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PEARL

 


When her father saw her
perfectly round head at birth, he instantly named her Pearl. The
doctor told him a few minutes later that his little girl was born
with webbed toes. This puzzled him briefly but he smiled and
accepted God’s decision. Pearl’s mother, however, was scared for
her child but she kept it inside, also accepting the Lord’s
decision.

 


***

 


Pearl was a precocious
little girl whom it seemed everyone loved. She had a brilliant
smile that seemed to go well with her name. When she laughed, it
was so infectious everyone around her couldn’t help but join.
Pearl’s teachers loved her because of her inquisitive mind.
However, no one loved her more than her swimming coach, Ms.
Laverne.

Throughout her pre-teen years, Pearl
and Ms. Laverne grew close. Pearl was the best swimmer in the
county and was destined to go State, if she could further improve
her technique. Ms. “L”, as Pearl called her, knew that the time
would come when she would no longer be of help to Pearl. So she
began to search for a more qualified coach to take her
place.

Two months before Pearl’s
fourteenth birthday, Ms. L found the perfect replacement. She
suspected Pearl would take it hard but she knew that by hanging
around for support Pearl would accept the transition.

Pearl didn’t take to her coach right
away. Her parents tried their best to support the new relationship
by having Coach Frank over to dinners and such. His coaching style
caused Pearl to become withdrawn and she refused to discuss it with
anyone. Once she even ran away from home and was gone for an entire
weekend, hurting her parents deeply.

 


***

 


Ms. L finally located Pearl
at a friend’s house. When they saw one another they ran into each
other’s arms and began to cry. Pearl reluctantly went back
home.

Coach Frank taught Pearl
well, she made State two years running. Everyone in the
neighborhood greeted her as soon as she arrived from the last meet.
Pearl was ecstatic! Even the boys, who’d made fun of her “duck
feet” were patting her on the back and shaking her hand. One shy
boy in particular came to congratulate her after nearly everyone
else had gone. He was a tall kid who had always admired Pearl but
had been too shy to approach her. His name was Jerome. He often
played basketball in his driveway but Pearl, although seeing him
often, knew him only by sight. He whispered something into her ear
and she giggled. Pearl fell in love when he presented her with
flowers from his mother’s garden and gently kissed her
cheek.

Pearl began to train as an
Olympic hopeful while in her senior year in high school. She was as
dedicated as she’d ever been and her parents were prouder than
ever. Coach Frank was doing his best to enter her in swimming
trials throughout the country while Ms. L and Pearl’s parents tried
their best to drum up financial support.

The years of dedication and
training earned Pearl a spot on the Olympic swimming team and the
whole city was excited by the news. Jerome had made arrangements
for a congratulatory party at the local YWCA and it was becoming a
major event. The Mayor and other dignitaries were expected,
including local television personalities. Pearl’s parents were so
happy and proud!

When Coach Frank and Pearl
arrived at her home after qualifying, she couldn’t wait to see
Jerome and her folks. As she exited the driver’s side door, she
jumped out and a speeding car struck her so hard that she flew
through the air and landed on her perfectly round head.

Ms. L gave Pearls’ eulogy
at the funeral, afterward she broke down. She cried her heart out
for her student and friend, the rest of her life.

Pearl’s parents saw the
will of God and mourned their loss till their dying
days.

Jerome had been carrying an
engagement ring with him the day Pearl died. He had it melted and
formed into an oyster shell, placing a tiny pearl in the center of
the opening. At Pearl’s funeral he placed it on her casket lid and
walked away before services ended.

Jerome died a few weeks later when he
walked into heavy traffic on the local expressway.

Coach Frank retired, never to coach
again.

The driver who killed Pearl was
convicted of involuntary manslaughter while driving under the
influence.

 


 


 


 


 


 


SILVER DOLLAR

 


“El Jefe” (The Boss)
pressed a coin into my hand and lumbered away. I stared at it with
surprise, and then I became enraged. Four days of picking cotton in
the blazing summer sun and the bastard hands me a silver dollar!
Its weight was thousands of ounces lighter than the pounds of
cotton I’d picked and stuffed into a twenty foot sack I could
barely drag to the loading trailer when full.

The first two days my hands bled from
the stiffly dried cotton bole that pricks like needles from four
points. On the third, I began to endure and ignore the pain. By the
fourth, my fingers began to callous and I became adept at avoiding
those sharp points.

That
experience had been worth more than a dollar! I’d seen others cheat
the scale by tossing rocks and dirt into their sacks and I was
proud at not having done so. Now I
felt cheated.



“Jefe! Señor!” I called
out to him as he climbed into his truck. He may have thought me too
excited at having received a shiny new coin to argue, but he was
mistaken. “Jefe, un dolar es nada! How come I only receive a
dollar? I bled and sweated for one dollar? It’s nothing,” I
pleaded. He looked at me with a look of contempt and his face grew
dark with rage. I’d made the mistake of questioning him in front of
a truckload of “piscadores.” An old woman, that appeared to be
about eighty, cackled out loud and quickly covered her toothless
mouth with a wrinkled hand. No one else moved. I realized instantly
my mistake and was suddenly filled with fear. I’d seen this burly
man push another bigger man from a ladder while unloading a hundred
pound sack into a trailer; the picker did not return the next
day.

The “Jefe,” walked back to
where I stood and loudly exclaimed, “Tiene un par este hombre, no?”
“This man has a pair, does he not?” I felt embarrassed for the
women and kids but everyone laughed, nodding in agreement. I stood
silently. I believed I’d said enough.

“How old are you, huh?
Tell me niño, how old?”

“Diez Jefe, I’m ten years
old.”

He gave me a sneer and I
almost wet my pants. He slowly reached behind his back and I
prepared to run. He pulled out his wallet and handed me a crisp
twenty-dollar bill. In disbelief, I saw that he was paying from his
wallet, not from the pay pouch he used to dispense wages. I had
only hoped for five. I didn’t understand why he’d done this until
after he’d driven off with the pickers clapping and waving at
me.

By paying me from his own
pocket, the boss retained his position with his crew indicating to
all that he was a fair and just man, and that he was unquestionably
“El Jefe.”

He had also shown everyone that he had
respected my bravery and had atoned for the insult I had obviously
felt.

Throughout that season I worked
alongside people of different ages, gender and nationalities and
they all treated me, a ten-year old, with dignity and respect. I
picked alongside them for two more seasons with my family joining
in the last.

“El Jefe” told my parents about the
payday incident and they all laughed about it.

I, on the other hand, had
never spoken about it.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FREE FALL

 


I eased myself up to the
corner of the examining room ceiling and watched myself laying
unconscious on the table while my sister Lupe held her hand to my
shoulder. My father stood next to my mother as she cried on the
chair next at the foot of the table.

I had made the unfortunate
mistake of grabbing a dead limb while climbing a tree with my
sisters and cousins and a group of neighborhood kids at my aunt’s
house. As I fell backwards through the air, I squeezed the branch
realizing how light and brittle it felt and that was why I was now
in a free fall to earth. I knew I was in deep trouble when I saw
how the tree was getting taller and taller before me.

Although
everyone present swore that I was unconscious at the time, I
saw and remember
everything that followed.

As I lay under the tree I saw kids
looking down at me. Some were standing, others kneeling by me and
all but two boys looked scared. The two boys were laughing and
pointing at me. I wasn’t angry at their laughter but I was a little
curious. Every few seconds darkness overcame me and then, just as
rapidly, I could see and hear.

I remember waking up in my father’s
arms as he carried me inside my aunt’s house amidst a large group
of adults and kids. As I looked up towards my father’s face I could
see that he had missed a spot on his chin while shaving. I had an
urge to point it out to him but I couldn’t lift my arm or speak. He
laid me down on my aunt’s lap as she screamed for someone to bring
her a bottle of rubbing alcohol. My aunt’s name was Elvira, she was
my father’s sister-in-law. She was loved by many in our town and
was well respected by many more. She was a generous and
well-educated lady. Many years later, she was to die of cancer, but
at the time she was a robust and beautiful woman with a rather
ample bosom that she displayed in low cut dresses. I had always
been mesmerized and in love with her and as fate would have it I
was now on her lap my face pressed tightly to her breasts. I
couldn’t keep from staring and was frighteningly aware of my sexual
arousal, but it couldn’t be helped. She coated my face, neck and
arms with alcohol and I could tell by her surprised expression that
she had seen my predicament. Just then my father took me from her
arms and I remember the anger I felt at being taken from her.
Darkness returned.

My sister held the door of our car
open for us when I could see again.

My father placed me on the
back seat and my sister knelt on the floorboard next to me with the
saddest expression of concern. We sped off to the hospital with my
mother in the front passenger seat screaming at my dad to hurry! My
mother wouldn’t stop wailing which I found very annoying. I looked
at my sister as she knelt in prayer, hands clutched tightly. I
wanted to tell her I was ok, but I couldn’t. My father glanced
occasionally over his shoulder to me with the same expression of
concern.

After the darkness, I found
myself prone on a table in an examining room. The weird thing is
that I was facing myself. I was floating horizontally over my body
staring in confusion. Almost without thinking it made sense to me
in an inexplicable way. The sensation I felt was extraordinary! I
felt lighthearted and free! I was floating about three feet above
myself and could see the tiniest details. I looked at the top of my
sister’s head and saw the pink plastic hair clip she wore. I drew
close to my dad’s head and I saw his bald spot and the bobby pins
that held my mother’s hair tight against her scalp. I wanted so
much to reach out and touch them but there wasn’t anything for me
to use! I couldn’t see my form! I was invisible to everyone
including myself! The joy I felt was intense! It was almost
physical, as strange as that sounds.

I
suddenly spoke and heard my voice clearly as though awake. I began
to yell! Lupe! Lupe, look at me! I’m up
here! I’m up here! Mom! Dad! I’m up here! Look at me! I’m flying!
I’m here! They never reacted, never moved
an inch. I felt disappointed; I could see and hear them but they
couldn’t see or hear me. I immediately went from elation to
frustration, then faster into fear when I began to rise higher and
higher. A thought struck even more fear into me!
What if I don’t stop?
What if I keep going and the ceiling doesn’t stop me? What
then?

Thankfully the ceiling did block my
ascent before I went into a panic attack, but for how long? I could
feel my back pressed against the ceiling tiles and by using my
fingers and the heels of my feet (which I couldn’t see) I
maneuvered myself directly above my body.

Doctor Garcia walked into
the room at this time and distracted my concentration, but I didn’t
move. This was the doctor who had patched my broken arm two years
before. He spoke gently to my parents and walked over to my body.
He reached into the pocket of his smock and removed a penlight,
which he used to view my pupils. I wondered why I couldn’t see the
light in my eyes. He took my pulse and tenderly lowered my arm to
my chest. I heard him say to my parents that I had suffered a
concussion and apart from that I would be fine. He told them not to
worry that I would wake up in a few minutes at best. They were
grateful to hear his diagnosis. In the meantime, I was feeling fear
once again. As Doctor Garcia walked away I saw my sister’s face
light up with a smile. Just as the door clicked shut behind him, I
awoke and my sister gasped in surprise.

On the
way home, I began to relate everything I’d experienced to my sister
so excitedly that my mother (who was a superstitious woman) yelled
at me to stop talking about it. I was too wound up and couldn’t
help myself. I described every detail to Lupe who stared at me in
disbelief. She listened at first but tried to remind me that it
wasn’t possible as I had been unconscious from the time I fell and
hit the ground. She insisted that my eyes had not opened once until
they opened in the hospital room. I persisted in my attempt to
convince them all but my mother wouldn’t have any of it. She’d gone
from concern to yelling at me to shut up. The rest of the drive
home was quiet. As we reached our street, I leaned over to my
sister and whispered Doctor Garcia’s name into her ear. She stared
at me wide eyed knowing I’d opened my eyes after he’d shut the door behind
himself. I whispered more details that she knew I could not have
seen. At home, her curiosity made her come ask me for more details
about my experience which I gleefully provided.

Although my sister and I have spoken
about the incident on a few occasions through the years, no one
else in our family has shown interest, so we more or less share it
as something special among ourselves. Neither one of my parents
spoke about it ever again.

 


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


CARLA’S GIFTS



Way before she came to our town, Carla
had already impacted our lives like nothing had up to then. She
came bearing gifts, which we hadn’t expected, especially the
bountiful rain. Her legacy changed my perspective on life in a
profound and unexpected way.

It had been a usual hot
summer just like the last seven I’d lived through. Nothing could
have prepared us for the devastation Carla brought to the Valley.
Sure, everyone at the recreation center (which was an elementary
school during school season) had been talking about her. In those
years, there were no instant warning weather centers like those of
today. People heard news on the television or radio, but no one
could predict where or when hurricanes would reach land.

When the rains first came, everyone
was excited about the cool winds that tagged along. Some men found
themselves walking the streets shirtless, enjoying the fresh cool
breezes. Some women who were rarely seen outside except on errands
or special occasions ventured outdoors out of curiosity. I don’t
recall seeing a somber face, everyone smiled, laughed or both.
People whom I knew lived around me but hardly ever saw were out
that day.

There was “El Mudito” the
boy who was rarely ever seen because his parents were ashamed of
his inability to speak, and kept him locked in his room. His smile
was the grandest!

Over by the corner store I saw “La
Tuerquita.” Her family owned the store and although she was
outdoors today, she was also kept indoors because of her
disability. I summoned the courage to walk up to her. I spoke with
her as though I’d done so many times before. She would not give me
her name and was very shy. She could not look me in the eyes and
only did so when I said goodbye and turned quickly to see her
smiling and looking at me. I waved and she spun around on her thin
polio-ravaged legs bearing the weight of leather straps and steel
braces.

Around
the block from the store I quietly walked past the yard of a gruff
talking man whose dog was always mean and barked ferociously. That
dog would sit still in the shade of a large bush next to the house
and wait until an unsuspecting person was halfway past the property
before terrorizing you. He’d bounce off the fence and at times bite
it, giving the appearance of wanting to eat his way through it to
get you. But today the dog’s owner hung over his neighbors’ fence
laughing and enjoying a relaxed conversation. His dog walked up to
the fence and stuck out its snout and tongue all friendly like. I
was always afraid of that dog and yet today he appeared to be
another dog entirely. I cautiously walked up to him talking gently
and offering my hand palm down so that he could smell and lick it
if he chose to. I looked him straight in the eye and almost stopped
but he sniffed it and took a couple of sloppy licks. He didn’t bark
as I walked past his property but its owner gave me a mean looking
sneer. He looked
capable of biting through a fence. I smiled and hurried
past.

At the end of the block, I
ran into a group of old folks who I swear, looked like ghosts, they
were so pale. Not a one was talking; instead, they stood smiling
and nodding at each other. I saw one old man reach over and pinch
an old lady on the behind. He saw me looking and winked with a sly
smile. For a moment, I thought she’d turn around to slap him but I
don’t believe she felt it because she didn’t even
flinch.

I stood away from the old
people under the eave of the carpentry shop. I watched that old
fart make his way through the group, groping his way as he went.
Every once in a while, he’d turn towards me and laugh with a
mischievous toothless grin. He was bold enough to hold a breast and
massage it with his thumb and not one old woman made an effort to
stop him. I wondered if they enjoyed the attention as much as he
enjoyed himself.

The rain didn’t appear to
want to let up, so I walked over to the elementary school which,
was around another corner, not far from where I was. I knew that
all the kids in the area would eventually make their way there. I
was right. it seemed that classes had been called because everyone
was there including the kids who hated school and who skipped
classes every chance they could. It was fun watching the littlest
kids hanging around their older brothers and sisters. I watched as
a boy, who was probably five, imitate his older brother’s
mannerisms. The older boy, who was all of twelve, lit a cigarette
and deeply inhaled, making a big show of it. The younger brother
smiled and lit an invisible cigarette himself. He inhaled air
deeply and coughed himself silly. His buddies who were the same age
laughed and teased him until he cried. The brother, seeing him cry
like a baby slapped him a few times to shut him up. All that did
was make the kid cry harder and scream curses to everyone present.
A little girl, who was probably six, was tugging at the front of
her blouse just as her older sister was doing. The older girl, who
at twelve had immense breasts, was proud of the fact and would show
cleavage as often as she could. It was rumored that her father had
molested her at an early age. It was also rumored that when her
mother found out she threw her out instead of the father. The girl
was sent to live with her mother’s brother who was married and had
kids of his own. The uncle, who was a drunk, had also molested his
niece. But this time the girl told only her best friend who in turn
told her best friends until it seemed everyone knew but the adults
who could have put a stop to it. I wondered if the younger sister
would suffer the same fate as she was living at home with that
pervert father.

Not wanting to get upset, I
ignored that crowd and walked out to the field where a bunch of
kids had created a mudslide from a puddle. One kid kept running as
fast as he could, throwing his thin body into the mud and coming
out the other side laughing like crazy. As soon as another kid was
ready, this one would come up from behind and take another turn.
Several other boys went off and started another slide further away.
After that slide was just right, the thin kid started over at the
new location running in front of the others. After one of the
taller boys had been cut off for the third time, he jumped the thin
kid and sat on him in the center of the puddle. It seemed to me he
had been on top of him for too long and some of the other boys,
also fearing the worst, tugged on their friend’s arm to pull him
away but he fought everyone off. After a while he stood up and
lifted the boy up.

Nothing happened for a few seconds and
then the kid lifted his head and sprayed the bigger boy in the face
with a mouth full of muddy water. Everyone burst out in laughter as
the kid ran off to another puddle. The rain kept
falling.

I felt I’d seen enough rain
for the day so I ran home cutting through people’s yards. For
years, the owners of those yards had fruitlessly tried to keep kids
from trespassing, to no avail. After many fruitless attempts at
curtailing trespassers, and unable or unwilling to fence their
properties, they finally gave up in frustration. Once in a while
however, if you were too slow in passing, you could find yourself
drenched by a pan-full of dishwater.

 


 






 



 


 


 


 


BUTCH

 


Chito, Fernando, Junior, Cruz and I used to
play “marbles” under the tree that shaded the sidewalk in front of
our house. I call it a sidewalk but it really wasn’t one made of
concrete or gravel, it was only a dirt path beaten down by
countless pedestrians who passed our house on their way to who
knows where or what.

“Shooting” marbles was one
of our best pastimes during the hot summer months when it was too
hot to run or play hard in the sun. Don’t get me wrong, it was hot
even under the shade of a tree but it has hotter still in full
sunlight. Marbles kept us entertained for hours so long as you were
good enough to remain in the game. For those unlucky kids who
constantly tried and lost their marbles, games usually lasted a few
minutes or seconds depending on the competition. One of the best
“shooters” in the neighborhood was a neighbor from across the
street; his name was Cruz, but we knew him by his nickname,
“Butch.” Butch was the bully of the neighborhood and he carried a
huge chip on his shoulder. He was always scrunching his face,
reminding us of the "Butch” character in the “Our Gang” picture
shows of the 1920’s and 30’s. He fit the character perfectly
although no one had the guts to say it to his angry face. He’d
cheat most times but no one dared challenge him.

The kids who’d gather in
front of my house to play were usually friends or relatives of
friends. We could enjoy ourselves knowing there would be no
cheating or stealing going on. That’s when the best players would
show their stuff and teach the littler kids shooting angles and
techniques.

One of my favorite games
was “Knockout.” You’d first carve out a hole in the compacted, dirt
with the heel of your foot about the size of a small teacup. The
game involved one or two marbles placed in the hole and an attempt
would be made to knock them out with one flick of a marble. If your
marble knocked out the opponent while remaining in the hole, you’d
win what you had “knocked out.” I know it doesn’t sound like much
fun nowadays but back then it was a great diversion. There were
many variations of the game of marbles; some were handed down to us
by older kids and others were of our own creation.

There
were a number of boys who upon losing their marbles would try to
swap candy or small possessions to get them back. Some kids
would buy them
back, which is what we preferred unless of course the marbles were
of more value to us than the money they’d offer. I especially
treasured the “Ruby” or “Iodine,” colored marbles, which reminded
me of blood. Another favorite was the “Steely” which was usually a
steel ball bearing; when thrown hard enough, it shattered your
opponent’s marble into pieces. Marbles were the equivalent of cash
in our young hands. You could barter for toys, candy, trading cards
or trade a few for that one prized marble impossible to win. I
currently own a large collection of marbles, which I’ve collected
through the years.

On one of those hot summer
days, the regular group gathered for our daily ritual of marbles
when three new boys stopped to watch us play, after about ten
minutes they’d decided to join in. Most of us didn’t mind since it
was always fun to bring in fresh new marbles; most of ours
exchanged hands often. One kid in particular had a pack of
cigarettes in his shirt pocket, which made some of my friends
nervous. They weren’t used to seeing young boys with cigarettes. I
didn’t give it much thought since I’d been around older kids who
smoked.

The games were fast and
furious with marbles rapidly changing hands and all of us making a
racket screaming encouragement or insults at one another. Some of
the smaller boys started to cry and got mad at me for letting the
new boys in. They were losing and there was nothing they could do
to win. Fernando and his brother Chito got called home for supper,
so they left Junior and me with these new boys. As the afternoon
wore on, only three of us remained in the game: Junior, the boy
with the cigarettes, who’d told us his name which was quickly
forgotten, and me. My pockets were bulging with my winnings and so
were the others. I desperately wanted to excuse myself so that I
could run into my house and unload some but wasn’t allowed due to
the unwritten but much respected rules. No one could leave until
the game was over and only one person remained the ultimate
champion. The game went on for so long that I ignored my mother’s
call to dinner. I’d pay dearly for that later.

Junior and the new kid were starting
to beat me and I was growing nervous. I’d won some of the best
marbles I’d ever seen and I was beginning to lose them. I was
trying too hard to survive and doing so cost me almost
everything.

The new kid was beating
Junior soundly and was close to taking all the marbles when Butch
walked up, scaring the smaller boys away. After observing the game
for a couple of minutes he asked the older boy to let him in. At
first the boy refused, making us wonder if Butch would jump him. As
Butch’s face grew angrier because of the goading from his friends,
the kid reluctantly relented. It didn’t take long before Butch had
the upper hand. Junior and I were the last of our group to remain
watching the competition and the new kids were starting to get
antsy. Junior was about to excuse himself when out of nowhere Butch
punched the kid knocking him on his rear. My first reaction was to
turn and run but the other boys jumped Junior and me. We were all
fighting when my Dad drove up. My nose was bleeding from a kick I’d
gotten from Junior and his left ear was bleeding from a bite he’d
gotten from Butch. Junior’s dad drove up a minute later and grabbed
Junior by the scruff of his neck and took him home. Butch was
laughing at the big kid whose right eye was swollen shut where I’d
accidentally kicked him. The other boys had only a few small cuts
and scratches and now they were laughing also. I was mad at having
lost everything and getting madder as they laughed.

Butch saw that I was angry and about
to cry so he told me he’d sent his cousins over to take our
marbles. I didn’t believe him. He swore that these boys were his
cousins and they’d been cheating all along. Butch was laughing at
me when I punched his ugly face.

I’d always feared him and
now I was too angry to care. My dad kept the other boys from
interfering. I kicked Butch in the stomach and pushed him to the
ground, sitting on his chest to punch his face a few times. My
father knew Butch had been bullying everyone and was now letting
him get what he’d been dishing out. It didn’t take long for me to
get tired and stop; besides, he didn’t try to protect himself from
my feeble punches.

Butch finally stood up,
pushing me off while giving me a devilish smile. I suspected that
for the next few years, if not for the rest of my life, I would
suffer his wrath. Now I was mad at my dad for not sending me inside
instead of letting me try and savor revenge. I was shocked when
Butch reached over and took my hand into his, shaking it vigorously
in friendship. “I’ve never been hit so hard by anyone other than my
older brother,” he told me. We stared at each other for a moment
and then laughed, knowing it was a lie. His cousins ran up to me
and also shook my hand while patting me on the shoulders, laughing
along with us.

My father and I stood there watching
them cross the street, when Butch suddenly turned around, came back
and emptied his pockets onto the ground where I stood. All of the
marbles I’d wanted to win were now at my feet. Butch waved, turned
and ran to join his cousins. It took a while for me to pick them
all up and go inside the house where my mother was waiting with my
father’s belt in hand.

Butch never bullied neither
me, nor my close friends, ever again. Sometimes he’d come play
marbles without cheating and even went as far as defending Junior
from another bully at their school. Although he was “alright” with
us, he never did stop bullying other kids at school or those on his
cousin’s block. The irony of it all was that Butch became a peace
officer when he grew up. The way I saw it, who else could better
handle the criminal element than a bully?

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


MARTIN’S ESCAPE

 


The sun is breaking my balls and dawn
simultaneously. I escaped late last night and I am not about to be
found walking in an open field where vigilantes can shoot at me
like a tin duck. The grass isn’t tall enough to conceal me if I lay
down; besides I can’t afford to stop anyway. They’re close.

“Martin, where the hell
are you? Martin? You little shit!” I still hear my old man’s voice
haunting me, can’t think of a day I didn’t hear it. All my life,
“Martin run get my shit.” “Martin, clean up that crap off the
floor!” “Where the hell is Martin?” “I’m gonna kick his little
ass!”

My father was a coke addict; he’d been
hooked since before my little sister was born thirteen years ago.
How he managed to stay alive I don’t know. How my mother had put up
with him I’ll never know. He owed more money from his habit than
he’d ever earned in his lifetime. I beat him to death
yesterday.

I walked into the garage
and found him on top of my little sister; I went mad. He’d ripped
her shorts and panties off and the bastard was holding his dick in
his hand. What made him want to rape Lupita, I’ll never know, and I
don’t give a shit. He shouldn’t have touched her. When I jumped
him, I beat him with my fist; then, I began to kick him hard.
Lupita was crying and screaming trying to cover herself and stop me
at the same time. But I couldn’t stop. She ran into the house and
called the neighbors for help. When they got there I was beating
his head with a crowbar. They told me later that his head was a
mess of jelly. I don’t remember. It used to piss me off hearing
people say they couldn’t remember shit after killing someone; now I
know it isn’t always bullshit. I didn’t think I hated him enough to
want to kill him, but I must have. I must have finally had enough
of his shit.

Our mom came home with a Sheriff’s
Deputy who’d picked her up at the bus stop. Her eyes were naturally
red and puffy from the regular crap and now they were huge and even
more swollen; she didn’t look like herself anymore. She had married
my dad at fourteen and I was born six months later. She swore that
he’d once been the cutest and nicest guy in the neighborhood. Don’t
all women say that? Shortly after I turned twelve he hurt his back
and shoulders on the job and the company wouldn’t help pay the
medical bills. He was taking so much over-the-counter crap that
didn’t help much. He then started drinking and doing drugs. He
never did work again. Mom and I picked up the slack. Now she looks
sixty fucking years old at thirty-one, dragging herself around like
the old white ladies she works for. Good luck Mom; take care of
yourself and Lupita!

The woods are too far for me to reach and
those bastards will see me. The sun has turned everything bright
red and it’s directly in my face. Sweat burns my eyes as it streams
down my face. My T-shirt is stuck to me and it feels like an extra
layer of skin that I want to shed.

I hear the gunshot and I
feel the whiz of air and the hot blood that runs down my neck and
shoulder. Reaching up to the side of my head, I touch little pieces
of flesh where my ear, should be.

My dad used to grab my ears and
squeeze them hard until they’d bleed. He’d try to make me cry out,
but I’d clamp my mouth shut until he’d slap me away, tiring of the
game. The ear will not be missed. Dad finally found my weakness and
he exploited it. In a moment of lucidity it registered in that pea
brain of his that I was overly protective of Lupita. I’d always
distract him or do my best to take her out of the picture when he’d
focus his anger on her. It worked for a while but once he realized
I was doing it, he went after her even more. He’d send me to get
his coke and then mess with her while I was gone. Lupita was afraid
to tell me anything and he’d laugh at us calling us babies. His
laughter bugged the hell out of me although most times I’d walk
away. He grabbed Lupita by the hair once and hit her on the mouth
twice making her bleed. I went to my room and brought out a
baseball bat and hit him on the leg just above the knee. He was so
angry he swore he’d cut my balls off. I slept with the bat in my
hands after that.

Lupita began to sleep in my room after
her eleventh birthday and I never asked her why. She started to
cling to me even more than usual. I didn’t mind, I love her and
besides she’s the only person who’s ever hugged me who didn’t want
something in return. Stupid me, it wasn’t until a year later that
she told me about how our dad had walked into the bathroom
pretending to want to piss while she showered. She had reached out
to unlock the door and he pushed it hard almost knocking her out of
the tub. He hurried to the toilet and stood there for a while and
then opened and closed the door. Lupita shut off the water and
pulled the shower curtain open and saw him standing there, looking
at her. She screamed and searched the towel rack but the towel
wasn’t there. She saw that he was holding it behind his back. He
said he was going to dry her off like he used to when she was
little and started towards her. She screamed and he covered her
mouth with the towel and told her to shut the fuck up or he’d take
the belt to her naked ass. They both heard the kitchen door slam
and he let her go pointing a finger at her as he walked out. When
she told me, she begged me to not say anything to him or to Mom. I
wanted to beat him but I swore to her that I’d do nothing. I kept a
closer eye on him after that.

I swear my legs are running
on their own, I can’t tell my body what to do; it’s on automatic
pilot or something. My mind is racing just as fast, my eyes are
scanning the ground looking for protection, anything I can use for
defense. I can hear the bastards behind me laughing and calling me
names in English and Spanish. How funny, if they only knew I don’t
speak Spanish. My eyes see a brighter flash of orange behind closed
lids and pain shoots from my arm to my brain. Must have been a
shotgun blast because my arm is gone from the elbow, and my legs
won’t stop running.

The laughter behind me is growing
louder, and they’re almost on me. I can hear and feel my feet
pounding the ground but it seems that I’m slowing down although my
mind still keeps racing. I can’t help but laugh at my situation.
Everything I wanted to do to my father is happening to me; I wonder
why? Another orange flash brighter than before sears my thoughts,
my body hits the ground face first, legs still running and my mind
is racing, racing towards darkness.
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