked her hair, as he had done so many times while she slept. He placed both hands on her head, tenderly running his thumbs across her temple. She moved and put a hand on his body; as always, even in sleep she tried to bring him closer. And now his hands were on her throat, and slowly, very slowly, he increased the pressure, until her eyelids opened and she stared at him in terror. She raised her arms in spasmodic jerks as if to claw at him, and then the fear left her eyes and she relaxed. He kissed her then, while there was yet a breath of life in her, and her still warm mouth was like a response to him as she died.

Easy. It was so goddamn easy. . . But there, when she woke up gasping for breath, it was as if she were trying to draw air from a vacuum. . . Now she is gone, and her vacuous world does not exist; I’ll have mine for yet a little while. . . I took a life! Then he thought of his son. Ah, but I gave a life, World, so we’re quits.

“No pain felt she; I am quite sure she felt no pain.”

So quiet it is—so peaceful.

He had expected a terrible din, a noise so great as to shatter his head, but it was only still. He smoothed her hair and tried to ease the bruises from her throat with gentle fingers. And he heard her voice, comforting him:Page 230 →

It’s all right, dearest. Everything’s all right now and I forgive you. . . and I forgive you. . . and I forgive you. . .

And staring all the time into the fire with her head clasped to his breast, he saw the words, seemingly dancing on the flames, and read aloud:


“—SHE

   TOO WEAK, FOR ALL HER HEART’S ENDEAVOR,

TO SET ITS STRUGGLING PASSION FREE

   FROM PRIDE, AND VAINER TIES DISSEVER,

   AND GIVE HERSELF TO ME FOREVER.

SHE GUESSED NOT HOW

   HER DARLING ONE WISH WOULD BE HEARD.

AND THUS WE SIT TOGETHER NOW,

   AND ALL NIGHT LONG WE HAVE NOT STIRRED,

   AND YET GOD HAS NOT SAID A WORD!”16



He did not throw any more wood into the grate. The log looked like it would burn forever.






Page 231 →Appendix of Archival Texts



Introduction to the Appendix

The appendixes included here offer background and literary information that sheds some light on and adds to our understanding of Villarreal’s early work, especially Our Little Life. There is very little information regarding the dates of production for the pieces included here. The two stories were probably written in the early 1950s since they both, in different ways, later became part of Our Little Life. When the prospectuses for the tetralogy were written is even more fuzzy, since the only information we have is that in 1985 Villarreal was in negotiations with Doubleday regarding the publication of his planned novel, The Houyhnhnms. There is no evidence to clarify whether the prospectuses were written decades before the negotiations started or if Villarreal was creating them as he was developing a vision for the totality of his creative work. Nevertheless, the framework he provides in the papers and pieces of literature included in this section show that, for the most part, what he had in mind for his writing was an expanding vision that would integrate the Mexican American experience into a longer history, starting with the Mexican Revolution, and going beyond World War II into the modern era.

As mentioned in the Introduction, the prospectuses for a tetralogy, kept among his papers at Santa Clara University and probably written in Page 232 →the early 1950s, acknowledge that his work was meant to be read along the lines of a historical awareness that Villarreal called “self-consciousness.” The Fifth Horseman, which is about the Mexican Revolution, was to be considered the first novel in this progression, while Pocho should be thought of as a sequel to it. Villarreal planned a third book in the series, The Houyhnhnms (the prospectus is included here as Appendix 3), which would address the so-called consciousness of identity after World War II, and a fourth novel, Call Me Ishmael (also included here as Appendix 5) which would tell the story of the Civil Rights era.

The expanded version of Richard’s life that we find in Our Little Life, together with one of the short stories included as Appendix 2 (“The Homecoming”), gives us a glimpse of his vision for the third novel, The Houyhnhnms. That story would start in the spring of 1947, as the main character announces that he is “ready to again take up my studies” after the war. But the content and tone of the short story and the last chapters of Our Little Life (material excluded from the published novel Pocho) not only provide information about Richard’s life after the war but give us a hint at how World War II had changed forever the Mexican American experience and its relationship with the American dream. Villarreal’s “Homecoming,” for example, shows skepticism about the return of the veterans after World War II and the dreams of an education in Berkeley. The narrator of this story seems to question the heroic status of the soldiers, the honorability of the war, and the awareness of the student body at the university. This point of view, deeply cynical at times, echoes Richard’s disillusionment in the later chapters of Our Little Life, and also complements the idea that the main character might be suffering from PTSD after his experience of the war as the dream of creating his own destiny by the use of his own will has already changed.

We know little about the fourth novel, which according to the prospectus (Appendix 5) would be titled Call Me Ishmael, except that it would continue the saga of the Rubio family after the war and would take place during the spring of 1972, at the University of Colorado and at the peak of the Chicano Movement. By reading the prospectus, we see that the final novel would continue the tone of disillusionment of the previous one, but now focusing on the student movement of that era.Page 233 →

Nevertheless, it is also important to notice how the short stories included here add nuance to the theme of disillusionment. Both stories not only complement earlier versions of the novel but add the frameworks of colonialism, sexuality, and war to those voices, and thus help us to see more clearly what distinguishes Our Little Life from Pocho. The short story “Dream South . . . and Only Found in Dreams,” might be an earlier version of some of the chapters that would later be included in Our Little Life. Certainly, as explained above, the colonial stance of the story adds nuance to Richard’s possessive desire for Mary. The title suggests that both characters are pursuing different versions of the dream, and as such their attraction to each other will generate the kind of desire that might end in a collision of dreams and tragedy.

The draft of the autobiographical essay (Appendix 6) included here was probably written in the 1970s, and published later by the San Jose Mercury News. It gives us a glimpse of how important Santa Clara was to José Antonio Villarreal, and reflects on the changing landscape of this city and how his own identity as a Mexican American was deeply connected to the changes of the place we call today the Silicon Valley.







Page 234 →1. Dream South . . . and Only Found In Dreams


It was June 1943. The war was well into its second year, and in a small, white house deep in Chicago’s vast South Side, Mary Madison and her mother were busy in the preparation of dinner. It was a festive occasion for the Madison family because the boy, Ronnie, was coming home for the summer. It was not often that he was allowed to come home from the missionary school in Michigan, and because he was the only son, the family was anxious to see him. With him he was to bring a friend, who being a year ahead of him had been ordained upon his graduation a few days earlier.

The two women were finished with what could be done for the time being and had barely seated themselves to listen to a news broadcast while waiting for the men, when the door opened and they walked in.

“The train was late,” explained the father. “Then we were caught in the downtown traffic—”

His wife did not allow him to finish.

“Ronnie!” She exclaimed, and threw her arms around him. “My baby! Look how he’s grown!”

“Cut it out, Mother,” said Ronnie. “You’d think I’d been away for years. I was here for Christmas, wasn’t I?”

“Yeah, May” said her husband. “Stop treating him like a kid. He’s a big boy now. Better introduce your friend, Ronnie.”Page 235 →

“Oh yes, I almost forgot. Mother, this is Philip Miller, but you may have to call him Mr. Miller, since he’s a legitimate gentleman of the cloth now.”

“Just plain Phil is fine, Mrs. Madison. I’m very pleased to meet you,” said the young man. He was of average height and build, not handsome but good-looking in a plain way.

“I’m glad to know you,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you. You remember Mary. don’t you?”

“Of course,” he said and took Mary’s hand. “I’m so happy to see you again,” he told her. She had visited Berrien Springs to see her brother a few times, and Phil had met her then.

“Hello, Phil,” she said. “Congratulations. Are you here for long?”

“I promised Ronnie I’d stay a week. I really must run home and see the folks.”

“We’ll try to make your visit here a happy one,” she said.

The young men put their things away and joined the others at the dinner table. After dinner, they sat in the living room where Mr. Madison, over the objections of his wife, drank a glass of beer.

“Nothing better than a good, cold glass of suds for what ails you, I always say,” he said. “Well, what are your plans for the vacation? What do sky-pilots do for fun, anyway?”

“Will!” exclaimed Mrs. Madison in horror.

“Much the same as anyone else, Mr. Madison,” said Phil, reddening slightly. “We’re not much different, you know?”

Mr. Madison belched loudly. “Not bad manners, just good beer,” he explained. “I suppose you got an offer from a church already?” he continued, easing the embarrassment of his family a little.

“Well, not exactly. You see, Emmanuel is a missionary school.”

“You know that, Father,” said Ronnie.

“That’s right. I guess I forgot. So it’s China then?”

“All missionaries do not necessarily have to go to China, Daddy,” said Mary.

Mrs. Madison wished her husband would keep quiet. She almost grimaced every time he opened his mouth. He simply could not say anything right sometimes.

“As a matter of fact,” said Phil, “the Far East is out of the question at this time. The war and all that, you know. I decided on Mexico.”Page 236 →

“But aren’t those Indians dangerous?” asked Mrs. Madison.

“Not exactly,” he answered. “You see, there’s a great need for missionaries even among the people that are civilized and live in cities. I feel that I can do great work there.”

“Good,” said Mr. Madison. “They sure have a mess of Catholics there.”

“Sometimes,” said his wife, “I think we should have missionary work done here in our own country.” She was thinking of a small town on the West Coast where they had lived for a few years. “I wish you would decide to do that, Ronnie. For a few years, at least.”

Ronnie laughed. “She’s trying to send me back to Santa Clara, Phil. You know that place I’ve told you about,” he said. “Though actually it’s not such a bad idea. They’ve got more foreigners there than in a foreign country and they’re all Catholic.”

“You probably want to go there to see Zelda,” said Mary. She had been thinking of Santa Clara since Mexico had been mentioned.

“Oh, no!” said Ronnie in a mock horror. “I don’t want to have anything to do with her, and anyway she wouldn’t have me. She’s probably a contender for the lightweight title by now. She was the toughest kid in town,” explained to Phil, then he teased his sister. “You know, Phil, if you want information about Mexico or Mexicans, Mary can give it to you. She’s an authority on them. Has a boyfriend back in California that she visited almost every day.”

“Now, Ronnie, don’t upset Sis,” said Mr. Madison. She was his favorite and he knew how deeply she felt about her childhood friend, and how much it hurt her to be made the object of a joke.

His wife was smiling. She was enjoying herself immensely and thinking what a fine boy Phil was. She thought of his wonderful mission in life and decided that he would be just the man for her daughter. “Oh, Will. He’s only teasing,” she said.

Mr. Madison knew that it was impossible to change the subject of conversation, so to ease Mary’s feelings, he attempted to say something pleasant. “I remember the little fellow,” he said. “He and Mary would sit for hours under the loquat tree in front.”

“Yes,” said his wife, “and he took her home for dinner a few times. She used to bake cookies and make fudge for him.”Page 237 →

“I talked to him a couple of times,” Mr. Madison went on. “Kid was smart as a whip.”

“That was it,” said Ronnie. “He was too smart.” He turned to Phil. “You know the type, Phil. Superior to everyone. Why, you know what he said to me once? And he spoke with a trace of an accent, mind you. He said, ‘I don’t mind having you around when there’s a bunch of guys, but when you’re alone, don’t talk to me. You’re only a kid.’ And there he was, not more than a few weeks older than I.”

“Imagine!” said Mrs. Madison.

Ronnie thought of the last time he had seen the Mexican boy and how he had been insulted that afternoon. He became a little angry with the thought. “And once, he told me that it was not my fault I’d been born outside the true faith. Said I had an excellent chance to go to heaven. ‘Your great-grandparents,’ he said, ‘the ones who left the true religion—those are the ones I’m worried about.’ Can you imagine a little wiseacre like that?” But Ronnie was one who believed that even the devil should have his due. In that he was fair, so he said, “One thing I must give him credit for is that he took a beating defending me once. He was white that way.”

“I wonder what ever happened to him,” said Mary. “He was such a good boy.” She blushed. “He was only a friend, though. Not a beau like Ronnie says.”

“Of course he wasn’t,” said her mother quickly.

“Is that why you keep writing to him?” asked Ronnie with simulated sarcasm.

“I haven’t written him in over a year.” Mary answered. “He didn’t answer my letters,” she added. She begged to be excused and went into her room, crying. She reread a letter she had received a few days earlier from one of the boy’s sisters. It told her that he would be married as soon as he returned. Her first news of him in five years and it was bad news. Although she was thankful for her thoughtfulness, she decided against writing the girl a thank-you note. It was over—dead. Nothing could be gained, she felt, by starting a correspondence with his sister. It would only complicate matters, and Mary’s young life was too full of worries to take on new ones. She cried now not only for the loss of what had been a wonderful friendship, but because her extreme youth and sensitivity made the war a very serious thing to her. Her tears were not for him alone but for all the boys who Page 238 →were leaving their homes, perhaps to die; for all the parents who remained behind, anxiously awaiting word of their loved ones: for her own father and mother, who might one day lose their son to the conscription act. When she returned to the living room, she found the conversation back on the subject of Mexico. Her mother gave her an anxious look, then, deciding she was alright, turned her attention to Phil, who was saying:

“I decided that a town of, say, a thousand people removed from the large, populated centers would be ideal. In that way, we can convert the established people as well as the Indians in neighboring districts.”

“Have you decided on the town?” asked Mr. Madison

Phil looked at Ronnie. “I think you’d better tell them now,” he said.

“Now, wait until I’m finished before you say anything,” Ronnie said rapidly. “I’m going with Phil.”

“You’re what?” asked both parents, simultaneously.

“I’m going back to Berrien Springs in two weeks. Meanwhile Phil will go to Iowa to see his folks, and in October we’ll go to Mexico. I won’t be ordained, but after we’re firmly settled down there, I’ll come back for one more semester and finish up. I talked it over with Doctor Williams before I left and he thinks it’s a good idea and an excellent opportunity.”

His mother was crying. “But you’re so young! Just a baby!”

“I’ll be twenty soon and Phil is only twenty-one himself.”

“The boy’s right, May,” said her husband, clearing his throat. “We shouldn’t try to stop him. We can’t interfere with the work of the Lord.”

“I know, I know! But he really is so young!”

“So it’s settled,” said Ronnie. “We even have the town picked out,” he said to his family. “You tell them about it, Phil.”

Phil was embarrassed. “It’ll make me look like a sentimental fool. You see, sir, after selecting a number of possibilities, I didn’t know which to pick because my knowledge of the country is really very limited. So I narrowed down the list by keeping the Philips, because my name is Philip—you understand? I went down the list, Three Philips, Red Philip, Philip of the Many Mules, and then I saw what I wanted. Felipe Pescador—Philip the Fisherman.” They were all silent. “I will be Philip the fisher of souls,” he added lamely. Then he continued apologetically. “I realize, of course, that the method of selection was a haphazard one, considering that I was choosing a place to teach the Gospel of the Lord, but to be perfectly Page 239 →truthful, it was as good as any other way under the circumstances. And we know that the people in that area have never been enlightened.”

“Why, I think that was very clever of you,” said Mrs. Madison, who had stopped crying. “Tell us about this place.”

“All I know about it is, population eight-hundred and seventy-three. And it’s in the state of Zacatecas.” He pronounced it. “Thacataycus.”

“Zacatecas?” Mary almost shouted.

“Now what’s wrong with you?” asked her brother.

“That’s where Richard’s folks come from,” she answered.

“So what? It’s a big state, and maybe a lot of people come from there,” said Ronnie, sarcastically. But in spite of his comment, he agreed with the others that it was quite a coincidence.

“I’m going for a walk,” said Mary. “Anyone care to come along?”

“Uh uh,” said Ronnie. “I have to see some friends. Coming, Phil?”

“I think not. Have to get a few letters off tonight. I’ll walk a bit with Mary, though.”

A week later Phil was walking Mary home from her first-aid class. He was leaving for Iowa in the morning, and she had told him to go out somewhere with Ronnie and his friends, but he assured her that he would rather spend his last evening in her company. He had been happy to find that she was pleased.

“In a couple of days, I’ll be in Harlan,” he said. “You know I’m going to miss you, Mary.”

“We’ll miss you too, Phil. We all like you very much,” said Mary.

“I didn’t mean that. Of course, I’ll miss you more. I’ve grown quite fond of you in the past few days.”

“Why, thank you, kind sir.”

“Please, Mary. I’m serious. I’d like to write to you if you’d let me—that is, if you don’t have a fellow.”

“No—I don’t have a fellow,” she answered. “But even if I did, it wouldn’t prevent us from being friends and writing to each other.” They walked on a few steps. “I want to ask you something, Phil. Will you promise to give me an honest answer?”

“I’m not accustomed to giving dishonest answers, Mary,” he said. “What do you want to know?”Page 240 →

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Only, this is so very important to me. I want to know if my brother will be a good man in his work.”

“Of course he will. Why do you ask?”

“You’re certain?” she pleaded.

“Yes. He isn’t the judge of human nature he should be—for that matter neither am I—but we’re both young and will improve. As for his knowledge, well, it’s enough to say he’s the best student in his class. The most important part, of course, is his sincerity and desire. I haven’t a single doubt on that score, so you see, he’ll be a good minister and a successful one.”

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed with relief. “I’m glad! I’m so glad!”

He was surprised that her concern had been so great. “Did you have reason to think otherwise?” he asked.

“Not really. Except that someone once told me he would never be a good one.”

“Who would say such a thing?”

“A little boy I knew years ago.”

“And you believed him all this time?”

“Not exactly,” she answered. “But you see, to me he always told the truth—except once.”

“When was that?”

“When he said he’d write to me,” she said sadly.

He felt a pang of jealousy. “I’m glad you brought him up,” he said. “I was sorry you cried the other night. Did he mean that much to you?”

She mistook his anxiety for tenderness. She spoke in a soft voice, thankful that she had someone with whom she could talk. “Yes, he meant very much to me,” she said. “He was my only friend. Actually the only friend I’ve ever had. But don’t misunderstand, I wasn’t crying for him.”

She turned to face him and was surprised by his expression. She wished he would drop the subject, for she knew she had made a mistake. She could not talk to him either. “We were only children,” she said, expecting that to be sufficient explanation.

“But you were twelve years old when you left, closer to thirteen,” he said, “and sometimes—”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” she exclaimed in anger. “Look, we were kids, do you understand? Kids! Yet there was no one else around who understood Page 241 →us—even when I was barely eight years old. He’s the only person who’s listened to me and he didn’t treat me as a child. So we became friends, and our friendship meant everything to us. When he called Ronnie a baby, he was right, because they were worlds apart. Not because of his background, although that was part of it, but because they had nothing in common.”

“Forgive me,” he said. “Should have known a nice girl like you wouldn’t—”

“Wouldn’t what?” she interrupted. She was not angry now, but rather she was laughing at him.

“You know, have him for a boyfriend. We should be friends with all peoples, but there are certain laws of society we should obey. A girl in your class should have a fellow from the same sphere.” His tone was indulgent, explaining to a child something she should know.

“You’re the same as Ronnie,” she said. “I thought I liked you, but now I don’t know. I have the terrible feeling that you two are going to create a horrible mess in Mexico.”

He was angered by her words but instinctively felt that he should not continue the argument and controlled the impulse to set her straight. They were before the house now, so instead he said, “Will you kiss me goodbye, Mary? Just as friends?”

“Oh, don’t be so biological!” she exclaimed, and ran into the house.

But on the train the next morning he wrote her a long letter and mailed it at the first rest stop. On his second day home, he received one from her, and they corresponded regularly after that. From his letters, she learned that he had a sense of humor, and from hers he learned that she was liking him. And because he wrote such interesting letters always, she answered quickly, and soon they took it for granted that they were more than friends. In August, he visited her for a week, and again in September. And because her parents liked him; because she did not know what she wanted from life and felt he could be of equal help to her; because even though she did not love him and was aware of the fact, it would be a good thing for all concerned; and perhaps because he wrote such interesting letters, she married him in October and left for Mexico with him three days later.Page 242 →



II

Felipe Pescador is the halfway point on the rail route between Juárez and Mexico City. Here, the southbound train makes a half-hour stop every afternoon at approximately four o’clock, and the northbound one every morning at seven. A few kilometers north of the town, one can see from the train two peaks, side by side in the distance to the west. These are the only protrusions on an otherwise flat plateau; the Hacienda of the Little Tits, birthplace of Richard’s mother and father. It was more of a coincidence than Mary had known.

There was always a great deal of activity around the station when the train came in, for the passengers took advantage of the stop to eat. Women and children clambered up and down the steps of the dilapidated coaches, selling tacos, corn on the cob, barbecued meats, and coffee—calling out their wares in singsong nasal voices. American tourists stepped down from their Pullman cars to stretch their legs and look at the strange country around them. Some, feeling very brave, ate the native food, deriving from the act a mild sensation of dangerous adventure.

The train bearing Ronnie, Phil, and Mary was four hours behind schedule when they arrived at their destination. They employed three cargadores to carry their baggage, and got rooms at the dirty little hotel. It was the only one in town. The next morning they went to see the municipal president. He was a young man, lean of body, and had a hawklike face. He was very courteous and friendly, and after making them comfortable, asked what he could do to help them. He spoke a little English, and with their own limited knowledge of Spanish, it was not too difficult to make themselves understood. They told him what they were and what they proposed to do, and he said:

“You realize that what you contemplate is a dangerous thing here? Here, the people are all Catholic—everyone. And they do not have education. I, myself, am of the true faith. You would be safer working with primitive Indians.”

“We clearly understand that it will be difficult to teach our doctrine where people have entrenched ideas—misleading as they are—but not necessarily dangerous,” said Phil. “I’m confident that with hard work, Page 243 →we will have success here.” He was self-assured and smiled. “Perhaps we might even convert you, Mr. President.”

The president was also smiling. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “Politically, as well as spiritually, it is better that I remain as I am. I have a promising career. You would not want to spoil it, would you?”

“Your point is quite clear,” said Ronnie. Mentally he made a note that someday he would straighten his man out. “What advice can you give us?” he asked.

“I will be truthful to you,” said the president. “Take the morning train and return to your country. Or if it pleases you, go on to Mexico. There are many beautiful places you can visit in the capital. Above all, forget your mission.”

“We cannot do that,” said Phil. “Perhaps we should tell you what we have in mind. As we plan to be here a few years, we want to construct a building that will be both church and home. Also, we want a few rooms to take in orphans or those of more unfortunate circumstances. Needless to say, we have the necessary capital for such a project.”

The word “money” has attained a certain respect with city officials throughout the area. It was not different in this case. The president looked at them for a long while as if lost in thought.

When it seemed that he had reached a decision, he said, “I think we can make some arrangement. There is a piece of land in the middle of the town that would make an ideal location for you. My office gives me the authority to sell or lease it. Of course, I cannot sell to you because you are not nationals, but we will easily come to an agreement over the price of a five- or ten-year lease.”

“Will there be any difficulty in obtaining labor?” asked Phil.

“You will leave all that to me. Now you must listen to me, and this is most important. Your business here must be kept a secret for a while. You must not begin your work until you are firmly established in your building. I promise you the protection of my gendarmes when you begin your work.”

“We will do as you say,” said Phil. “You must have reasons, but as for police protection, I am confident we will not need it.”

“We are agreed, then,” said the president. “We go now to get your baggage. You will be guests at my home until your living quarters are ready.”Page 244 →

When they were at the president’s house, he told them to rest and freshen themselves, and excused himself as he had an important matter to attend to. He went to the rectory of the small church and closeted himself with Padre Bernardo. When he emerged an hour later, he had a smile on his face and a firm belief in the priest’s taste in wines. The good father had driven a hard bargain, but everything was satisfactorily settled, and the president’s career looked more promising than ever.

The location for the building was truly an ideal one. It stood near the main well of the town, a perfect triangle of perhaps a thousand square yards. There were two alamos in the exact center and it was decided that they would not be removed. The center of the lot would be a patio and the building would surround it completely, forming a triangle itself. Unknown to the newcomers, the president circulated the information that these people were here to build up tourist trade and that the building would be used as a hotel. With the prospect of a new source of revenue, the inhabitants of the town flocked to help, and the work was begun that same day.

During the first few weeks that the building was under construction, Mary had little to do and walked along the narrow streets and out into the countryside daily. Once away and alone, the veneer of contentment left her pretty face, and her body slumped noticeably. She knew now that her marriage had been a mistake, but she had committed herself in the eyes of the world and God, so there was nothing for her to do except see it through. Like all young girls of romantic nature, Mary had looked forward to the love act as the culminating point of life on earth. Love and motherhood were the essence of life—and because her husband was a man of God, hers would truly be a sanctified union. An experience that would be at once beautiful, mysterious, and wondrous; an exhilarating intimacy between two beings that overpowered the senses. She had been totally unprepared for the terrifying brutality of her husband’s ignorance and haste. After the horror of that first time, she spent hours devising methods for putting him off. And she developed that innate ability to dissimulate which is in women. She lived with a smile on her face and laughter in her voice, but deep within her was a despair and suffering that was at times almost unbearable.

These days as she walked on this almost barren land, she conjured an image of the ideal man in her life, giving this fictitious being all the virtues and attributes she could love and respect in a man. And Page 245 →though she knew she was doing wrong, she fell in love with this man of her own mind’s creation, whom she could never have, and he replaced that void in her life. Now, living was not as difficult as it had been, She would sit under a nopal or mesquite and read the sensual sentimentality of the Romantic poets, or sometimes she wrote sonnets to her lover in the style of Mrs. Browning, or lyrics after those of Christina Rossetti.

And jealously, she kept her dream locked in her heart.

Soon Mary began to watch the women at their work and occasionally she talked to them. She found use for her knowledge of first aid and visited homes, helping the sick as much as possible. She became known as la señora doctora, and all who came in contact with her learned to love and respect her. Her best friend she made through the powers of spirits of ammonia. She was a young woman of eighteen named Belen, whose husband, Jaime, had a small meat stand in the mercado. They had four children, and one day the oldest, who was four years old, fell down, rendering herself unconscious. Mary was called and immediately revived the child. After that, she was a frequent visitor to the house and would talk to Belen for hours. She liked this woman who was so young and had such beautiful children.

Work on the building went on very rapidly, for the adobes were made on the site, and only for the interior and for supporting stanchions was it necessary to send for materials. It seemed to Mary that they had barely arrived when the day came that they moved into their new quarters. That night, after giving a prayer of thanks, Phil and Ronnie made preparations to begin their work the next day.

“Since Mary has already made some friends in the town,” said Ronnie, “she can take us to some of the homes. It’s a good way to begin.”

“I don’t know,” said Mary. “I’m not sure it would be right for me to do that.”

“Surely you aren’t serious?” said Phil in a surprised voice. “Why would it be wrong?”

“I can’t explain my feeling,” said Mary. “They’re my friends and trust me. It seems like such a sneaky thing to do.” Immediately she knew she had said the wrong thing.

And of a sudden, Phil was angry. “Sneaky? What’s so sneaky about trying to save the poor devils’ souls?” he shouted. “Do I have to remind you of your duty, as a clergyman’s wife?”Page 246 →

Ronnie agreed with Phil, but he did not speak. It was a family thing now.

“I don’t wish to argue,” said Mary. “You’re right, as usual. And as melodramatic, but at least there’s some logic in your point of view. We’ll start in the morning. Goodnight.” But she promised herself that she would never take them to Belen’s home.

They visited ten houses in the next two days. They were greeted courteously at every place, but after a few minutes, a hostile atmosphere was much in evidence. There was no rudeness in the way they were suddenly made to feel like intruders, rather than guests.

Late on the evening of the second day, Mary was awakened by knocking on the main door. She wrapped a robe around her and went to answer it.

“Who is it?” she called.

“It is I, señora—Belen.”

Her first thought was that one of the children had taken sick. She opened the door and let the woman in. It was cold, and Belen held her rebozo tightly around her shoulders and the lower half of her face. Her black eyes were wide with fear.

“You must leave, señora. Immediately.” The worry showed in her voice. “It is dangerous for you to remain here any longer!”

Mary was relieved to know that it was not sickness that had brought her friend at this hour. She grew frightened again as she realized the full import of Belen’s words. “What has happened?” she asked. “Tell me!”

“The people are incensed. They will come soon to drive you away—or do more.”

“More? You mean kill us?”

Belen nodded her head slowly.

“But why?” asked Mary. “Why?”

“It is a bad thing they say you did, señora. Accepting their hospitality in the guise of a friend, and then talking against the sacred apostolic faith.”

“Wait here,” said Mary. She ran to her husband’s room and told him what was happening.

“That’s utterly ridiculous,” he said. “Thank her for her concern and go back to bed.”Page 247 →

“This is serious, Philip,” she said in annoyance. “You’d better hear what she has to say!”

Ronnie was already up when she called at his door. The three of them walked to where Belen was standing.

“You must hurry and dress,” she said. “Jaime has horses for you outside.”

“We are not going to run away,” said Phil with finality. “Tell us what you know!”

Belen did not talk to him. She spoke to Mary.

“Jaime was there. It started in a cantina, and now the whole town is arming. If you step outside, you can hear the shouts from the plaza.”

They listened for a moment. “She’s right,” said Ronnie. “But the president promised to help us. We must get word to him!”

“Yes, yes,” said Phil. “The president. He will know what to do.”

“The president left today for Aguascalientes,” said Belen to Mary. “He could do nothing even if he was here. The priest is the only one who could stop something like this, but he went with the president.”

“The gendarmes!” screamed Ronnie and he was close to panic.

“You are wasting valuable time, señora,” said Belen. “The gendarmes are in the mob or dead drunk in an alley. You must hurry!”

Phil reached for one last fragment of hope. “But what can they possibly do to us?” he asked.

Belen looked at his face for the first time, but she still refused to speak to him. “Tell the señor, your husband,” her words were to Mary, “that a witch was once burned in this town.” She turned to her friend again. “And to you, my dear friend, they would do even more. Now dress, fast! And if you have trousers, wear them. Jaime was unable to borrow a sidesaddle because it would be known that it was for you.” They realized now that escape was the only thing for them to do and listened to her instructions. “Leave your things here,” Belen continued, “and we will put them on the train to Juárez. You can pick them up there. It will take you four hours to reach the next station, but do not fear. Jaime was born in these hills and knows them well. I wait here for the people.”

“Will they not harm you?” asked Mary.

“Many of my relatives are among them, so I am safe.”Page 248 →

They dressed hurriedly and ran out to the horses. Mary and Belen embraced and they were both crying.

“Why do you do this, Belen?”

“Because you are my friend, and because you are a woman. If those two were alone I would not do it, but one is your man and the other is your brother. I do not want any unhappiness to come to you.”

“I will never forget you, Belen!” cried Mary. “Never!”

“Go with God, señora,” she said. “You are good and He will protect you.”

“And Jaime, will he not suffer for this?”

“No, my friend. Do not worry yourself. Tomorrow they will all thank him for preventing an atrocity. Go now, I will pray to the dark Virgin for you.”



III

“Quinta” is the Spanish word for an estate or mansion. The new building in Felipe Pescador became known as the Quinta even before it was completed. Now that the Americans are gone, there is illustrative proof that the building is ideally located. The main hall is now used for dancing, and at one end the pulpit has been removed and replaced by a bar. The rooms are now cribs for a different type of orphan than initially intended, and the main living quarters are now inhabited by an obese, scrofulous old woman who doubles as manager and bartender. Visitors ride for miles to visit the Quinta; for you see, the Quinta is now the biggest whorehouse on the plateau.

And the municipal president is very happy, for every week he collects eighty percent of the profits. Soon he will be able to buy himself a seat in the state legislature. He is young and can only go up—someday, perhaps, he might even get to Mexico. If only the good padre had not driven such a hard bargain, he would not have to wait so long. Eighty percent is not much when one must give a third of it to the clergy.

THE END






Page 249 →2. The Homecoming


In the center ring, the Equestrian Director stands immaculate, dressed for a funeral, stick in hand, and bows slightly to the audience. Then nimbly, as the brass band breaks the momentary silence, he dances, whirls, and skips to one side as the horses canter into the circle in single file. Heads held high, necks arched, groomed tails bobbing, they prance grotesquely; withers yet shimmer from the currycomb. The Equestrian Director strikes a neck lightly with his stick and one horse, like a Judas, leads the others in a distinguishing circle until all eight horses stand abreast, perfectly still, their tails a row of question marks, their heads yet high with false pride, their unintelligent eyes staring full upon the Master’s face. Eager to please, they stand, and he, the Mover, quickly sees the flaw, a forefoot here off line, a tail slightly sagging, disturbing the symmetry and he corrects it; the tableau is now perfect and he dips a hand into a pocket and moves along the line raising his hand to every mouth.


I

I know now I must have always believed that except for rare occasions, events meaningful to us will take place according to nothing but our particular will. Not necessarily preordained, nor part of a plan, a pattern—what I knew had nothing whatever to do with the supernatural. I knew Page 250 →only that life can be lived with little help from us, bare life that is, sterile existence. I have known always that our decisions for the most part are not really decisions, not important in the absolute sense of the word, although we might make them so in our minds. And along will come a time, I have also known, where a deliberate act could change the journey of our lives and usually when such an opportunity occurs, we fail to act or we refuse to act or we ignore the chance for choice or we are unaware. It is then, when we have the great fortune to choose, to make a commitment, that we can become men. Until then, we are but an infinitesimal part of the flux and flow of life and can neither be condemned nor can we take credit for what we are. For we are very much like nothing.

That is why in the spring of 1947, as I made ready to again take up my studies, I found little delight that my townspeople praised me because I was obviously bent on “bettering” myself. Although they had always known I was a nonconformist, I had seen the light. I found no joy when they said that I had survived my “bad year” after leaving the military, when they said—forgetting that these past few months they spoke of me as a bum—that I had always shown industry and gumption, a small-town word. True, partly I was not affected by their words because I had outgrown my little town. Not really the town, of course, because one does not rise above or go beyond a physical location but above or beyond the ideas for which it stands. Also, I was unaffected because I found nothing for which I should be proud, nor had I regrets for my bad year, which had not really been a year but a mere seven months.

Four years earlier, I had gone to war when I could have stayed out of it, at least for a year or two, and now I have made another decision, to go to school. A painful decision, because I, who had been imbued with responsibility, would violate sacred laws of tradition and duty; I would leave my mother and sister to fend for themselves, whereas everyone knew that I should remain with them and devote my life to their support. But my life was my own and I had not completed my journey, which was not geographical but a search for meaning to my life.

Yet, I must admit it was a bit unbelievable that I should be going to Berkeley, perhaps because it seemed that but for a particular set of circumstances I should not have made it there at all. But I went, and when I was there, I knew differently. I knew I would have got there no matter Page 251 →what. Public Law 346 was but an expedient. Yet, again, I had feelings I wished I did not have—humility, something like that—and perhaps even an embarrassing twinge of patriotic smugness, because this was, in effect, the America we were pushing, the land of opportunity, the America I loved and had helped defend with my life. And I, the son of an itinerant from Mexico who picked prunes for a living, was attending one of the great universities in the country.

Well into the second week of the semester, I still felt almost an intruder in these halls. I strained to hear the last words of the lecture over the scuffle of departing students, feeling somewhat guilty for my annoyance that the students did not have the courtesy to remain quiet for another minute. As the professor moved from the lectern, I turned the pages on my clipboard over and became a part of the crowd moving through the corridors.

I walked along, sensing the physical proximity of my classmates and was suddenly aware that my every sense was attuned to my surroundings. I could hear these young people and could feel them as they brushed against me and I could smell them healthy, strong. I nodded to a face vaguely familiar from another class and smiled, I think, because I was for the first time in what seemed like years, devoid of cynicism—a cynicism which, although rarely articulated, was always at me from within. I realized I was now grinning broadly and decided I was behaving like a recent high school graduate and not like the older person I really was. For I had been to war and had returned, and I knew things so far beyond my years that would take much learning to understand. I knew not what I knew. And that was my reason for going to school.

I thought back to the not too long ago, thought of the men who had shared with me a small orbit of existence—the very small ship on the too large ocean for too many months, too many years. I thought of the numerous islands, each different yet all alike, and the carnage it took to gain control of those infinitesimal specks, some of which were to be obliterated soon in the interest of scientific warfare, and I was not completely happy now. It seemed that we might be hoisting ourselves on our own petards. I again thought back to them in the battles. I recalled how the battles, despite the presence of death, the anticipation that I might be killed or maimed, and the actual killing and maiming around me, can Page 252 →never quite equal the horror which is the brutality of men living among men day after day, night after night, sensual yet womanless, hopeless, loveless, snarling and brawling over trivia, caged by the tremendous expanse of ocean, and barbarous. Each man in turn was watched and he, too, watched through frightened, suspicious, wary, and yet somehow desensitized eyes; each exposed daily a minute part of his makeup until the revelation was complete and no man could look his fellow in the eye because his own special foibles were in the open. And then sex became the common denominator. There was no argument there, only boast and bluster, past sex, future sex. There was no present sex other than talk of sex itself, which is an aphrodisiac. But one could not conjugate sex like a verb although sex is a conjugation. The only physical sex present was the frantic self-abuse in the recesses of a bilge, but that was a thing to be denied, repressed and if possible forgot, not discussed.

Sex we had in common and an almost abnormal hatred of authority. The officers we could hate and did with an intense passion, and the captain, who was a prize A1 son of a bitch as all captains are and, who, like all captains, believes that he must maintain his image of being a son of a bitch to be a good captain, and whenever a chaplain visited us, who, because he kissed the captain’s ass, was even worse. On these things we had a common attitude and on very little else. For beyond this, there were no attitudes, no ideas, only almost total indifference. We were dead-like, and our loved ones back home did not know this, they only knew and bitched about the fact that we had butter.

Thinking back, the year before sea duty seemed to not count somehow, almost as if I had not lived that year, though I of course remembered. But the three years one hundred and thirty of us lived on a one hundred and ten by thirty-three-foot tub, three times normal complement crowded in that ugly fleet auxiliary already overloaded with deep-sea divers and firefighters (not ship’s company), and firefighting gear and diving gear and towing cable and hawser and all manner of line, to say nothing of the five guns and the ready boxes and the many times people fired at us whom we could not even see because they were below the horizon, meaning that they were large ships of the line, and we could not fight back because we did not have the firepower and that was not our function, and when we were close to one of our battleships when it Page 253 →fired a broadside salvo it seems that we could capsize and fear would set in because people were trying to sink us and we could not even see them, and the twin racks of depth charges which curled around the winches on our fantail led to gaping holes in the stern which seemed to me like the very end of everything because looking at these openings where gray barrels rolled out slowly fall on some poor bastards who are very much like us which happened many more times than once, it seemed to me at times that if some great hand were to take the ship and squeeze, everything, all of us, would shoot out of those two openings like toothpaste from a tube to somehow go out the way we began.

I recall the war now as a procession of wet dreams, standing watch, erotic literature, more wet dreams, cursing the captain when talking to the men, agreeing with the captain or any goddamn officer when speaking with the captain or any goddamn officer, eating, sleeping, fighting, payday poker, back on watch, discussion—ass, more fighting, more nocturnal emissions; once a case of sodomy was discovered long after the punk had been transferred and there were complaints by some because it was too late for anyone else to have at him and I thinking, what the hell, some people simply have weird tastes, was amazed although not too much to discover that with the exception of the few of us who were younger, the crazy bastards really meant it and no one would talk to the one lucky stiff because he had kept a good thing to himself and I knew that someone would eventually belt him and it would not be a poke in the nose like in a polite society but more than likely a clout on the head with a belaying pin, for things change and we, even I, despite my surprise, felt no qualms that men should behave that way. We were no longer social beings. Yet, this was not strange; even belaying pins were no longer made of wood.

Of this I thought and it occurred to me that there is a point where the sophisticated and the primitive are on an even plane; for “normal” people to accept so casually the idea of taking part in homosexual sodomy could happen only if they possessed a great amount of learning or none at all. A little learning made it undesirable, repulsive. The cause of middle class morality, a little learning, perhaps the curse of the middle class, for all of us, the pagan and the atheist, the intellectual and the primeval, those not completely within the boundaries of that particular social sphere had Page 254 →a much better chance of making it with dignity, though, of course, we could all live.

Yes, all these things happened while I was still too young to know what I learned from the life I was seeing, was living. But war had placed me there when I should have been home, safe, secure, with my father and mother. And, oddly, it had been this unbearable security which had driven me to war. And then one day, suddenly it seemed, although it had been an eternity, I was on a troopship, a huge animal of a ship, looking at the rocky heights of the Farallones off our port quarter through a break in the weather. I stood at the windward gunwale, alone, feeling pleasurably the sea breeze and the gentle salt spray against my face. The giant transport, gray as the fog around us, felt like land under my feet. We had lain outside the straits all morning until the viscous blanket began to disperse, and although it was not totally safe for ship movement, we went in, and now well in the channel the fog closed in again. The sound of the foghorn made me look up toward the pilot house and it was strange to see running lights (the war was over) and I knew clearly what was happening up there. Lookouts strained to sight the nearest sign of danger for other ships were in the channel; foghorns were audible around us, some dangerously near. On the bridge, a radarman watched the scope intensely, carefully feeling the surface around us, keeping track of other ships but was hindered because they were not visible at short distances. A sonarman was at the fathometer calling out depths because, although the channel was more than deep enough, our drift might take us out of it and these were shallow waters. If he was good enough he could recognize an anomaly and give corrections. I thought of our progress; I remembered not too long ago working a lead line until I thought my arm would drop.

I sensed that we had dropped a few fathoms of at least one anchor, for we were barely making headway, but I also knew that we had not deviated from our course. We were going into San Francisco Bay if we were not rammed or rammed another vessel.

There was a real danger of collision, for none of the ships knew what the other was doing. I was not afraid; I was realistic because I had sailed and I felt for the army men and the marines and the beach sailors, who did not know what could happen and did not know that the sea was a friend. They would be as terrified as I would have been had I stalked through the Page 255 →jungles carrying a BAR as they had done many times, searching for the enemy. I had one ironic thought, had it because I knew it would not happen. That I should die here, forty miles from home, after having survived for so long.

I had nowhere to go where it would be safer. There was no safe place for me except the bridge and it was off limits. I was amidships and walked forward until the marine, looking ludicrous in his dress uniform stopped me.

“All dressed to hit the beach?” I asked.

“Get back aft where you belong, swabbie,” he said with a Mexican Indian look. He held his weapon at an angle across his chest.

“I just want to go up on the bow.”

“You have to cross officers’ country. You’re not allowed.”

“Fuck you,” I said because it was expected. The amenities between services had been dealt with, even though as a marine he was also Navy. The pretense on their part must be kept, because they believed that they were superior; they had been brainwashed to believe that when we knew we were. Marines were lemmings in reverse; I had seen them walk onto a beach to die in hordes. I walked aft.

Five miles out, the fog thinned; the Golden Gate was not far ahead although we could not see it. Land was now visible through the low lying clouds. Since the Marin coast was not particularly interesting at the moment, I crossed to the leeward side of the deck, peering for a view of the seal rocks, perhaps even the Cliff House might be seen in the distance. The fog had now dissipated and the bridge came into sight dead ahead and above us. As the sun came out from behind to the west, its rays slanted off the orange structure, making not only the steel bridge but the water below it truly golden. It was as if the entrance had been named after the bridge. We were under it now and in the bay. The quartermaster got a fast fix from Coit Tower and the ominous island of Alcatraz; the ship slowly altered course and reduced speed as the harbor pilot came alongside. The deck was crowded with men from every branch of the services, including a number of nurses, all strained for a look at the terraced city. Where the women had been these twenty days we had been at sea we did not know. We only knew that the officers aboard, including ship’s company, had entertained them and more. To those from Northern Page 256 →California, San Francisco was “the city,” to the others, “Frisco,” but for the moment to all, it was the most beautiful metropolis in the world.

Huge, white letters on a hillside on Yerba Buena Island were clearly visible across the water to the left: WELCOME HOME: WELL DONE! A people’s tribute to the returning hero. Yet, in spite of our dislike for all that was not genuine, despite our loss of the ability for sentimentality, we did not find the terse message ridiculous and were touched by it. And perhaps because I was affected, I was reminded of another such sign, also placed on a hillside but thousands of miles away in Tulagi, across Ironbottom Bay from Guadalcanal. Although it had been more sincere, there had been nothing nice about that sign. I could not quite remember it in its entirety, only the words, ugly to me: KILL THE YELLOW BASTARDS! KILL! KILL! KILL! And below that neatly lettered, “Admiral Halsey.” I had great respect for the admiral, although since I had never seen him he was almost legend to me, for scuttlebutt had it that he was a friend of the enlisted man, a real four-o guy, but I could not forgive him for having that message on the hill, psychology or not. For those of us in the Pacific, he was our Georgie Patton, fearless and brilliant, and he did not permit horseshit regulations that would impede the efficiency of his command. I suppose that I resented the fact that the admiral’s words made me think of what I was and I did not know what I was. There were too many inconsistencies in my makeup.

I could not believe in killing, I knew now, even in war, although I did not know this until I went to war; yet I knew and accepted that battles could not be won without killing. My convictions were not clearly defined, for that message on that hillside told me that this was a war of attrition, as all wars are, only that here the diminishing resources of the enemy were not based only on material, but on the number of human lives destroyed. This was primitive, and it made war primitive, despite idealistic considerations. It was like a battle between tribes in an African jungle or in our Midwestern plains near the end of the nineteenth century, the massacre at the Washita or that of Little Bighorn, where one side or the other was decimated or worse. And we also took up, like the Indians, not with scalps or heads like the Africans, but with statistics. Later I knew that I had been correct, not only because of the events that ended the war against Japan, but what had occurred through the past Page 257 →years. The mass killing of civilians in England by the German Luftwaffe, the retaliation by the British Royal Air Force and the American Air Corps in Germany, the Italian, German, and Russian bombing in Spain killing thousands, in maneuvers which prepared them for the big war, and the Japanese air attacks on China had been no different from Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

But at this moment I was disturbed because I was here by choice, it had been my decision to enlist and despite my personal problems I enlisted also because I believed that it was my duty to help destroy the forces of evil. I would do it again and even worse, although I had not killed and wished fervently that I never would, I knew I was fully capable of killing.

The troop transport was now surrounded by small boats, which, porpoise-like, skittered here and there, circling the ship continually. They were sleek, immaculate little vessels, scarcely larger than a captain’s gig, pleasure craft of the wealthy, loaned for the occasion as a bit toward giving the boys a hearty Well Done! on their homecoming. On the boats, young women in simple dresses or smart, tailored suits waved and cheered. The men were on their feet, stamping and laughing, returning the girls’ blown kisses with wild, obscene shouts and phallic gestures. To a man, they had but one thought in mind, and tried desperately to somehow communicate that idea across the short span of water. To believe that these young women knew their thoughts served further as an aphrodisiac. That most of them did not know did not matter.

I stood at the rail, happy that the girls were unaware of the talk they inspired, and happy also that they were capable of inspiring such feelings. They had come to make us feel at home, a reminder of our sisters, of our mothers, of our girls, our families, to let us know each that we were special and not forgot. Although we responded to the patriotic display, we were not filled with patriotic emotion because we had been hardened by the many months of absence, by having lived from one day to the next with a nonexistent future and were cynical of such demonstrations because they were obviously organized and lacked the warmth and sincerity of spontaneity. Yet, I knew that some of the young girls on those boats believed they were doing a pure, good thing and their coming out like this meant a great deal to them. And although the good they did was not exactly what they thought they did, for they believed that the young Page 258 →men they greeted were the same boys they had bid goodbye three, and for some, four years ago with the same values, the same ideas and convictions, now prepared to take up again the humdrum life they had lived. Yet, what these girls did was good.

Within me I was embarrassed that the men could be so crude as to voice their thoughts aloud, not caring if their words carried, in fact, they wished to be heard. Distance over water, however, is deceiving and they could not be heard, so the women continue to wave and smile and the men also continue their sport.

“Goddamn! Look at the one over there in the blue-checkered dress! Jesus, the things I could do with that!”

“Put your Jesus shoes on, baby, and walk over here! I got something for you!”

“Look at the tits on that stuff in red! Hot damn! How about a bust in the mouth, honey!”

Then I thought, what the hell! Why not? Really, why not? And I knew my embarrassment had been for myself, not for the men, because although I could never utter such words, I could think them and at that moment I had idealized womanhood. My Mexican culture was still with me, for a Mexican man could beat his women, stray, take advantage of every right that belongs to the macho, but the ideal is always retained. I’ve been thinking of my mother and sister after all, and these were words I would not want directed at my mother nor at my sister. I was not that pure. I remembered having had sexual thoughts about my sister and I had never suffered for it. And so I was guilty and thought again, where can it be wrong? If men chose to believe that these broads were here only to give them a hard-on and some of the girls themselves knew this and enjoyed a vicarious thrill and then forgot but not all of them because a few would rub themselves before they went to sleep and the men were absolutely right and what they were thinking, experiencing.

Then I could almost smell the clean, young bodies across the water, and felt, suddenly, the blood surged through my loins. I was no better than my shipmates.

The big ship approached the pier, and the small craft fell away to be replaced by the squat, misshapen tugs. They crowded around to assist in the landing, fenders hanging like giant scabs from bows and gunwales. Page 259 →Mooring lines were made fast and men immediately began to leave the ship, carrying seabags, duffle bags, and all manner of paraphernalia. We stood in small groups waiting for the transportation that would take us wherever we were to billet and if we arrived there early enough we might have liberty tonight. We would wait a long time, we knew, perhaps hours, for why should it be different now that we were being mustered out from what it had been these past years, yet we were anxious to get on land. Some shed a few tears standing on the dock, others offered short prayers, and no one kissed the deck for photographers.

On the dock there was bedlam as men continue to pour out of the holds and down the gangplank. Navy yeomen and army and marine clerks screwed around, trying to assemble respective drafts into order. Most had never been out of the country; some, new to the service, were fresh out of schools and lacked the loose, easy manner of experienced petty officers or noncoms and thus their officiousness made them very nearly incompetent. In their efforts to keep the men in their respective groups they ordered in shouts and screams and the veterans, some dingy, others definitely a bit psycho did not give a damn and ignored them. The men did not take offense at the way the specialist herded them about, for they were too close to home to risk a few days in the brig or guardhouse, but finally a few of them cursed back and one or two fights flared up and were promptly broken up.

I joined my group along a bulkhead where sea bags and bedding were stacked on the deck. We all lit cigarettes despite the many signs of forbidding it. One of the group had been ship’s company on the transport, relieved now for separation, and he now tossed his butt in the direction of the ship.

“Sink. You son of a bitch!” he said. We agreed. The vessel had looked almost beautiful twenty days ago in New Caledonia, but at this moment it was a dead part of what we wanted to leave, wanted to forget.

There to greet us were also citizens, civil servants, a few groups of school children with their teachers, experiencing history, singing songs and thinking of how someday they will tell their children about this moment which had been and would be the greatest emotional moment of their lives because they well knew that there would never be another war and would not know differently until they, too, would go or send Page 260 →their sons to war. And there was a group of Salvation Army people, both men and women in uniform, with a small band, brass and tambourines, and I could not help but notice that the receptacles for their dole were very prominent.

Two young women, handsome and trim in their Red Cross uniforms and perky grey hats approached. Smiling beautifully and with grace of movement, they pushed a small cart forward and offered coffee and doughnuts.

“Well, what do you know?” said one of the sailors. “The Red Cross is finally coming through with something for the boys.”

“Hell,” said another. “They gotta do something with all the dough they’re coinin’. An’ here’s the place to do it. Notice all the newspaper people an’ photographers? Made to order for ’em.”

“Yeah,” now all trying to talk as we took our coffee. “I can see the pictures in the local rag now—‘Ladies Auxiliary of the Boondock Red Cross greets returning heroes’—where you from ladies, Oakland?” And I knew he was from San Francisco. “I read somewhere,” he said, “that the Red Cross has better PR than the marines or even MacArthur.”

“They’re good on eart’quakes—yeah, they eat eart’quakes right up, ’cept if they happens in a place where the wire services don’t have no orifice.”

The women colored slightly but did not cease refilling the paper cups and opening packages of doughnuts. We ate, mainly because it was free, but also because, except for the men of the transport’s complement, none of us had eaten a decent meal since we left our ship. And on this day we, anticipating our arrival, had not eaten, and knowing that this was a Sunday and our breakfast would be shit on a shingle and our lunch would be horsecock and we were hungry, and the fact that throughout the world, navy men, enlisted or officers, ate the same fare did not make it palatable.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling somehow the need to explain. “They almost starved us on that scow. Wouldn’t let us into their ship’s service either.”

“That’s alright,” said one of the women. “Have all you want.” I noticed the rings on her fingers and realized that she was older than we were, perhaps in her late twenties.

“Do you have children?” I asked.

She smiled. “Yes, a boy and a girl, ages four and two.” The sound of her voice, much more personal than her words, talking to me was Page 261 →overwhelming. A month ago in the New Hebrides I had been sitting on the fantail playing pinochle with a bunch of half-dressed, uncouth bastards, every other word a fuck. The thought gave me courage to look into her face, lovely, as she smiled. Her teeth were remarkably white. Here was class, I thought, not knowing a finer word; real class, I qualified it. And I knew that somewhere there would be a woman like this for me, not this one, of course, but another and I would recognize her immediately and would know as I knew now looking at this woman that she was good and pure and understanding. I looked at my lady openly, knowing exactly what kind of woman she was, knowing that my admiration was obvious and also knowing that she was pleased and she knew I was not rude as I stared first at her slim ankles, her hips, her waist and once more I looked into her face, thinking strangely of a racehorse I had once touched in Marin County and then I said, quite without thinking and almost inaudibly, “You are most beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said, simply, without embarrassment, and I was happy that she understood me.

For the first time now, I really felt that I was home. And thinking again of what I had just left in harsh contrast to this clean creature before me, I sensed a great need. That this need was for a readjustment, an adjustment, in fact, for I had come of age aboard that ship I left in the South Pacific; I did not know. I knew only that I must fill a void before I could attain my special goal; vaguely, I sensed what I sought, this first goal which was but a stepping stone, I knew not what it would cost in terms of pain; I knew as I had never known that it was in my power to achieve a full, near-perfect human life. This was my ultimate goal; I understood that perfection was unattainable. Of prior goals which would help attain that life, I knew only two; I would attempt to be good and I would write. I did not know how to go about this.

Such had been my life for three years and yet another year before I went to sea and that was why I was intrigued as if I had just now discovered something new about myself—that in spite of this so stark immediate past I could be awed by the immensity of this school. And awed by the fact that I was a part of it and more curiously still, awed because I had an intuition that this could be my renascent, for I was very much aware I needed a new birth. I was at the other side of the building now and Page 262 →this unpleasantness I had begun to feel a few moments ago dissipated as I stepped out into a blinding glare.

It had rained the first few days I spent in Berkeley, but this day was one of sunshine, bright clear. So blue and free of haze was the sky, that the Golden Gate was distinct, the bridge defined against the horizon, while up closer, Alcatraz could be made out almost in detail. I found it impossible to not be cheerful in the face of such brightness, and again lighthearted, I walked past the campanile and down the hill toward Sather Gate. I stopped there for a moment, watching and hearing the water scramble down Strawberry Creek, then glanced up in the direction of the hills, obscured now by the trees and mentally traced the myriad winds and turns the water must make in getting down. A squirrel looked at me, met my gaze, interested for the moment, then suddenly ran behind a tree trunk and out of my life forever. Around me was the unceasing chatter of unseen birds.

Diagonally across the street was Jack’s, a coffee shop already taken over by the “new” students, the war veterans. They were but casual acquaintances, interesting each other primarily because each felt older, each perhaps felt out of place and doubtlessly, some, like me, were more than a bit insecure about all this, wondering if they could stick it out, could make it. I was one of them.

I joined them at a corner booth, having sat with them enough by now so they expected me and saved a seat. As I sat down, a stream of wholesome, seemingly carefree girls, summer dress-clad even though winter had yet weeks to go, walked past the window.

Obviously, not everyone had readjusted to civilian speech, although some had already spent one semester here; as I gazed pleasurably upon the lovely young women, feeling strongly sensual, I knew we were becoming civilians, civilized, for this feeling, somehow, was a tempered sensuality and I knew that those around me felt the same. We looked upon these young women as American girls, almost like family. And although they were American, on the streets of Dago or Philly, almost anywhere on liberty, these same girls would have inspired thoughts violently erotic and obscene words perhaps and lewd gestures; but these girls now, sisters and classmates, were to be looked upon like potential wives and mothers, something to be savored, not to be stared at with primeval lust, and Page 263 →euphemistically it would be pleasant and desirable to “sleep” with one or all of us, but never to fuck with us.

Although I, too, was guilty, I looked upon these healthy creatures with more than that, with an admiration for a thing young and clean and very much alive. And I was grateful that I had a life. On a day like this, merely to live was a privilege. Still staring out into the street, thinking, at peace, small talk broke through the fragile wall of my near-reverie.

“I remember one day over Bremerhaven. It was the first jet I had ever seen and there I was at ten thousand feet and this monster came WHOOOSH straight up directly in front of me and Jesus!”

“Son of a bitch! This asshole’s still fighting the war!”

And another one was heard to say out of context, “Me, I’m getting an education out of this shit and that’s all. I gave my manhood for it.”

“Like Jake?” I asked, feeling very sorry and suddenly, because this was one of the three greatest misfortunes imaginable to a Mexican, somehow a bit high on coffee, and because I chose to phrase it that way did not mean that I belonged to the cult of Hemingway, who at that time along with Thomas Wolfe, was the darling of the neophytes in literature, but at that time, in those days of our first contact with formal enlightenment, it was our way to speak; it was our way, also, because of our youth, to speak of Jake and Jay Gatsby and Popeye on personal terms. We knew them; I did not yet know Stephen Dedalus nor Quentin Compson, nor Everyman, nor King Lear.

“No,” he replied, and he laughed a short laugh not without a trace of bitterness. “I’m just like anyone else; I can do it over and over again, only I lost the ability to make babies. I wonder what I would have done if it had been the other.”

“You’d live,” I said, and I gained courage because I knew suddenly that what had happened to him was the worst tragedy he would ever suffer. “Since you’ve not killed yourself, I don’t believe there can be anything that will make you do it.”

He laughed again and he had derived a pleasure from having made us live an awkward moment although it had not been deliberate, and he looked at me with something akin to respect or perhaps empathy would be a better word, for it was as if he had said that we were both handicapped because I was a Mexican, and I, thinking of my swarthy skin, Page 264 →smiled in return. He had misunderstood me, but this was natural. It was not rare that people sometimes thought I was something I was not.

A gregarious red-haired youth called Red these past few days because no one knew his name, but who had obviously been destined from birth to be called Red even by his mother, thinking his own thoughts, had not been touched by the short scene, though he had heard, now said, “Hell, hoss, too many fucken babies being borned anyway, but if you got that problem an’ want kids, you ain’t got no worry. I’ll be around to give you a han’ whenever you want.” The first one—I was to learn later that his name was really Jake; he said one time, “Call me Jake,” and I, in strong anger answered, “Can that shit! What the fuck are you trying to do to yourself?” not really because I cared about what he did to himself, how he tortured himself, but resenting the fact that he was asking me to help him do it, but he said, sincerely, and with a laugh at the joke on him, “It’s true. Jacob Lewis is my name; I don’t really know what the fuck my last name was, but my granddad changed it to Lewis. I’m a Polish Jew from Boyle Heights,” and shit, I thought, another asshole with ethnic and cultural hangups, for the moment thinking that I had mine under control, but although I had thought of him as an asshole, I knew he was not—now he laughed with Red and though his laugh was not entirely false, his eyes were wary and I ached although I did not really know him, that already he was suffering, had suffered, and now he was jealous of the wife he would someday have.

“Tough shitsky,” said Red and I liked his natural manner. “Proves what my old man always told me. It’s a horseshit world and every man is in for hisself. The ‘I got mine, buddy, fuck you’ philosophy is the creed of the people, like the orders of the day, and there ain’t nobody gonna give you a han’. Like say you got only one leg, along comes a guy with two legs an’ he’ll say, ‘Fuck you, Jack, an hooray for me!’ An’ if he don’t, he’ll feel guilty ’cause he’s sof’. Me, I know I’m no student. Nobody knows it yet, but I know it, an’ I come here to goof off. Jus’ for a couple a years I want to goof off an’ I hope I can hack it that long ’cause it’ll be easier to go into the work I’m gonna do and ’cause I want kids to be able to say their daddy was a college man. I’m having a ball for two years, men, an’ you people can have these halls of ivy ’cause I’m gonna settle down.”

We laughed, of course, but more at his manner of expression than at his attitude, which was more like a philosophy because he would allow Page 265 →it to direct his life. His idea of a dog-eat-dog world was not new; we all had reason to feel this.

He continued, “I’m gonna sell whiskey. I could do it now, I guess, but I wanna rest up after a hard war an’, like I said, it helps to go into business with a college backgroun’. . . Why whiskey? Well, not only whiskey. Beer an’ wine an’ fritos too, an’ sof’ drinks an’ pretty soon they’ll have wockamoley in cans like everything else. You know they got cundrums in cans now? No shit! An’ they got a little key to open em’ like sardines, for Chrissake!”

Jake said, “You’re fucken crazy, you know that?”

Red ignored him and we laughed as he said, very seriously, “All the time I was overseas, in the Pacific where there was no booze for enlisted men or pussy or much of anything an’ you guys in Europe were getting blowjobs from the Frenchies, men or women, or being fucked to death by those skinny, cold English broads an’ you had it knocked up, but I use to see guys go completely ape over a beer or two. An’ sometimes maybe they got a fifty-dollar fifth of rotgut whiskey an’ they were really livin’. I almos’ never touch the stuff myself, but these people always talked of how it would be when they got home. ‘Have my own goddamn bottle in my own shack, by God!’ they would say, or, ‘Step into a tavern any goddamn time I want and ask the bartender for a double jolt and a beer wash.’ That seemed to be all they were serving excep’ some of them would say, ‘I’m gonna get my tight one an’ a case a booze an’ a shitpot full of rubbers an’ lock ourselves in!’ They did hard time, these people, thinking of what they were gonna do. I figgered most of these guys an’ even civilians do nothing but drink, lay pipe or die. You figger it out; I ain’t so pimp an’ I don’ wanna be no undertaker.”

And Jake said, no longer hostile, “Yardbird, you’re going to have a fuck of a time passing bonehead English.”

I said, “No, you’re wrong. This asshole is a fucken poet and philosopher.” And I wondered, are we so different from him, this Red? Am I better off than he is? Or does the fact that he has a solution put him far beyond me? But no, I reasoned he doesn’t have it made. We are different; I am different, for I have hope and he has no hope for people, for the world. His hope is to retain the status quo. He is totally lacking in affirmation and sees hope only for himself if he is quick. I smiled, for I believed that good was not that rare a thing, that there was goodness in Red. But Page 266 →then another thought struck me. In his mind, his solution was not second best. It was his belief that this was the way of things. It was not as I had thought, that he was like a racer who would never lose because he would never run, but rather, for him there was no need for a race, there was no need for hope. He would live a good life within the security of his society which believed exactly as he did and he would teach his children the secret of life as his Old Man had taught him so that, in turn, they would teach their children. And this he had articulated was as much a cry of affirmation as my silent one was and I was struck dumb.

Another student said, “I’m here to do a full hitch and the first thing I’m going to do is get into a frat. I’ve got it figured that once I make one of those Greek societies, it’ll be smooth sailing. Those guys stick through thick and thin, good contact, too, after graduation. Yes, sir! I’m going to make it. I got the formula.”

“You better watch out for them Greeks,” said Red. “They stick, alright; they attack from the rear.”

I did not react to Red’s humor and another yahoo said, “I can’t see that fraternity stuff for shit. Those goddamn people are too goddamn exclusive. I’m working toward getting all the veterans on campus to stick together. Get a strong veteran’s organization and fight for what’s coming to us!”

I spoke and I was surprised at my anger, for I should have merely laughed at him, at the other and at Red because they were alike. The herd instinct would enable them to live. I said, “How can you be so fucken dumb? Jesus Christ! You talk against fraternities and then you would create a bigger and stronger one!” He was a large man and he had, I felt, no right to be so frightened of his life this early.

He said, “Wise up, punk!” And the “punk” almost brought me to my feet, but I stayed with him for now. “Didn’t we fight the war? While these guys were back here gathering loot in defense jobs where were we? And anyway, what are you objecting for? Why are you here? What are you going to be? You’re a beaner, a Mexican, how in the hell will you succeed without help?”

I was tired of such questions. I heard them in my home town and I heard them here. Even the Veterans’ Administration demanded to know my objective before payment for my tuition, books and the living allowance of fifty dollars a month would be authorized. We must all have an Page 267 →objective based on potential earning power and status or both and no one could understand why I was not interested in either.

“Nothing,” I said, “I’m not going to be a fucken thing. I have some things to learn and I lost some valuable time. I think I can learn some things here.”

“Bullshit!”

I shrugged, then said, “I’m already learning, listening to guys like you. I can see twenty years from now some historian or political savant will write about what those lean, hardened war veterans were thinking after the war. Were they at all concerned about their screwed up world? And he would not know that they were thanking their lucky stars that they had escaped, that they were still scared shitless, making deals, wheeling and dealing to take care of number one.”

“I ain’t scared a nothin’,” said Red. He was not as unintelligent as he acted. “An’ nobody’s gonna write nothin’ about us. Nobody gives a good shit about us. Hell, they forgot us already.”

“Man, you got it bad,” the organizer said to me. “A goddamn crusader! Next you’ll give me religion or the Commie line.”

I laughed now, and I said, “No. I’m no crusader, I have no message for you like you have for me. I don’t know how to make the world better. I just think it could be better if we’re all better. But most of all, I don’t see that anyone should be afraid. You all want to join something to lessen a blow. What blow, for Chrissake?”

“I ain’t joinin’ a fucken thing,” said Red.

“Shit! You’re joining a decaying, artificial society, goddamn it. And you will contribute to further its decadence. Save yourself some trouble. Follow this asshole; he’ll take care of you,” I said.

The organizer looked at the others, shook his head and smiled condescendingly. I was naive and he would not bother to tell me of the forces that were against me. He said, “And I’ll tell you another thing. I’m not talking about a veterans’ organization only on this campus. We’ll branch out and we’ll have chapters all over the state and eventually a man in Washington looking out for our interests. Hell, we’ll make the Legion look like a bunch of pikers. They’re a bunch of old farts anyway and don’t make news but once a year raising hell at their conventions. The VF of W isn’t much use either because they take anybody. We’ll have nothing but Page 268 →guys who did time oversees when it comes to the war veteran. We got rights more than any other group of people and we should fight for them. A lot of guys lost their lives, some their limbs—look around you, look at this poor eunuch here.”

Jake, calmly and matter-of-factly, said, “You’re not in the army now, shithead. Talk to me like that again and I’ll punch your fucken clock.”

The other said quickly, “Sorry, for Chrissake! I didn’t know you were so touchy. But I’m right, aren’t I? The country owes us!”

“I don’t know why I waste my time talking to you,” said Jake. “All I want is an education. Maybe if I tell you how I feel, you won’t come bothering me when you and your pansy buddies get organized. When I did the Grand Tour I told myself that if I ever got out of the goddamn army I would never join anything again. I’ll take whatever is handed to me, but this shit of veterans first is just that, shit. You goddamn people don’t want to join the country or society. You’re hell bent on screwing it!”

“Christ, I’m with you,” I said, but the professional veteran knew something we did not know. He rose and smiled superciliously. But Jake would not leave him. “Where did you fight, asshole?” he asked. I looked at him because this was not done; it was like an exercise in bragging.

“I was in England, Belgium, France, Germany, and Italy.”

“What was your outfit?”

“I was in Special Services.”

“Then you didn’t fight. You never felt artillery, you never had people trying to kill you. You never shot at anybody and nobody shot at you.”

“I served overseas.”

“Shit!”

None of us really cared what he had done in the war, not even Jake. Jake was simply destroying the other’s pretentiousness. His speaking about “overseas” was to place himself in the club; he did not know that there was no such club. He did not know that those who had done battle envied those that had not.

“Here’s my nickel for the coffee,” he said, tossing a coin on the table. “I’ll be seeing all of you—or I should say you’ll be looking for me as soon as you’re pushed around a little bit. Galen Martin’s the name. Remember it. You’ll know where to find me.”Page 269 →

But I did not really listen. I suddenly stared at a group of students walking toward us to the booth beyond and I knew the others also stared. Softly, yet audibly, I said, “Jesus Christ!”

There were six people, yet I only saw her. She wore a red and green plaid skirt, green weskit trimmed in black and white loafers. Her hair was clipped short and being small, she looked like a little girl. Yet, it was obvious what she was, even to those with her. She had always been pretty, but now she was grown and her prettiness was impressive, enhanced by the fact that she was restrained, certain and gracious as she moved. Her look as she glanced casually around the room, told everyone she was a lady. But, then, Billie had always been a lady and I had been on what seemed an eternal search for class and purity. That was the Mexican in me. I had had but two loves in my life, one in childhood and one in my adolescence and I would have but one more. One, who had been but a child, was lost to me long ago; the other was no longer pure, yet available. And now, I had a third chance and I was excited at the idea of a chase, which somehow was more pleasurable than the conquest. I did not think that I might be the one who would make Billie impure. And I was afraid because I knew that this encounter would do something to me. I reverted to Navy vernacular.

“Speaking of what we have coming, mates,” I said, “if we really rate special privileges for fighting the war and all that shit, that’s for me.”

“That is nice! Yes, indeed! Nice is the word!”

“Go, go,” said Jake, poking me in the ribs, knowing I would not go and I surprised him, surprised them all, as I stood and pushed Galen Martin aside.

“I always thought that when the time came, it would be a blonde,” I said, half jesting to disguise my fear. “Always had a weakness for blondes.” Now standing, hesitating because my legs were as unsteady as when I hit the beach after six months at sea. I spoke sailor talk inanely. “I know when I’ve had it men. You gotta marry a broad like that to score. And sometimes even when you’re married to them, you can’t make out. I know enough for both of us.” In this I was serious, though it was a part of the spiel. I continued, “So I want that you should be the first to know.” I placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder and said, “See you around.” It seemed to me that he was the only one of the group I cared to know. Then I moved toward her, my nervousness now gone, and knowing I was more than a little cocky. Page 270 →I was aware of their amazement, but they did not know I knew her. I had known her most of my life and had never known as much about her as I learned merely looking at her this past minute.

She and her friends had ordered and the conversation must have been interesting, for I was not noticed as I stood next to the booth. After a time I said, “Hello, Billie.”

She was startled. “Mike!” she cried the word. “Wherever did you come from?”

“I always thought Billie was wrong for you,” I said. “I thought it long ago and it’s even more incongruous now. A whorish name.” And as I said this she blushed and stammered; I was suddenly as if suspended, looking down at myself as I looked down at her and thinking wildly of a whore in Honolulu named Billie—ask for Billie, my shipmates had said—who when I was with her though I had not entered, had not known whether I had or not entered, in her wisdom knew I had done that for which she had been paid to make me do, gave me two smart pats on my ass, reached for a towel to wipe her belly where I had dropped my load, smiled a store-bought-teeth smile and said, “That’s all, dearie,” even as she toweled herself and made ready for the next man and as I offered more money for us to do it the right way knowing that it would take longer, her face hardened, thinking I meant to raise hell because I had not really got laid, she said, “Back outside and get in line, Jack!”

But it was then, in the midst of one of my reveries, as Billie struggled to regain her composure, realizing that I would not make a scene before her friends, that I noticed her hands as she nervously turned her rings, then set them straight. And my thoughts returned to Pearl Harbor. If she had only said, I thought, “My back hurts, honey. Be a good boy and come back tomorrow,” well, even if it had not been true, if she had said that, I would have felt better. Now looking down at Billie Brown, my heart was not in it for the game. Those rings had given me a feeling I never knew existed, let alone think I would ever experience. And it was not that I would be intruding in a marriage that bothered me, I had done that before I was fifteen; it was the fact that she was married and had lain with another man that removed something about her that had been special. Yet, I knew I would continue.

She talked now, with an inane smile, loudly, and introduced her friends. If they were interested in the situation—which was obviously Page 271 →meaningful—because she was married, because of my words, or because I, myself, seemed strange, I did not know and did not care.

I said, “Come, let’s walk.”

“I’ve a class in ten minutes.”

“The hell with it. You won’t be missed.”

“You’re still the same, aren’t you Mike Oh?” She spoke to me directly; she had left her friends that still sat with her and she seemed not to care.

I thought now that it was to my advantage that she was married, for I knew the moment I spoke to her exactly what Billie and I would do, though she did not know. The thing begun and I had the sudden feeling that it would not merely be an adventure. I had somehow placed myself in a position of real import in my life. I was intuitively aware of this. And I also was aware that I was not prepared to decide to go into this separate life, not a phase of what my life was, but a new life. Now everything seemed to hinge on her reply. And she was unaware that at this moment she was both fulcrum and lever to both our destinies and that we were now in limbo, to be hoisted or lowered or allowed to remain on solid ground at her will. And I knew not which loss would be greater.

She said, finally, “I really shouldn’t.” She did not say why she should not, nor what she should not do, but she rose and excused herself. I followed her out into the sunlight.

We walked across the avenue, then into the campus and toward Wheeler Hall. She spoke, but it was desultory talk, and I walked her to her class. We looked at each other, both knowing that we had merely postponed speaking of what must be said. But I knew where I could find her.

I had planned to spend the weekend in Berkeley, but suddenly I knew I would go home. I was disturbed by the argument in the coffee shop, my part in it and I did not understand why I had been so subjective, in fact, emotional. I was certain I did not care what Galen Martin, doctor for all ills, did with his life nor what Red did with his. I did not care for them, but I had no right to tell them how to live, just as they had no right to tell me how to live. But why did I react so strongly?

I forced myself to be honest, to accept the fact that I was insecure in my beliefs. I had always been. I was not certain of what I would become. I had only known, always, what I would never be. And perhaps this was also not true. I was afraid because I did not know whether I was right in Page 272 →what I sought from life. And this happened to me once. I had experienced a painful period, a seven-year period, not fighting against, but struggling with religion, attempting to return to the Church as it had once been for me.

I went through doubt and from that to agnosticism and finally, I knew I was an atheist, which I had not wanted to be. But I was wrong. I was not an atheist yet and did not realize the fact. I did not even realize that something was not right when I behaved as I had just done with Galen Martin, when I argued religion with believers. I was not against polemics; what I did not like was that I could be so emotional and end up attacking the person and not his beliefs. Of course, everyone did the same to me, but that was not my affair. And Galen Martin was a prick, but that should not matter either.

And now, there was Billie. I did not want to do what I sensed I would do to her. But I could not stop myself. I wished to be good, but I could not be good. The lure of the conquest was there. I could not fail in this path of destruction and that is what it would be. I did not want to destroy her marriage, her happiness as she knew happiness although she would never know love in the deepest sense. Yet, her marriage would be destroyed because what she believed to be her happiness would be destroyed whether she left her husband or lived with him for the rest of her life. She would not be the person she was now. It would be but an exercise for me, for although I might have love for her, she was not to be the love of my life, in fact, not even close to being my love as Alexandra had been and I could never love her as I had once loved Alex. And no one could ever come near the almost spiritual love Abigail, whom I had not seen for ten years, and I had experienced, spiritual because it had never been sensual even in thought, in our childhood. Billie could never be my wife. I was not searching for a wife; I searched for my love and would one day find it and when I did, it would make me the person I had always wanted to be.

I thought of flight, but I had tried that once and that had not been the answer. But I thought, I could go back to the symbolic womb, where I had once known the only security I needed. For a few hours I could meditate upon and relive my early life that had made me what I was. And as I stood on the Oakland Highway, hitchhiking the forty odd miles to Santa Clara, this part was really a city now, rows upon rows of identical Page 273 →houses. Moving south through San Leandro I experienced an epiphany. I saw that my valley would one day be miles of houses, for my people as their neighbors, a sedentary lot, had been forced to leave their countries and had come here to an Eden-like place, bucolic, and the world had come to them, moved in to catch them by surprise. Unaware, they would look about them one day to see that there were no orchards, no meadows. Instead, there would be houses as there were here now, acres of houses, completed or being built. There would be also an infinity of industrial complexes and blossoming shopping centers and asphalt and concrete covering the fertile land and not unlike locusts, technology and progress with all their adverse ramifications would come to swallow the people and I was witness to its beginnings. I was saddened as I came home once again, knowing that like a beaten animal I came with my tail between my legs. Yet, no one need know that.

Coming into Santa Clara, I thought of the time before I came to this town, although I did not dwell on that too long.







Page 274 →3. THE HOUYHNHNMS PROSPECTUS


THE HOUYHNHNMS

a novel

by

José Antonio Villarreal

This is a tale of a young man who is at once a picaro and a rogue, a romantic and a realist. The people around him are the Houyhnhnms, a settled people with established values—admirably reasonable, they are, nevertheless possessed of a rationality which is schematic, arid, and devitalized. Their values are superficial. This condition has been caused by the changes that take place when a small, rural town populated predominantly by lower-income people with a middle-class morality, suddenly encounters a period of prosperity. The time is immediately after World War II. The war has given rise to a new economic class, and the town has begun to urbanize. But as the people take advantage of the opportunity for upward mobility and improve their economic status, they somehow lose sight of the emotional foundation of life.

Although this is not a direct sequel to POCHO, the town is Santa Clara, and the protagonist, Mike de la O, is in fact Richard Rubio after the war. Page 275 →The family is different, although Mexican. Mike is at odds with the world around him but does not have the culture problems Richard had. The action takes place in Santa Clara, Berkeley, San Francisco, Chicago, and New York. A part of it is on the road. Santa Clara is, of course, but a microcosm of the whole—the entire country reeks of small-town morality.

Mike de la O goes through his experiences with the knowledge that the Houyhnhm life is not the sole good, and knows also that to his society, he is a reject. As a “hero” figure, he is endowed with intuition and intelligence. Because he is of Mexican descent, he is already outside the social barrier, although not in the usual racial1 sense but in a cultural sense. And he is also outside the Mexican culture. He feels that these barriers are his protection—they are his “fenses,” not society’s. He will not make the transition, will not acculturize in either direction because he intuitively knows somehow that he has an advantage. Although he has his weak times, he strives with all his powers to retain this advantage.

He has the idea, also, when in Berkeley that those in his sphere of life, the rebels later to be called beatniks, who would reject their society in toto, who in their desire to escape from life in terms of current rationality, which to them is inhuman, form a separate society, fall like the Houyhnhnms and their counterparts (those nationalistic Mexicans with their puritan Mexican Apostolic Roman Catholic approach to life) into an equally distorted and neurotic view of life. It comes to him, then, that he can live pretty much his own life in his way, within society, and yet not hurt those around him. This is very important. He senses that human involvement can preclude this happening, and does not realize how important and necessary it is that he be emotionally involved with people, in particular with his family and with women.

This is the moment of the dramatic conflict, when he is forced into a resolution, when he discovers just how dependent he is on those very things about his world he disdains.

This novel is not, even in the broadest sense, an allegory on Gulliver’s Travels, although the term Houyhnhnms does imply Swift’s picture of equine grotesqueness and limitedness of life, and a fantastic society. We live in a fantastic society. The novel is picaresque not only because of Mike’s character, but because it is episodic, there is movement, travel, a succession of romantic escapades, a sense of good and evil, and a happy ending. It should be around 120,000 words.






Page 276 →4. THE HOUYHNHNMS


A Story of an American

by

José Antonio Villarreal


I

I know now I must have always believed that except for rare occasions, events meaningful to us will take place according to nothing but our particular will. Not necessarily preordained, nor part of a plan, a pattern what I knew had nothing whatever to do with the supernatural. I knew only that life can be lived with little help from us, bare life that is, sterile existence. I have known always that our decisions for the most part are not really decisions, not important in the absolute sense of the word, although we might make them so in our minds. And along will come a time, I have also known, where a deliberate act could change the journey of our lives and usually when such an opportunity occurs, we fail to act or we refuse to act or we ignore the chance for choice or we are unaware. It is then, when we have the great fortune to choose, to make a commitment, that we can become men, even if such decisions might destroy us. Until Page 277 →then, we are but an infinitesimal part of the flux and flow of life and can neither be condemned nor can we take credit for what we are. For we are very much like nothing.

That this is why in the spring of 1947, as I made ready to again take up my studies, I found little delight that my townspeople praised me because I was obviously bent on “bettering” myself. Although they had always said I was a nonconformist, I had now seen the light. I found no joy when they said that I2







Page 278 →5. CALL ME ISHMAEL PROSPECTUS


CALL ME ISHMAEL

A Novel of the Chicano Movement

by

José Antonio Villarreal

This is the last book in the tetralogy: THE FIFTH HORSEMAN, POCHO, THE HOUYHNHNMS, CALL ME ISHMAEL. This novel is set in Boulder, Colorado, specifically on the campus of the University of Colorado. Perhaps I will disguise this fact.

Ismael is the son of Richard Rubio as he is the son of Mike de la O. He is the grandson of Juan Rubio as he is the grandson of Heraclio Ines. And it is very much like his forebears, but whereas they survive, he loses his life because he stands up for those things in which he believes.

The action takes place during the spring 1972 semester at Boulder. The most pretentious and most successful educational program for the Mexican minority community exists at the University of Colorado. The student hierarchy made up of drug pushers and users have discovered that there is money in this particular endeavor, and decide to hang on to Page 279 →what they have. A schism develops within the Chicano student organizations resulting in violence and the usual political maneuverings present in a struggle for power. The university administration takes advantage of the situation, placing a few Mexican professors in the middle, and riding high on the age-old strategy of “divide and conquer.” The older, militant Chicanos come into it for personal aggrandizement and actual monetary reward.

This is not an exposé of the Chicano Movement, although in many respects it is an indictment of some of the leadership and the tactics used. The issue in this struggle was not control of a few thousand dollars, but a budget of at least three quarters of a million. The university approves all expenditures, but it will approve anything as long as the Chicanos refrain from making trouble, as long as they remain in their offices in a dilapidated building in a far-off corner of the campus.

The pressures placed on the young student as well as on the faculty are devastating. The manipulations of the Chicano power structure and the administration make an ideal program very nearly unproductive.

I think of this book as loosely allegorical to Moby Dick. I see the militant Chicano obsessed with hatred, with an overwhelming almost mystical desire to destroy as Captain Ahab. The Anglo establishment from the governor through the legislature, the board of regents, and the actual administration, was much more cunning, more experienced in the rhetorics of politics, and equally ruthless, as the white whale. In the end, these two factions do irreparable harm to each other and the student is really the one who suffers.

All this is seen through Ismael’s eyes. He is a third-year student who has successfully resisted joining the student group but who decides because of what he sees and knows that he should take part. Aloof at first, he is affected very deeply to learn, for example, that in a very intensive orientation course for eight weeks in the summer, the incoming Chicano student is indoctrinated and conditioned in hatred and racism. In university classes, for credit, he is taught to hate the “white” man. He is disgusted and appalled to learn that in ethnic literature courses during the regular semester, those people who are creating a new genre called Chicano literature, are using this literature to further propagandize the Page 280 →idea that the “whites” are our natural enemy purely on racist grounds. He becomes active then, and when he becomes a threat, he is killed.

A love story will be interwoven between Ismael and a “white” girl. It will be very tender, very simple, and there is a danger that because Ismael dies, it could be too sentimentalized.

I believe this book can be done in under 100,000 words.

I must say that much of this really happened at Boulder during my tenure there, and I along with other faculty members were caught in the middle, being used by both the students and the administration. I deeply believe these things should be told.Page 281 →






6. San Jose Mercury News Article, Archival Draft


San Jose Mercury News, Oct. 1979


There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,

The earth. and every common sight,

      To me did seem

   Apparelled in celestial light,

The glory and the freshness of a dream.

It is not now as it hath been of yore;—

   Turn wheresoe’er I may,

      By night or day,

The things which I have seen I now can see no more.3

— William Wordsworth



The problem is, of course, that should I return to Santa Clara today, what I knew and experienced, the emotional, psychological and physical security I enjoyed, no longer exists. There is only one way to describe the valley as it was; it was beautiful. That, too, is no longer true for me. Progress, with its wondrous benefits and singular beauty destroyed that other particular beauty. Dutch Hamann’s dream became my personal nightmare, and yet it was inevitable.Page 282 →

We lived on Lincoln Street in Santa Clara, 1424 Lincoln, an address I shall never forget. Lincoln, as I knew it, was the Camino Real, which came up Santa Clara Street in San Jose, turned north beyond the roller rink near the Hester Theater, became the Alameda with its tree-lined, broad frontage to the great mansions, the Hart home being pre-eminent, not for its elegance but for the notoriety attached later to the kidnapping and the lynchings. The Alameda became Grant Street at the Santa Clara city limits, went on past the university and at its northwest corner, turned left down Franklin Street, past the city hall and library, the Rex Theater, and at the foot of Franklin, at the Carmelite convent, turned north again for a few blocks, past my home, to Clay, which was the 101 and led to San Francisco some 49 miles away.

Despite the fact that these were the years of the depression and that the great majority of the people were jobless and in a state of deprivation, the Valley was kind to us. It was my personal playground, an Eden, where any seed one placed into the earth grew and gave forth fruit. I have seen, in backyards in San Jose, banana trees placed there strictly for landscaping bear fruit; oranges and avocados flourished between the sidewalks and the gutters, and olives—the products that were not meant to be found that near the cold climate of San Francisco. And so, we never suffered for lack of food. Fruits and vegetables were available, and this was before the city ordinance prohibiting barnyard animals, or if such ordinances existed, they were not enforced. So in most backyards, along with a garden, could be found a sow with piglets, a milk-producing goat (sometimes even a cow), a hutch or two overflowing with rabbits, and always a few chickens and a rooster. At 5 o’clock in the morning the entire town sounded like a farm. There was always wine, and in the Guadalupe Creek, lush watercress.

Perhaps the most important aspect of my early years was the utter democratic tenor of the Valley. It had to do with the Valley because even if it was on the road between Los Angeles and the City, we were somewhat isolated and insulated and extremely chauvinistic about our area. Oh, yes, we were poor, and it can be said that poverty is a common denominator. Nevertheless, I know of no area in the United States composed of a conglomeration of ethnic and cultural differences where people could live in such harmony. In fact, there have been communities of people with the same religious faith, ethnic background, and common Page 283 →ethics where problems have led to a breakdown in the society. Yet in Santa Clara, as in the Valley, we had Eastern Europeans whose parents had come from Europe and spoke little or no English, Italians, Spaniards (the majority spoke a bastard Castilian, but some who were Galician used the idiom which was between Portuguese and Spanish). Then there were the Portuguese, predominantly from the Azores, traditionally fishermen, who went to Half Moon Bay and who knew where to return with abalone and Dungeness crab. And, of course, we the Mexicans were there also but in small numbers. Those of English, Scotch-English, and perhaps some French ancestry were present. There were also very few families that had once been called Californios—Mexicans for generations, from before the time that California became an American state, extremely anglicized and yet with a particular respect afforded them because they had been the first in the Valley.

All these peoples were already contributing their culture to the American scene. The Japanese lived outside the urban districts and were very much in their own society, yet they contributed to the whole. I was a Mexican boy in a society which included very few Mexican families. The Gutierrezes, whose oldest son, Rudolph, died as a pilot in Europe during World War II, the Zarates, the father who was always seen marching in the Fourth of July American Legion parade, having lost an arm in France during World War I. There were a few families across the tracks who lived in the housing complex of the Southern Pacific. They were well-to-do by our standards because the fathers had permanent employment, free housing, and the S.P. hospital in San Francisco. And except for school hours, these children were as remote socially as the Japanese were. But that was by choice, for we all lived as one.

I never experienced discrimination, and because I did not, in my formative years I could cope with the few bigots I encountered in later life. Terms like “dago,” “wap,” “portagee,” “blackie,” and even “nigger,” although we had no negroes in our community, were a part of our jargon, but not as ethnic slurs. Today with the emphasis on social progress, upward mobility, and affirmative action, such a natural relationship among peers could not exist.

A perfect example of communal solidarity was the wine. For the Italians, Spaniards, and Portuguese, wine was a major part of a way of life. Page 284 →Many families made wine every year. In a place like Santa Clara Valley where there was an abundance of crops, winemaking was not a small endeavor. It was a simple matter to drive a truck out to Alamaden, take two or three neighbors along to help, make arrangements on a price with the farmer, then pick a ton of grapes and drive home. There, waiting in the driveway in broad daylight was a winepress, and the men would turn to. The barrels had already been prepared, and in three hours the job was done. The mashed grapes were carted away by townspeople who had pigs and the press was hosed down and loaded on a truck to go somewhere else.

The crowd dispersed. There were always bystanders, often including the town constable, later called marshal, who being Irish with close links to the Old Sod and who had once told me that in his youth he had seen the “wee folk,” and who at least twice had engaged in a gun fight, western style, with bank robbers in the center of town. Although this was after prohibition, winemaking was illegal, and the constable could not take action against a lifestyle of generations.

The Valley was an area of seasonal labor. The canneries, except for a skeleton crew, worked only about six months of the year. Harvests were also seasonal, and during the dormant months, the only fruit-picking jobs to be had were with the Winter Nelis, for these pears flourished in the dead of winter. The people prepared for this time. Wine was not the only product stored in cellars, and every home had a cellar. There could be found shelves lined with jars of pears, peaches, apricots, jams and syrups, berry preserves, string beans, peas, and myriad items all from the Valley. The men would supplement this hoard by going to the coast to harvest brussels sprouts, to the lettuce fields in Salinas after the prune season, or to the Santa Cruz mountains to cut wood.

Although there were many automobiles on the streets, it was not uncommon to see horse-drawn drays in San Jose. Mr DiFiore, an elderly man, would come to Santa Clara from his apricot orchard in Burbank, about where Valley Fair is now on Stevens Creek Road, in a horse and wagon. He picked up mothers and children after the older members of the family had left for work. We would go up Bascom Avenue, an hour’s trip at least and fun all the way, to his ranch where the women would cut apricots for about four hours when he would return them to their household chores.Page 285 →

There were also the festas—the Portuguese on the feasts of St. Anthony and the Holy Ghost, where there would be parades and free food—sopas and linguisa, and the dance called the chamarrita and carnival. The Italians had Columbus Day, and the American Legion the Fourth of July and Easter Sunday. Later in the decade, when there were more Mexicans in the Valley, we celebrated Mexican Independence Day, the 16th of September. The Yugoslavians had their festivals at Napredak Hall, near Millikin Corners on El Camino.

The outer reaches of the Valley then were as accessible as they are now, perhaps more so. The streetcar terminal in Santa Clara was at the Carmelite convent. From there, for a nickel, one could go all the way up the Alameda, Santa Clara Street, the embarcadero, which were the stockyards, the speedway where Rex Mays and Ernie Triplett had raced on dirt, almost as far as the country club. Or, one could take a transfer at the end of the Alameda, board a tram that followed Meridian Road for a time, through orchards and open fields to Campbell, then somewhere, I cannot remember now, one could elect to go on to Los Gatos, ending at the Lyndon Hotel or to Saratoga and its tourist parks. One could also get off the streetcar somewhere near 35th and Santa Clara, close to where the freeway now crosses Santa Clara, and take a Luna Park bus—I never knew where Luna Park was, but it left one near enough to walk through Berryessa, which to me was the most beautiful, most quiet place in the world with its narrow asphalt road through orchards of walnuts, cherries and Moorpark, all majestic trees, and suddenly in the middle of this opulence, a filling station, Shell Oil, and four or five cabins of what was then called a motor hotel.

One could also make bus connections to Evergreen, then the remotest and most bucolic portion of the Valley, or transfer from the streetcar at the Hester area, traveling again by tram along Stevens Creek Road, gradually turning north through prune orchards and ending up near Los Altos for a look at the horsey set.

This was the Valley then. As we grew older, we would take a Peerless Stage to Santa Cruz, or a Greyhound to the City. Or we would hitchhike. There was no need to steal a car, nor to strip one.

The Civic Auditorium was simply the Civic, and there we had in-person personalities from Benny Goodman to Duke Ellington, and in Page 286 →concert such personages as Lily Pons. It seems to me we had the best of everything. The towns in the Valley were small towns, even San Jose, and yet we had a football team in Santa Clara which was one of the best, if not the best in the nation. I mention this because it meant so much to all of us and because we had heroes which we need so much today. The Sugar Bowl teams of the Buck Shaw era kept Juvenile Hall very nearly empty. We were always at practice and walked with Nello Falaschi, Don deRosa and Manny Gomez, the latter giving me a particular pride that I could not understand, simply because he was Mexican. Often we could visit the players in their rooms, and later, when the streetcars were replaced by buses, we would be allowed to go into San Jose, to the Jose Theater, where we would see one hour of vaudeville, two full-length features and short subjects for 20 cents. And, once I remember, going with Bill Anahu to Arzino’s where he bought a half dozen live crabs which he turned loose on the bus on our return to Santa Clara. There was havoc, of course, and when we got to the dorm, the other boys had boiling water ready and French bread. The crabs went into the water for about 30 seconds and we had a feast. I have never had a crab as delicious as that. Bill Anahu, star end and wonderful person, also died in the war.

These things I remember, and I am far removed from Santa Clara, but it will always be my Valley. The standard of living judged in terms of affluence and comfort has certainly risen. It is now the electronics center of the world. Yet, one must go all the way beyond Gilroy to find an orchard, for orchards have given way to asphalt and concrete. What has happened to the Guadalupe and the Los Gatos creeks which once emptied into the Bay near Alviso? What about the waters on the southern fringes of the Valley, Evergreen, Berryessa, and even the Milpitas hillsides? And Mt. Hamilton where on those beautiful, clear, and cold January days, was snowcapped and visible?

All this can be the view of a man in his late years, longing for a lost youth. This is but partially true, because although I may never see Santa Clara again, wherever I live, wherever I am, it is home. It is home because I was touched by something when I lived there. And what I am is because I grew up in the Valley. It could not have happened elsewhere. This sounds trite, I know, but it is true, and truth can never be commonplace.






Page 287 →Notes



INTRODUCTION


	1For more references about his life, I recommend Chicano Authors: Inquiry by Interview by Bruce-Novoa. In the interview with Villarreal, he mentions among his favorite childhood books, Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, and Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones; he also mentioned that his most beloved book was James Otis’s Toby Tyler; or, Ten Weeks with a Circus.

	2The term Latinx refers to people born in Latin America and their descendants. The term Chicanx refers more specifically to Mexican Americans and to those Mexicans who live in the United States. The use of the “x” is meant to be a neutral, inclusive term for those who refuse the binaries of gender identification. Although Our Little Life predates the use of those terms, I would like to include it in the introduction as part of the tradition Villarreal is contributing to. Furthermore, I would argue that the term applies to this version of the novel, which incorporates the overlapping lenses of gender, sexuality, and patriarchal violence.

	3The reference in these titles to Swift’s Gulliver Travels and to Melville’s Moby Dick indicate his engagement with British and American literary history. Our Little Life also engages into intertextuality with Shakespeare’s The Tempest.

	4The translations of the articles in the Spanish-language newspapers are mine.

	5The idea of calling “Chicanos” to recently arrived immigrants is an old way of using the term. Later, “Chicano,” became synonymous with Mexican Americans committed to activism and civil rights.Page 288 →

	6See recommended bibliography at the end for more information. Bruce-Novoa, in his article “Homosexuality in the Chicano Novel,” (1986) was the first to analyze homoerotic desire in the novel. Johnson’s article (2021), “Women’s Work: A Revision of Gender in Américo Paredes, José Antonio Villarreal, and Mario Suárez’s Fiction,” reassesses gender construction in the novel.

	7See recommended bibliography. Gonzales Sae-Saue, in “Aztlán’s Asians: Forging and Forgetting Cross-Racial Relations in the Chicana/o Literary Imagination,” contextualizes the novel in the World War II era.

	8One example of this parallelism is the section in the novel where Zelda, Richard’s childhood friend, explains his character, reflecting on how “She loved his sensitivity and the gentleness he showed her, for she had never had nor encouraged such attention, but she was aware that he was capable of great cruelty” (Our Little Life 100).

	9Villarreal’s ending cites lines 21–25 and 58–60 of “Porphyria’s Lover,” and the poem by Robert Browning brings the issue of violence back to the table. The reference to the poem suggests Mary might have been too weak to cut herself off from the “vainer ties” (Our Little Life 230) of her privileged world.





OUR LITTLE LIFE


	1US Route 101 runs north to south along the West Coast of the United States through California, Oregon, and Washington. It ends on the southern end in Los Angeles, while the northern terminus is in Tumwater, Washington. Portions of the 101 from Los Angeles to Marin County are lined with commemorative iron bells to mark the path of El Camino Real, a path of mission throughout California that coincides with the 101.

	2The Agnews State Hospital for the Insane, now known as Agnews Developmental Center, was a psychiatric facility in San Jose. Villarreal likely would have known about the hospital after its renovation due to the damage it suffered in the 1906 earthquake, with the hospital sporting its second name: Agnews State Mental Hospital. The facility closed in 2011.

	3The Southern Pacific Flyer was a train that operated on the Southern Pacific Railway. The railway existed from 1865 to 1996 and operated across the southwestern United States and neighboring regions. Villarreal likely traveled by train numerous times, and would have been very familiar with railways and trains like the Southern Pacific Flyer.

	4“Caboulders” was the original word used in the manuscript. Despite its unknown meaning, I’ve opted to retain the word choice to maintain the integrity of Villarreal’s work.

	5This section in the novel correlates with the story “Dream South . . . and Only Found in Dreams” in Appendix 1. Villarreal wrote a continuation of Mary Madison’s section to provide more context.Page 289 →

	6Fort Ord was a United States Army encampment in Monterey Bay. It was active from 1917–94, and was used for a variety of army training routines, and acted as the main garrison for the 7th Infantry Division for many years.

	7This section contains material also found in the short story, “The Homecoming” (Appendix 2).

	8SPs: shore patrols.

	9All the names Richard mentions are figures from professional boxing in the first half of the twentieth century. As well as Joe Louis and Benny Leonard, Richard names Harry Greb, Jack Dempsey, Sugar Ray Robinson, and Gene Tunney.

	10The T. S. Eliot poem Mary interpreted is “The Hollow Men” (1925).

	11This refers to an episode in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain (1876). Tom and Becky Thatcher become lost in a cave for days before finding a way out. While wandering the cave, Tom spies the fugitive Injun Joe, whom Tom had earlier identified in court as a murderer.

	12Fortín de las Flores is a city in the Mexican state of Veracruz.

	13This line is from the sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer” by John Keats (1816).

	14From Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,” (1819).

	15In this episode, Richard imagines various English, Irish, and American literary figures from various ages: Francis Bacon, Geoffrey Chaucer, Ben Jonson, Thomas Kyd, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Robert Browning, William Shakespeare, John Dryden, James Joyce, Thomas Wolfe, Henry James, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Jack London, Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens), Edgar Allen Poe, Ray Bradbury, and Samuel Johnson. It isn’t clear who “good old Tom” is, though it might be seventeenth-century physician Thomas Sydenham, who popularized a tincture of opium he called laudanum, or Thomas De Quincey, author of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821).

	16These lines and “No pain felt she; I am quite sure she felt no pain” are from “Porphyria’s Lover” by Robert Browning (1868).





APPENDIX


	1The original word written was “ethnic.”

	2This is where the manuscript for The Houyhnhnms ends. Whether there is a page missing or Villareal didn’t complete it is unknown.

	3These lines are from Wordsworth’s poem “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood” (1804, published 1807).
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