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Ahi vienen los inditos por el carrizal….
¡Ay mamita! ¡Ay papito! me quieren matar….
The little Indians are coming through the canebrake….
Oh mommy! Oh daddy! They want to kill me….
— “Los Inditos”
Mexican folk song, circa 1848







PART I







1
The One With The Flat Face was taking her time coming around with the cart. She had stopped to visit with The Friendly Turtle and the two of them were talking and talking, as if it had been years since they had seen each other, as if it wasn’t only a few hours ago that she brought out the cart, as if there weren’t other people already hungry and waiting for their dinner. 
He sat at the table closest to the side door, which he planned to use as his escape route once he finished his meal. The clock now read 5:05, five minutes past the time they were supposed to bring out the trays. Five minutes normally wouldn’t concern him, but he had only picked at his breakfast and then later not felt like eating the turkey casserole they served at lunch, so instead he spent his lunch hour smoking out on the patio, sitting on the padded seat of his walker. 
“You’re going to get hungry later, Mr. Rosales,” The One With The Flat Face had come outside to tell him.
“You think I have never been hungry?” he snapped at her.
“A man your age should not be smoking cigarettes.”
“Leave me alone. I smoked my two cigarettes a day for most of my life, long before you or your mother and father were born, maybe even before their mother and father.” 
“Still, it’s not good for you, sir. If you get sick with the flu, your lungs are not going to be strong.”
“And what, you afraid I won’t make it all the way to ninety-two?”
She finally went back inside and left him in peace. That had been more than four hours ago, though, and since his nap Don Fidencio had kept an eye on the clock. The first thing he did was search through each of his five shoe boxes for any cheese crackers or chocolate candy that he might have forgotten. He found everything but the snacks he was looking for — his five U.S. government–issue pens (two more were missing, most likely stolen by a miserable somebody with nothing better to do than torment an old man); his three Zippo lighters (only one of which still had fluid); his federal employee badge, made of brass and still worth the trouble of polishing; his can of Mace spray (just in case); his extra pair of suspenders (also just in case); his roll of lottery tickets, wound tightly with a pair of rubber bands; his slightly warped cassette of Narciso Martinez music; his baseball that had been signed by a famous pitcher for the Astros but whose autograph was now smudged and impossible to make out; his tiny Aztec calendar on a broken key chain; his spare keys to the car and house, neither of which belonged to him anymore, but just the same, he liked to rattle them inside his pocket; a few random pesos and centavos, along with the silver dollar that he used to carry in his wallet; and his rosary that one of The Jesus Christ Loves Everybody Women had given him when they were going room to room, tracking down innocent souls that had somehow survived this long without their help. 
The hunger had hit him more so when he walked into the mess hall. He took out one of his ballpoint pens to jot down the hours that had passed since the last bit of food he ate at breakfast. After listing each hour, he numbered them all the way to eleven. Eleven seemed like a lot, but he was sure he had lasted longer in the past. He thought if he could make himself think of a time when he was hungrier, it might make him feel less hungry now. There must have been plenty of times; the problem was making his old head remember. His best guess was it had to be when he was a boy and they would work along one side of the river one year and along the other side the following year, then back again, so much so that he sometimes forgot they were two separate countries. And then again much later they followed the crops up north. Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, Ohio, Indiana. He could remember picking beets. He could remember the onions. He could remember the cucumbers. He could remember the melons. He must have been hungrier then, he and his younger brothers and sisters crowded into the back of the truck, their mother and the baby in the cab with their father, driving all night so they could make it to the next job. He could see himself crouched in a corner, clinging to the wooden slats, the stars up above him like bits of cotton sprinkled across the dark sky. 
He was still thinking about this when The One With The Worried Face rolled up in his wheelchair. The wooden table was tall enough for the armrests to fit underneath and let him scoot forward until his chest touched the edge. After locking the brakes, he placed his elbows on the table, then held on to his weary head as if he were trying to decide the fate of the world. A small monitor with a string attached to it hung from the backrest of his wheelchair and then clipped to his collar, ready to send off a piercing alarm if he were to move too far away and slip out of the chair onto the floor. Though the weather outside was predicted to be in the high nineties for the rest of the week, he kept warm with a green ski cap, a checkered flannel shirt, thick sweatpants, athletic socks, and woolly slippers. 
The Gringo With The Ugly Finger was the next one to guide his wheelchair into the dining room, using his heels to spur him along until he reached the table. 
“I could eat two horses,” he said, which was what he had said at lunch and before that breakfast and before that dinner, and so on and so on. “How ’bout you boys?” 
The question got only a half nod from Don Fidencio and even less from The One With The Worried Face, who obviously had too much on his mind to be troubled with something as trivial as feeding himself. 
“Say,” The Gringo With The Ugly Finger began, “I ever show you boys what happened to me when I worked for Pan Am?”
Only about six hundred times, Don Fidencio wanted to say. But he knew better than to acknowledge the question or to so much as look in the direction of the man’s left index finger, which was snipped off at the end like a cigar about to be lit. Don Fidencio pulled his walker a little closer to make sure it wasn’t sticking too far out into the aisle. His own hands weren’t in such good shape either, with a patchwork of scars and splotches scattered from his knuckles to the crook of his elbow, most of them from bumping into this door or that fence or just about anything else that could tear his papery skin. He tried to remember why he had a bandage covering part of his right hand and when nothing came to him he went back to inspecting the rest of the walker. All four tires, front and back, were made of plastic, but he pressed his thumb into them anyway, same as the men used to do when he drove up to a service station. He rattled the wire basket, where he sometimes carried his #4 shoe box, the one with the chocolates. Then he fiddled with the extensions on the handgrips, first making them longer, then shorter, and finally moving them back to their original position, where they should have stayed all along. 
“Now you wouldn’t think the tip of a man’s index finger would take so damn long to find, but when the rotor on that DC-3 caught me, I was lucky the darn thing didn’t end up in Cuba. Wish I could blame it on somebody distracting me, saying, ‘Hey, Phillips,’ and me turning to look when it happened. But the truth of the matter is that the blame falls squarely on my lap. Just wasn’t thinking, had my head somewhere else, in the clouds maybe, when it should have been down on the ground, concentrating on my work. The other mechanics went looking all over the hangar and out on the tarmac, since the doors had been wide open. That’s what they told me anyway — I was out cold almost as soon as it happened. Had a chance to see the tip of my finger was gone, and it was lights out. I never was one for the sight of blood, most especially my own. That, I can trace back to my time in the war. Saw things that stayed with me, inside my head, no matter how I tried to get rid of them. Anyhow, I think it was one of the Mexican janitors who finally recovered the tip and wrapped it up in some aluminum foil left over from his lunch.” 
The finger, the finger, dear God, the bloody finger. Who asked him? Did he think he was the only one who had a story from his work? Don Fidencio had delivered the mail for forty-two years and had a few of his own stories. Lots and lots of stories, about working his whole life, about his eleven brothers and sisters, about growing up on both sides of the river, even about how his grandfather had come to this country with the Indians. Yes, real Indians! Indians on horses! Indians with bows and arrows! And if he could remember any more of it than this, he still wouldn’t be sitting around driving people crazy. 
A few months earlier he’d had a dream that had stayed with him. He was waiting in a long line at the bridge, driving back from Matamoros to Brownsville, but instead of the bridge being where it always was, they had moved it closer to his old house — either that or they had moved his house closer to the bridge. The point was, he could see his house from the other side of the river, which in real life was no short distance, but in his mind he saw his front yard, the grass nice and trimmed, the large orange tree that shaded most of the backyard and still produced fruit after so many hurricanes. He saw it all so close to him and he couldn’t wait to get back. But when he reached down into his pocket for the toll what he found was the bloody tip of The Gringo With The Ugly Finger’s finger. And what use did he have for a bloody fingertip when he was already a few pesos short? The tollbooth worker didn’t want any part of the bloody coins he was offering him. He didn’t care if Don Fidencio had to get home to watch the baseball game. Come back when you have more to offer me than a bloody fingertip, the man told him. Then maybe I let you cross over. 
After that night he had gone to bed asking God to please not torment him with these dreams of The Gringo With The Ugly Finger. It was just one more humble request added to the short but growing list of things he prayed for every night: for the staff to stop pilfering his chocolates, particularly the ones with the cherries that he was partial to; for the gout to go away once and for all; for some rest from the aches in his muscles and bones each morning; for some relief from his constant need of having to go make water; for The One With The White Pants to stop finding new pills to give him; and most important of all, for him to find some way to escape from this prison where they kept him against his will; and for his freedom to come soon, even if it should cost him his life, so long as he didn’t die here in this bed, surrounded by so many strange and unfamiliar faces. 
He had given up trying to remember everyone’s name. The night he had passed out in the front yard had left his brains scrambled up so much that it was difficult for him to keep things straight in his head. Instead he had come up with a special name for everyone, usually having to do with some dominant feature, but then kept these names to himself because he still had enough sense left to know that The One With The Flat Face probably wouldn’t like being told she had a flat face. Really, it was more her nose that was flat, but once he came up with a name he rarely changed it, so The One With The Flat Face it was. Besides, there was already The One With A Beak For A Nose and he didn’t want to get them mixed up. He might have remembered The Gringo With The Ugly Finger’s name if he hadn’t kept waving his crusty finger at him every chance he had. The One With The Worried Face had a name that reflected his disagreeable nature and yet was different from the strained and troubled face of the old man known as The One Who Always Looks Constipated. During mealtime there was The One Who Likes To Eat Other People’s Food, who would scoot up in his wheelchair if Don Fidencio was taking too long to eat his Jell-O or some other tasteless dessert. “So are you going to eat that or not?” he’d ask, then wait around to make sure he did. Some of them Don Fidencio didn’t see because they stayed in their rooms, like The One Who Cries Like A Dying Calf, who lived somewhere down the hall, but as loud as he was he might as well have been in the same bed. 
The women residents he knew as The Old Turtles. There were so many of them he mainly remembered them collectively, though a few did have special names. The Friendly Turtle sat in her wheelchair near the front door and waved at all the visitors whether she knew them or not, whether it was the first or the fifth time the person had walked in that day. The Friendly Turtle’s friend, who also sat by the door but didn’t wave, was The Turtle With The Fedora because of the felt hat she wore, even if it made her look less like a Turtle and more like an old man sitting around with nothing better to do. The Turtle Who Never Bends Her Legs leaned back in a larger wheelchair with a cushiony footrest that extended out like a recliner on wheels. The Turtle Who Doesn’t Like To Talk sat in her wheelchair next to her husband, The Loyal One, who came by every day to sit with her and massage her right leg and then the stump where the left one used to be. The Turtle With The Orange Gloves said her hands were always cold and took off her coverings only when it was time to eat. The Turtle Who Should Be An Operator sat in her wheelchair next to the nurses’ station, yelling “¡Teléfono!” anytime the phone rang. 
The Gringo With The Ugly Finger sat up a little straighter when The One With The Flat Face pushed her cart up to the table.
“The doctor plain-out told me, ‘Sorry, son, there was no saving the tip of your pointer finger. But there is absolutely no reason in the world that you can’t go back to work once you heal up and from then on live a perfectly normal life.’” 
Don Fidencio pretended the chatter was no different than the mumbles and gurgles he could hear coming from The Table Of Mutes along the far wall, where no one did more than moan and hum to himself and then every so often shout “Macaroni?” or “Bunco!” He could hear his belly tightening and he was thinking that he might have been hungrier sometime between when the Depression hit and the year he went off to the CCC camps. 
The One With The Worried Face finally let go of his cheeks so The One With The Flat Face could strap on the cloth bib that covered the entire front of his shirt. The Gringo With The Ugly Finger puffed out his chest as if she were decorating him with a medal. 
Don Fidencio raised his hand when she came around with his bib.
“I already have one.” He picked up the end of the paper napkin he had stuffed into his shirt collar when he’d first sat down, ready to eat. 
The One With The Flat Face leaned in close to him. “Papi, you know you have to wear one of these.”
“For what?” he said, shrugging. “If I have my own.”
“That one isn’t big enough, papi. Your shirt’s going to get dirty.”
“I’m not your papi.”
“Yes, all right, but you still have to wear the bib.”
“No food is going to fall on my shirt.”
“How do you know that, Mr. Rosales?”
Don Fidencio looked away and shook his head. “How do you know?” he said, and in this instance wished that he could remember her real name — Josie, Rosa, Vicky, Yoli, Alma, Cindy, Lulu, Flor, whatever the hell it was — just to toss it in there for emphasis. 
“All I know is you have to wear the bib. That’s the rules, Mr. Rosales.”
She brought the long white cloth toward him, but he pushed her hands aside.
“Already I told you to take it away!”
The One With The Flat Face stepped back, hands on her plump hips, and glared at the old man.
“I’ll be back in a little bit, sir,” she said, as if this were supposed to scare him.
When he turned around, the other men at the table were staring at him. The One With The Worried Face shook his head in a disillusioned sort of way; The Gringo With The Ugly Finger looked as dazed as if something had just happened to one of his other fingers. 
“What?” Don Fidencio said to both of them. “What are you looking at, eh?”
The One With The Worried Face turned his attention toward the vase of plastic flowers on the table. The Gringo With The Ugly Finger stroked the frayed edge of his bib. 
Don Fidencio tugged a couple of times on the paper napkin, making sure it was secure. He knew what he was doing; he didn’t need some young girl telling him things. She must have been blind to think he needed one of those towels hanging from his neck. Maybe from now on he would call her The One With The Flat Face Who Is Also Blind. 
He sulked back in his chair. His stomach growled as if he hadn’t eaten in days. The memory he felt churning inside his belly had taken place in those early days of the Depression. He had found work close to the river, picking tomatoes with some other men, including a couple of hoboes from up north who spent their time complaining that it was too damn hot for a man to be working so hard. They were making so much noise that no one heard when the agents drove up. Before he knew it, they were rounding everyone up but the hoboes, who by then had put down their bushels and were taking a cigarette break. It didn’t matter where he lived or for how many years. “Looks Mexican to me,” the agent said when he protested. And how was he supposed to explain to the agent that because his parents had crossed over to look for work, he was born in Reynosa, just on the other side of the river, but almost all his life he had spent on this side? Another week and he would have been born in the U.S., same as the rest of his family. Yes, even if he had relatives on both sides, really he was American now and had been for many, many years. Later that same night he was crammed into a boxcar with the others — some Mexican citizens, some just unlucky enough to look it — until the train arrived down in Veracruz. It was his first time so far beyond the other side of the border. He and a few of the men stuck together as they traveled the more than six hundred miles back to Texas. None of them had much money. Over the next two weeks they walked and asked for rides when they could, but mainly walked. And if he could recall any more of this, he would probably say it was the hungriest he had ever been. 
The metal doors to the kitchen swung open and two dining room attendants rolled out the food carts, starting at the far end of the room, where most of The Turtles gathered. Of the eighty or so residents eating in the dining room today, only two had guests. One was a tall man with a long stringy ponytail who was sitting with his mother while she chewed her fried fish. The second guest was a woman in her early fifties with slightly tinted hair and a pair of gold-lined teeth. She sat with her much-older husband at almost every meal, sometimes ordering a tray of food for herself. 
Alongside the window that looked onto the patio, one of the aides stood in the center of a U-shaped table and uncovered trays for three residents, all of them twitching in their reclining wheelchairs that were more like upright gurneys. She took a spoonful from the first tray and fed a dark-haired woman not more than sixty, and then a second later the aide had to recover the yellowish dollop that had seeped onto the woman’s chin. 
Don Fidencio tried not to look around the room as much as he had his first two months. For what? He hadn’t seen anyone he remembered or who might remember him, which seemed odd given that he had lived and worked in the same town for most of his life. Where the hell is everyone? he kept asking himself. Strangers, all strangers, they had taken everyone he knew and replaced them with strangers. This is where they had sent him to die, with strangers. The gray-haired daughter of one of The Turtles had said she recognized him as the man who used to bring the mail to her mother’s house, a white one with light-blue trim that had a large banana tree in the front yard and that stood on the corner near the entrance to the compress. Don Fidencio didn’t recall the house, though he remembered a chow biting him near the train tracks, leaving him with a dozen or so stitches on his backside. When the woman said it wasn’t their dog, he lost interest in whatever else she had to say. 
The other reason he preferred to not look around was that he didn’t like thinking about his life, how it used to be, how it was now, and what it would likely become, if God didn’t do him the good favor of taking him soon. No matter how much he had lost, or they thought he had lost, he was still alert and understood what was happening to him. How long could it be before they moved him over to the U-shaped table where the aides would be feeding him? When would he not be able to dress himself anymore and have to wear his pajamas all day? One of these nights would there really be a need for them to keep the plastic lining on his mattress? 
“Is there a problem, Mr. Rosales?” The One With The Big Ones was standing next to the table. The One With The Flat Face lingered to one side of his wide frame. 
“Yes, there is,” Don Fidencio said, cocking back his head. “I’m hungry already. Tell them to hurry it up with the trays.”
“The food is almost here, sir, but Miss Saldana tells me that today you don’t feel you have to wear your bib like everyone else.” The One With The Big Ones crossed his arms, which in his yellow polo shirt only formed a deeper cleavage. “This isn’t true, is it?” 
“For what?” he said, and then lifted his napkin. “Look!”
“That paper napkin is not going to be sufficient, Mr. Rosales.”
“How do you mean, not sufficient?”
“We have rules and procedures here, sir. And the rules and procedures state that every resident must wear a bib during mealtime.”
“Look what I have here,” he said, holding up the napkin again. “Are you blind, like the girl?”
The One With The Big Ones glanced back at The One With The Flat Face, who only raised her eyebrows as she waited to see how he might respond to the comment. The dining room attendant, a younger man with homemade tattoos on his knuckles and forearms, had just rolled the serving cart up to the table. The One With The Big Ones signaled for him to hold off and then turned back to continue his conversation. 
“There’s no reason to be belligerent, Mr. Rosales.”
“Don’t you be calling me names.”
“Belligerent means to be hostile, to be insulting, like saying someone is blind because they don’t agree with you. Miss Saldana is only trying to do her job and follow the rules and procedures. Don’t you want to follow the rules and procedures?” 
Don Fidencio waited for him to finish. Not only was he forced to argue with the man about his bib but he had to do this in English, which for him meant stopping to think of the right words before he could open his mouth. A building full of old people who spoke mainly Spanish and no longer had any use for English, if they ever had, and this was the one they had sent to run the place. 
“I’m just saying the truth. This is a napkin and it works just the same as that horse blanket she wants to put on me. Look at it, and if you don’t see it, then maybe you both need to go have your eyes checked. Get in the van and go together if you want. What’s so insulting about that?” 
The One With The Big Ones squatted by holding on to the edge of the table and the handlebar on the walker.
“Mr. Rosales, the rule is that everyone has to wear a bib.” He was now eye-to-eye with the old man. “What you have there is a paper napkin, not a bib.” 
“And who made the stupid rule?”
“Those are just the rules. It was like this before I started working at Amigoland. I’m just following the rules. Don’t you want to follow the rules?” He motioned with his head, stretching his jowls to glance over his shoulder. “Look at how Mr. Phillips and Mr. Gomez are cooperating.” 
The Gringo With The Ugly Finger sat up when he heard his name. The One With The Worried Face shook his head as if he couldn’t believe the misfortune Don Fidencio was tempting. 
“Why do you want to cause such problems?” He dropped his forehead into the palms of his hands. He looked up a few seconds later. “Why?” 
“I used to pack a lunch pail back when I was with Pan Am.”
“Not now, Mr. Phillips,” The One With The Big Ones said, keeping his eyes fixed on Don Fidencio. Then he told the attendant to go ahead and serve the two other men at the table. 
“And me?”
“I want to give you your food, so does Miss Saldana, but first you need a bib, sir.” The One With The Big Ones leaned on the edge of the table in order to stand up again. “I can’t serve you until you cooperate.” 
“I have one.”
“Sir, I’m not going to argue with you about your paper napkin. If you want to eat, you have to follow the rules.” The One With The Big Ones glanced over at The One With The Flat Face, who nodded back at him. 
The attendant was waiting with his last tray of food; after a while he stuck one of his tattooed fingers under the plastic covering and touched the mashed potatoes, just to make sure the food was still warm. 
Don Fidencio felt weak; his head was beginning to hurt. They had strayed off the main road and gotten lost in some dense scrubland. By now it had been more than a day or two since their last meal. Close to dusk he spotted something scurrying under a huisache. Before they could surround the shrub, the armadillo bolted out into the clearing and found cover somewhere else. Each time they thought they had it cornered, the animal would rush off past them because nobody had anything to hit it with. They started throwing stones, but most of these missed or ricocheted off the animal’s shell. Half an hour went by this way. It was getting dark and they were about to give up on catching it when the armadillo stopped suddenly and dropped dead from exhaustion. One of the men who knew how to cook prepared the meat on a spit over an open fire. Don Fidencio had eaten without thinking of what he was eating or why he was eating it or how gamy it tasted or how tough it was to chew or how the meat was getting stuck between his teeth or if the memory of any of this would stay with him. He just ate. 
The One With The Worried Face was working on cutting his corn bread with the edge of his spoon. He scooped up the first piece, but it kept toppling over to one side. After the fourth or fifth time, it was clear to him that he had cut too big a piece. So he worked on it until he had whittled it down to three smaller chunks. In between he stopped to take a sip of his iced tea with the bendable straw. Then he stared at the spoon, as if unsure where it had come from, and a few seconds later switched over to the vanilla pudding. 
The Gringo With The Ugly Finger stirred a second packet of Sweet’N Low into his coffee. “Really it wasn’t much of a lunchroom, just some metal chairs and an old Coca-Cola-bottle machine, so I usually ate my sandwich out in the hangar somewhere.” 
“Please, Mr. Phillips, I’m talking to Mr. Rosales right now.”
The One With The Big Ones turned back to Don Fidencio. “Well, sir, what’s it going to be? Dinner or no dinner?”
“You can’t tell me when I can eat,” said the old man. “I’m not even supposed to be here. Against my will they brought me to this place.” 
“You’re here for your own good, Mr. Rosales. So we can take care of you.”
“This is how you take care of people?”
“Miss Saldana says you skipped your lunch so you could smoke outside. Is that true?”
Don Fidencio shook his head but without looking at the man.
“How can we take care of you, Mr. Rosales, if you won’t let us take care of you?”
“I don’t need you or anybody taking care of me.”
“Your daughter thinks you do.”
“And what does she know? If you people let me, I could do everything like I used to. One day you’ll see.”
“See what?”
“Nothing,” he said. “Just give me my food.”
The One With The White Pants came around to the table with his own cart. His was bigger than the food cart or The One With The Flat Face’s cart. To begin with, the wheels didn’t rattle or get stuck, so it was hard to know when he was getting close to your table. One minute you were eating your carrot cake and the next second there he was, standing next to you, dressed in his white pants and shirt, smiling like he knew you were expecting him and here he was with his tiny paper cup full of goodies. 
The One With The Worried Face took the cup and steadily raised it toward his mouth until he was able to tip a purple pill onto his tongue, which was now chalk-colored from the milky supplement he drank with his meal. 
“Water?” asked The One With The White Pants.
But The One With The Worried Face already had some and raised his glass as if he were about to toast the beginning of another miserable year. Then he took a swig of the water, cocked back his head, and swallowed. The One With The White Pants gazed up at the ceiling while the old man took eight more pills this way. 
“Not yet for Mr. Rosales,” The One With The Big Ones said when The One With The White Pants came around the table. “Take care of Mr. Phillips, someone who likes to follow the rules and procedures.” 
“Now I sure as heck do,” The Gringo With The Ugly Finger said and then held it up for everyone to see.
Don Fidencio could feel his stomach grumbling. The One With The Big Ones thought he was making him suffer by not letting him have his paper cup, as if he looked forward to taking so many damn pills. He was doing him a favor. Thank you very much, he wanted to say. A cupful of pills was the last thing he wanted. If he even thought he could find some crackers in one of his shoe boxes, he would have grabbed the walker and headed back to his room. A man who looked like he needed to wear a brassiere shouldn’t be talking to him in this way, telling him what to do, when he could and couldn’t eat. Only a few years earlier he would have laid him out flat on the floor, made him regret having spoken to him in that way. He didn’t know who he was dealing with, what Don Fidencio had lived through in his life. 
It was late in the evening when they finally made it back to the river. What little money they had started with was gone now. Don Fidencio and the two other men walked along the dense riverbank, trying to figure out where exactly they could cross. The current seemed strong no matter where they looked. They finally spotted a bend where the river was narrower and it wouldn’t take but a minute or so to tread water and reach the other side. Don Fidencio stripped down and rolled his clothes and shoes into a tight ball. But when he looked around, only one of the men had undressed. I never learned to swim, the other one said. He was more boy than man, but he had worked hard to prove himself the last five days. You can hold on to us, Don Fidencio told him. But he refused and said he preferred to remain on this side. He claimed to have family he could stay with. But if he really had family here, then why come all the way to the river with them? They waited to see if he would change his mind and then went ahead and took their first steps into the river, making sure to keep their knotted-up clothes raised above their heads. The water wasn’t as high as they had imagined and they were able to stay on their feet most of the way. Don Fidencio wanted to tell the boy he could make it, he would go back for him, but when he turned around he had already lost him. 
He closed his eyes and tried to count the extra hours he might have to wait until breakfast. It was past five o’clock, which meant he had less than two hours before they started to turn off the lights. He couldn’t remember the last time he slept a whole night, so he would most likely wake up around four in the morning, not including however many times he was sure to wake up to go sit on the toilet. So the five hours since lunch, plus however many hours he said he needed before he fell asleep, was something like nine hours, maybe ten. Then he had to add in the hours since he had last eaten, however many he’d said it had been. If he could just write this down, he could figure it out, not let all these numbers get jumbled up inside his head. He reached for the ballpoint pen in his shirt pocket but then figured The One With The Big Ones would be rushing him as he wrote down the numbers, so instead he kept his eyes shut, left the pen where it was, and pretended to have an itch at his armpit. 
No matter how long it was overnight, what he knew was that after he dressed in the morning he would have to wait until they unlocked the patio before he could go outside for a smoke and kill some of his hunger. It was brighter at the front of the building, but he didn’t want them coming to take him back inside by the elbow. The sun would hardly be out at that hour. The yardman didn’t let himself in through the back gate until later in the morning. If someone were to look outside, all they would see was the burning tip of a cigarette and the shape of an old man attached to the end of it. The package had seemed kind of flat when he was smoking at noon. He maybe had two cigarettes left. Two cigarettes wasn’t much after picking at his breakfast and not eating lunch and now dinner. If only his hands were still steady, he could roll his own, but he had given this up years ago when the cigarettes kept coming out looking like broken fingers. 
Then after going out to the patio, he would have to wait another hour before they opened the mess hall. That seemed like an extra long time to wait, however many hours that would end up being. He imagined arriving in the mess hall and waiting in one of the chairs closest to the kitchen. Maybe he could find a newspaper or a magazine to distract himself until they brought out the food. Maybe The One With The Net On His Head would do him the favor of serving him a little early. He would be willing to pass the man a small tip on the side, a few extra cigarettes when he had some, just so he wouldn’t have to wait any longer than he already had. He couldn’t say he even cared for the oatmeal breakfast they served. Every day the same thing, oatmeal and raisins. Monday, oatmeal and raisins. Tuesday, oatmeal and raisins. Wednesday, oatmeal and raisins. On and on that way. He usually spread sugar over the top of the oatmeal and then mixed it in with a little bit of milk until it got creamy, but he could see himself skipping this part of his routine just so he could start eating. The biscuit he would bite into while it was still hot (normally he liked to save it for later, sometimes taking extra care to wrap it up in a napkin, placing it in the center of the paper and folding the napkin end over end until it formed a small brick that he could stuff inside his shirt pocket). No, these people didn’t know who they were dealing with. He had been through much worse in his life. The One With The Big Ones actually thought he could keep him here. 
Now he was the one smiling. He knew they were all around the table, he could feel their eyes on him — The One With The Flat Face, The One With The Big Ones, The One With The Worried Face, The Gringo With The Ugly Finger, The One With The White Pants, The One With The Net On His Head — staring at him and waiting for his next move. It all seemed possible to him, the waiting, the restless night of sleeping, getting up so many times until he couldn’t go back to sleep, waiting for the patio to open up, smoking his one or two cigarettes, and finally making his way into the mess hall when they turned on the lights. Then he realized the first person he’d see would be The One With The Flat Face, coming around with her cart. 
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The urge came with no warning, the third one since waking up. A few years earlier his urologist had said the problem had to do with Don Fidencio’s prostate. His urologist was an Indian man, tall and slender, who spoke in a hushed tone as if someone might be listening at the door. He explained that on a normal man the prostate was about the size of a pecan. He drew a pecan on one of his prescription pads. But in the particular case of Don Fidencio, his prostate had grown to what was closer to the size of a small avocado seed. He drew the seed next to the pecan. Clearly there was a problem: a pecan was not an avocado seed. And it was this enlarged prostate pressing against his urethra that was necessitating the frequency of his trips to the lavatory. He drew the urethra on the pad, placing it between the pecan and the avocado seed. The doctor explained that because of the patient’s advanced age, surgery was not an option, but there was medication that would help to ease the symptoms. The old man listened attentively, as if he were taking in all this new information, committing it to memory, but in truth he was only amazed how the doctor knew so much from sticking his long, delicate finger in there for what couldn’t have been more than two seconds. Not that he wanted it in there any longer than necessary, but still, it wasn’t much time to determine that his was the size of an avocado seed. The doctor was good at drawing the nut and the seed and the little tube. Maybe this was what he told all his patients. The old man took the medicine for a few weeks, but he stopped when he didn’t notice any real change in how often he had to urinate. He took enough damn medicine as it was. The doctor probably had it wrong. How could he really be sure after only two seconds, maybe less? 
Once he undid his pants and suspenders, he held on to the support rail and, with his yellowed and cracked toenails digging into the foam cushions of his orthopedic shoes, eased himself down, down, down, down, until finally touching the pot. Never would he have imagined it would come to this, urinating like a woman. All for falling in the yard and not having the sense to wake up and get himself back inside the house. Earlier that same afternoon he had gone over to watch a Little League game and then stayed in the car where he could drink his beer. Maybe he should’ve paid more attention to the numbness he felt along his arm, but he blamed it on his medicines, which were liable to cause all kinds of side effects. The blurriness, though, that was something he couldn’t ignore so easily and it finally made him give up on watching the game and head home, taking the side streets so he could drive slower than usual. When he got back to the house, he left the two remaining beer cans on the floorboard. He staggered into the front yard, toward the old mesquite, and sat down with his back against the trunk. He planned to rest his eyes for only a few seconds, but the seconds soon turned into minutes as a warm breeze passed over him. From the taller branches of the tree, a group of chicharras serenaded him, starting with a low chirp that grew louder, almost imperceptibly at first, then with time harmonized into a shrill pitch that resounded far beyond the small fenced-in yard, but by which point the old man had already passed out on the grass. 
The doctor at the hospital explained to Amalia and The Son Of A Bitch that with some rehab her father could be expected to make an almost full recovery, though he would need extra care from now on. The part about the old man wetting himself, from his crotch to down close to his knees, was probably just an accident, nothing to worry about. Don Fidencio swore no such thing had ever happened to him and never would again, he guaranteed her. She had been trying for years to get him to sell his house and move up to Houston. Okay, so he was finally ready to accept her offer, only right then The Son Of A Bitch stepped in and said he thought her father needed more assistance, in a place where trained people could take care of him, before something else happened. 
Don Fidencio could tell his daughter didn’t believe that the stroke, however minor, wouldn’t happen again and instead believed that if he wet himself once, what was to say he wouldn’t wet himself again? And after a while even he started questioning whether it had actually been an accident or if this was simply what he could expect from his worn-out body. Maybe he should be happy that he was only pissing himself and not more. Once or twice he had barely wet the front of his pants, but this he blamed on the slight tremor in his hands. It had happened one morning when he was out having breakfast and went to the restroom to make water. That time he’d marked his pants just below the crotch and had to go hide away in a stall for close to half an hour, until he dried off. Now he sat on the pot to avoid having any other accidents, the way Amalia and The Son Of A Bitch were so convinced he would. 
After he adjusted himself on the seat, he grabbed the section of the newspaper he had left down by his pants. He stretched his arms out slightly to get a better look at the photo. The woman seemed too young, only fifty-four years old. In the next column it was easy to see this was an older photo and the man was wearing a navy uniform, probably from World War II. He had to read the paragraph twice before he saw that the man was from 1923, fourteen years after Don Fidencio. Another woman, this one wearing a mantilla, looked younger than the first. 
“Mr. Rosales, are you in there?” The One With The Flat Face knocked once, then cracked open the door.
“And somebody tell me why it is a man cannot have some privacy around here?” he said, yanking back on the handle. “Never will I understand why there are no locks on these doors.” 
“I need to ask if you have Mr. Cavazos’s newspaper,” she said. “He likes to read it before he goes to his therapy.”
“Who?”
“Mr. Cavazos,” she said. “You know, your neighbor here in the room?”
“Yes, yes, of course,” he responded, though he really knew him only as The One With The Hole In His Back.
“Mr. Cavazos pressed the emergency-call button because he said someone had stolen the front section.”
“Do you mean the part with people who have died?”
“If the obituaries are in the front section, yes,” she said. “Do you have it, Mr. Rosales?”
“This is the only part I want to read,” he answered. “The rest of the news I have read too many times — nothing new happens anymore.” 
“Yes, but the obituaries is the part that Mr. Cavazos wants to read this morning.”
“Does he think his name is in there?”
She didn’t respond, but he could hear her saying something to The One With The Hole In His Back, then his roommate shouting something in that booming voice. After a few seconds, she came back to the door. 
“Mr. Cavazos said to tell you that your name would come out long before his.”
“I checked, but it wasn’t there,” Don Fidencio said. “Maybe tomorrow.”
“Okay, Mr. Rosales, that’s enough,” she said. “I need to open the door now and get the newspaper.”
“Wait.”
“Wait for what?”
“So I can be decent.”
“Mr. Rosales, I saw you in the shower yesterday morning, remember?”
“The shower is different.”
“How can it be different if you don’t have any clothes on?”
“For God’s sake, I’m sitting down in here.”
“You sit down over there, too,” she said. “Remember, in the plastic chair, when we wash you?”
“Here I do different things when I sit down.”
“Please, Mr. Rosales, I have other work I need to do and Mr. Cavazos won’t stop pressing the call button.”
“What do you want, for me to walk outside half dressed, like an indio?”
“At least open the door to give me the paper.”
“Can you wait long enough for me to be decent?” He pulled himself up so the flush wouldn’t splash onto his cheeks. Never would he understand how these women did it every time they had to go. 
“Then just slide it under.”
“How do you mean, under?” 
“Down here, Mr. Rosales.” And suddenly her fingers appeared from under the door like hungry worms.
The old man held on to the railing as he leaned over, tottering close to the floor. He fed only the edge of the paper into her hand before she snatched the rest of it from him. 
When he reached the doorway, he made sure to look both ways before pushing out into the hall. He stayed close to the wooden railing and had no interest in the pastel paintings on the pastel wall. With his eyes focused on the tile floor just ahead of him, he kept shuffling along, one foot in front of the other, one foot in front of the other, the whole time leaning on the walker. He couldn’t tell if the specks on the floor were part of the tile or if they just hadn’t done a very good job of cleaning that morning. A few more paces, and he spotted a tiny wrapper of some sort that was probably one of his, left behind by these workers who came around only to steal his chocolates. Near the first corner, he veered into the center of the hallway to avoid a linen basket someone had left in his way. A few of The Turtles were parked along the wall outside the showers. The Redheaded Turtle wore a shower cap since she had been to the salon the day before and wanted her coloring to last before it faded back to the shade of her fluttering white eyelashes. She waved at him with her good hand, but he didn’t have time to be waving back at Turtles; he was more concerned with keeping the walker’s wheels going in one direction. 
He was still getting used to pushing it around. They had given it to him at the rehab center, and at the time he figured it would be only for the two weeks that he was scheduled to be there. After that he was sure he would go back to using one of his canes. And maybe this would’ve been the case had he gone to live with Amalia and The Son Of A Bitch, but here they insisted that he continue using the walker so he wouldn’t have an accident. You don’t want to have an accident, do you, Mr. Rosales? It seemed these women were just waiting for him to pull one of his canes out of the closet. Then one day the canes disappeared altogether. We put them away for you, Mr. Rosales, in a safe place. You don’t want to have an accident, do you? And how was he supposed to answer a stupid question like that? He was lucky to still be walking, period. Why would he want to have an accident and risk ending up like The One With The Hole In His Back? If only they gave him a chance, he would prove to them that he was okay to walk with the cane. He knew what they were doing, trying to make him into a useless old man. They wanted him to become dependent on them for everything, helpless, so that eventually he would forget how to bathe himself or how to take his own medication or how to eat without getting half his food on his shirt. Look, here comes The Useless One. 
And why? So he wouldn’t go anywhere, that’s why! They weren’t fooling him. If he had to push around this wheel-barrow to get anywhere, then what chance did he ever have of leaving on his own? He had made his first attempt only a couple of weeks after arriving. He’d been smoking his afternoon cigarette under the covered archway where the cars stopped to pick people up. Only two of The Old Turtles had left during the half hour he’d been out there. One Turtle they lifted in the special van used to transport the residents to their doctors’ appointments; the other Turtle sat still as her grandson lifted her out of a wheelchair and set her down in the front seat of his pickup like a duffel bag full of used clothes. After that it was quiet for a few minutes until the ambulance came wailing up to the nursing home. Two burly paramedics rushed into the building with a gurney and their bags of equipment, and from there they followed one of the girls down the hall. So much excitement, everyone running around like a bunch of crazies. Don Fidencio stood up like he might follow them and then suddenly turned into the parking lot and kept going, pushing the walker because by then they had already taken away his three canes. This is where his daughter had come to leave him, to die, in a place where they stole your canes when you weren’t looking. 
Since there was no sidewalk, he was forced to make his way along the shoulder of the road. At least he was walking against the traffic and could still save himself if some drunk were to suddenly swerve in his direction. He would’ve been more than happy to sacrifice the walker. Ten minutes later he had covered two blocks and was now only one block from the bus stop. All he had to do was climb on board and wait until they reached some part of town he recognized. If he could get across the intersection, he’d be a free man. He pressed the pedestrian button and kept his eye on the signal that would tell him when to walk. After what seemed like five or ten minutes of waiting, the symbol of the little walking man appeared. Don Fidencio pushed forward, but two or three seconds later the little man turned back into a big red hand telling him to stop. He wasn’t even halfway across the first lane before he had to turn around to avoid the oncoming traffic. Twice it happened to him that way, until he finally decided to take his chances. He was only waiting for the little man to come out again when one of the girls took hold of his arm and guided him back to the nursing home. And from then on they had barred him from going out the front door to smoke and later extended this to include the lobby area when one of The Turtles reported that he’d been asking people for rides. 
He veered the walker into the center of the hall again, this time to avoid a food cart loaded up with the trays of those residents who couldn’t leave their rooms to eat in the mess hall. A little farther up he had to do the same thing for a hamper and a dust mop that one of the cleaning people had left propped up against the wall. When he turned the corner, he found that the therapy room was still locked. He leaned back on the wooden railing and parked the walker to one side. There was no getting away from it. If they hadn’t made him so afraid of falling down, he would have left it behind somewhere, gone on without any help. 
He held on to the railing with one hand and walked toward the hamper. A few nights ago he’d seen an old black and white about an innocent man who finally escaped prison by hiding inside a pile of dirty laundry that was later loaded into a delivery truck. When no one was looking Don Fidencio peeked inside the large container, then jerked away when he caught a whiff. What a way to die. They needed to drive it out into the country, burn whatever was inside there. He released the foot brake on the hamper and gave it a good shove, sending it rolling toward the end of the long hall. The walker was next, though it traveled only a few feet before it skidded off and collided with the railing along the opposite wall. Before he picked up the dust mop, he thought about sending it off in the same direction. The wooden handle felt as solid as if he were lifting a shovel to dig a deep hole. He set it down, leaning his weight against it. 
He meant to push it only a few steps, maybe clear away some of the specks he could still see on the floor, twinkling like little colored stars, but after a while he turned the dust mop toward the nurses’ station. He kept his eyes focused on the tile floor ahead of him and changed direction only to negotiate his way around this Turtle or that Turtle who didn’t have anywhere better to be than in the way of a man trying to do some work. 
“Mr. Rosales, where did you leave your walker?” one of the aides said when he reached the living area. “You need your walker, sir.” 
“Now we don’t want to have an accident, do we?” The One Who Likes To Kiss Your Forehead said as she rushed out from behind the nurses’ station. She took him by the arm, and he had to yank himself away from her and her smelly perfume. 
“That’s okay, Francis.” The One With The Big Ones watched from the doorway of his office. “Just let him for now. He seems to be making it okay.” 
“¡Teléfono!”
A few more aides had gathered by the time the old man circled the nurses’ station. “Eloy’s going to get mad if you take away his job,” one of them said, and they all laughed. 
“¡Teléfono!”
He was about to complete the wide circle and head down the long hall to the right. Just then The Turtle With The Fedora inched forward in her chair, causing him to jig to one side. “This one thinks that somebody’s going to pay him so he can buy more of his dirty cigarettes.” 
“¡Teléfono!”
“You’re doing an excellent job there, Mr. Rosales,” The One With The Big Ones called out. “Keep up the good work.”
Don Fidencio focused on the space ahead of him and pretended he hadn’t heard any of their comments. They thought it was all so curious and funny, an old man cleaning the floors. Never mind that he was doing them a service, something they should be doing themselves. Instead it looked like they had cleaned the floors with their feet. What kind of place were they running here anyway? So much for their rules and regulations. He pushed the dust mop out in front of him. There were three more halls, just as long, and after that the mess hall and recreation room. Wait until they saw the work he had done, then we’d see who was laughing. 
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The old man opened the #3 shoe box for his cigarettes and lighter and stuffed these into his pocket. Then he pulled out the pack so he could count how many were left. The over-bed lamp reflected off the darkened blinds and onto the ruffled sheets across the mattress. He staggered back to the closet, leaning against the edge of the bed for support, and retrieved the #1 box and placed it on the overbed table with the other box. He did the same with the #2, #4, and #5 boxes. It was part of his morning routine now to do an inventory count at the start of every day. How else was he going to know when these people were dipping into his shoe boxes for another piece of chocolate or to take one of his pens or simply to move things around in an effort to make him think he couldn’t keep track of his things? The One Who’s Losing His Mind. 
He suspected they were helping themselves whenever he was on the pot or out of the room for longer stretches of time and there was little chance of catching them in the act. Just the other day he had remembered to get up in the middle of his meal and head back to the room, but they must have known or been watching him because the room was empty except for The One With The Hole In His Back, who had fallen asleep eating his meal. Worse still was that by the time he pushed the walker back into the mess hall the attendants had already picked up his tray. 
The thieves must have been busy with the other residents last night because all the boxes seemed to be in order. He clicked his government-issue pen so he could record today’s inventory in one of his old pocket-size address books, the leather exterior as worn and cracked as the hands that were holding it. There were only a few blank pages left in this particular book and soon he would need to find more space for his notations. He thumbed through the rest of the pages, but they all seemed to be taken up with one name or another that he couldn’t place. It wasn’t until he turned the R–S tab and saw his own family name that the entries began to correspond some with his faded memory. Vicente had died from a bad heart, still in his fifties. Baltazar they shot in Reynosa, something having to do with a woman he was seeing after somebody else had seen her first. He couldn’t remember how Enrique had died anymore, only that it was sad. Luisa was from the cancer, but what kind he couldn’t say. When he turned to the next page he saw Celestino’s name. Of eight brothers and four sisters, only the two of them were left. At least he thought it was still the two of them. The youngest and the oldest, almost twenty years separating them. That the youngest was alive would make sense, he supposed, but what good reason could there be for the oldest to be alive and for the rest of his brothers and sisters to be gone? What sense did it make for him to be still walking around? For what? For him to be stuck here, waiting to die? At least if Celestino was alive he was probably out there living his life like a free man. If… They hadn’t actually spoken in years. Why, though? 
He sat down to wait for the hour that they would let him go outside for his first smoke. After that it would be only a few minutes until they served him breakfast. He opened the address book again. If he wasn’t mistaken, Celestino was the one who used to cut hair. Either he or Martín, but he thought it was more likely Celestino. And whatever it was, why they hadn’t talked in so many years, had something to do with cutting hair. He raised his cap and smoothed down his hair. Of all the things in this world to have an argument about. You call this a haircut? I told you not to touch the sideburns! It seemed ridiculous to him now, whatever started it. For only the two of them to be still alive and not talking. 
He had to dial twice, since the first time he misread the number and had to listen to a recording of some woman telling him he didn’t know what he was doing and that he needed to hang up and try his call again. The second time, he concentrated, keeping his thumb under each number next to his brother’s name and then using his other index finger to stab at the tiny digits on his phone. 
It rang. He was happy to not hear the woman’s voice. It rang again. She acted like he was the first man on earth to call the wrong phone number. Just wait till she turns ninety-one and see if she doesn’t dial a number wrong now and then. It was a common enough mistake. Nothing to criticize. Nothing to scold him about. They didn’t even have phones down here when he was born, that’s how old he was. No phones! None! Not even one! At least, not his people. Who knows what they had on the other side of town? But where he was, if you wanted to talk to so-and-so, you had to walk to wherever so-and-so was and do your talking. Not like now. The other day some young man, all dressed up in a suit with a tie, came to visit his grandmother, one of The Turtles, but he spent most of his time pacing up and down the hall talking to himself, like maybe he should be living in the part of the building where they locked up The Ones Who Like To Wander Off. Then Don Fidencio noticed the young man had an earpiece with a long white cord that connected to a tiny phone attached to his belt. Who would have imagined such things? A man talking to another man somewhere else and neither one of the two actually holding a phone in his hand. Not like he was doing now with the receiver pressed up to his ear. Only God knew how many times it had rung when he heard something click and a woman’s voice come on the line. She was different from the first, but still. It wasn’t seven a.m. and already he was about to get scolded, yelled at for the second time that morning. No sir, not Fidencio Rosales. He refused to listen to whatever she had to say and hung up. Yell at the next guy who marks the wrong number. He didn’t know why he’d picked up the phone in the first place, what was so damn important. Then he looked back at his thumb stuck inside the little address book. 
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Don Celestino heard the phone ringing in the living room and wondered who would be calling him in the middle of the night. When he glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand, the numbers looked as blurry as if he were underwater. He groped around trying to find his eyeglasses and finally had to get his face up close to the clock to see it was already 6:45 in the morning, much later than he normally woke up. Especially when he went to bed so early, as he had the night before. The phone was still ringing. He looked at the clock again. And here he had thought that by going to bed a little early he’d have that much more time in the morning. Now he had less than half an hour before he needed to be there. The bridge wasn’t so far away, but he would hardly have time to shower and shave or even take care of his hair. 
He sat on the edge of the bed and used the bedpost to pull himself up. The ceiling fan was on, but he was sweating all the same. Maybe all he needed was a little orange juice in his system and he would be fine. He headed toward the kitchen, staggering a bit, until he had to lean up against the wall before he could go on. He could feel his heart beating as fully as if he were still out working in the yard. It made no sense, not after a full night of sleep. It occurred to him he should sit down, but he worried that he might not be able to stand up later. And besides, the phone was still ringing. He was almost sure it wasn’t Socorro calling him. Whoever it was would probably wait while he drank his orange juice. It wasn’t more than a few sips that he needed anyway. Two or three more rings at the most. Don Celestino had barely opened the refrigerator door when it occurred to him that she could be calling to tell him she was delayed or that something had happened to her mother, that she wouldn’t be able to come today, or that, yes, she was coming, everything was fine, she would be there at the bridge like she had every other Thursday morning, only that this time she had shown up a little early and was waiting for him, and to please come for her now, or something else, something important, something that he would only ever know if he picked up the phone before it stopped ringing. 
He could hear the ringing in his head now. His chest seemed to tighten a little more with each ring. He was only two or three paces from his recliner, where he could sit to take the call. Whoever it was would wait that long. He’d never felt this way in the morning and he thought it might have to do with not eating enough the night before. It had only been a few months. How could they expect him to remember everything he was supposed to do along with checking his sugar level? The orange juice would help. Maybe he should have served himself the glass first. But right then the answering machine clicked on and the prerecorded voice announced that he wasn’t available at the moment and to please leave a message and he would be sure to call back. He was waiting for the caller to say something, waiting to see if it was her voice, when suddenly the line cut out. 
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Near the far end of downtown, a street cleaner lumbered alongside the curb, whirling up a torment of dust and trash. The few drivers out at this early hour avoided the machine and the billowing cloud left in its wake. Most of the dollar stores and fabric shops would not open for at least another hour. By now the shopkeepers on the other side of the river were tossing buckets of soapy water onto the sidewalks in front of their businesses, sweeping away the dust that had gathered overnight. 
Socorro glanced at her watch and then down the boulevard that led to the bridge. A flock of wild parrots squawked as they formed a green tapestry against the grayish sky. The group maintained its pattern, flying in the familiar direction of his house, then dipped beyond her line of vision. Socorro tugged on her skirt and looked down the street. She had woken up early to give her mother the medicine and then make breakfast and still have time to get ready. It took her several minutes to find a nice skirt and blouse that she could work in, and afterward pinned up her hair instead of simply keeping it in a braid. She debated before the mirror whether she should just wear her usual blue jeans. She had taken the black skirt off twice when she noticed the time and had to rush to catch her bus. 
Now Socorro wondered why she had rushed. All that worrying for nothing, as if she were some young girl. Behind her, the bridge was backed up with drivers crossing over to work or shop or bring their children to school on the U.S. side. Across the street, a few taxi drivers leaned up against their cars and vans, waiting for the next fare. Beyond them stood the hall where she had seen couples walking together to the dances on the weekends. She was still looking around for his car when a silver truck pulled alongside her and the driver waved, trying to get her to smile back. “Let me take you to breakfast,” the man said. She turned away, as if she hadn’t heard him. Just beyond the side mirror, black cursive letters informed everyone of the vehicle’s proper owner, but she saw this only as she searched for somewhere else to focus her attention. A figurine of a saloon girl on a tiny swing was dangling from the rearview mirror. He tapped the figurine with his finger, watching it sway to and fro. “Why work today? We have all our lives to work. Take the day off and come with me.” His thick mustache and long, dark sideburns looked as if they had been drawn with a piece of coal. She held on to the strap of her purse and turned her attention to traffic along the boulevard. Any second now her ride would be pulling up. Already it was past the time that he usually came for her. “A woman as pretty as you should not have to work so hard for her money.” The saloon girl rocked back and forth, her tiny red heels tapping against the smudged windshield. He liked what she was wearing. “The way it fits you,” he explained. “I don’t like my women too small, without enough to hold on to.” She dropped her left hand, tugged gently at her skirt. She heard a distant fluttering, and then another flock of parrots glided across the muted sky. “Why don’t you come over here, sit here next to me? You look about the right size.” He could tell she wanted to. “Only to spend a little time getting to know you, mamacita,” he said. “Look at all the room I have here for you.” He patted the vinyl seat. “Why do you want to be this way? There’s no reason to be afraid.” She felt flushed in that way she hated. Tiny beads of sweat were gathering along her neck and down between her breasts. She pulled at the collar of her blouse, hoping for any little breeze. She glanced behind her as if someone had just called her name. The sunlight shimmered off the razor wire above the back gates of the immigration offices. The serrated blades seemed newer and less rusted than the ones that lined the bridge. “Look, they just paid me last night. Come closer. Look, mamacita.” Some of the taxi drivers were staring now and one of them was saying something that they all found especially funny. 
“Mamacita, I want to talk to you. Why do you treat me this way, what are the people going to say?” He reached out for her and she pulled away, walked a few steps toward the end of the block. He followed her, stopped each time she stopped, inched forward with each step she took, then backward when she reversed her direction. “And why not, mamacita?” He reached for her again, then a third and a fourth time. Socorro knew that if he touched her, she was going to do or say something that she would regret, maybe even before she managed to get it all out. Just one more time, she kept thinking. Just one more time. It was only when she crossed the street that he finally left her, but not before he called her a puta and then other ugly words that she herself might have said if he hadn’t driven away so fast. 
She exited the bus, rubbing the key between her thumb and forefinger. Don Celestino had given it to her several months earlier when he dropped her off at the house one morning and then hurried off to make it in time for a doctor’s appointment. Maybe that was it — that he’d had an early appointment with the doctor. There could be so many reasons he had not come for her. Socorro knew it was a bad habit of hers to always imagine the worst. She walked a little faster and tried to put these thoughts out of her mind. 
Along the boulevard, the 18-wheelers surged to and from the bridge. She thought she could hear what sounded like a siren in the distance but couldn’t tell if it was getting closer or farther away. From the bus she had to walk only two blocks past the school before she was on his street. She also cleaned the house of one of his neighbors, which was how she had come to clean his. La señora Muñoz lived midway down the block in a small clapboard house surrounded by all shapes and sizes of plants, as well as the two papaya trees, a small palm, and a large ebony that dropped its pods and tiny leaflets near the street. Socorro could see a little boy crouched along the curb in front of la señora’s house. He had stopped to cram as many of the pods as he could into his backpack. The elementary school was several blocks away and he seemed too young to be walking alone. Socorro wondered where his mother could be. He was lost in his little world as he worked to stuff the pods into his backpack. She was about to ask if he needed help when the little boy finally stood up, but it was only so he could look past her at the ambulance that was headed this way. 
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Close to noon, after doing the cleaning and washing, Socorro packed his shaving kit and some clean clothes into a paper bag, then walked down the street to ask for a ride. 
“The thing is that he should not be living by himself,” la señora Muñoz said as she drove. She had come out in her housecoat and open-toed slippers. 
“Some people like to be alone.” Socorro looked out the window at the palm trees along the median. They were traveling up one of the main streets in Brownsville, the same one he’d taken to show her the barbershop where he had worked so many years. 
“But he shouldn’t be one of those people, not at his age. His wife would not have wanted him to be alone — that I do know. Don Celestino has been lucky until now.” 
“And his family?” she asked, hoping it didn’t sound like the cleaning woman was asking more than she should.
“One of his daughters tried to get him to go live with her in San Antonio, but he wanted to stay here, in his own house.” La señora slowed down for the speed bumps leading up to the hospital. “No matter how nice a man he might be, you have to remember he is still a man and very thickheaded.” 
She stood outside the entrance, watching her reflection disappear and then reappear in the sliding glass doors. Before driving off, la señora had scribbled the hospital-room number on the back of an old receipt. Now Socorro held on to the receipt and the paper bag filled with his clean clothes. Just beyond the sliding glass doors, a thick-necked security guard sat behind a large desk, eating the last bit of an empanada. His dark uniform reminded her of the men and women who every morning asked her to state her purpose for wanting to enter the country. To clean your house, she felt like saying. Why else would she be there practically every day of the week? She waited next to the sliding doors, allowing others to walk by her. This wasn’t like the clinics on the other side of the river, where they had taken her mother when she started complaining about the terrible headaches and about her hands, which she could hardly open anymore. Or later after her first attack, when they had to rush her to the hospital. At least then Socorro knew she could open her mouth, defend herself if necessary. Not that she’d ever had any real problems coming across; she knew this, yet she hesitated as if someone would suddenly run her off, tell her she had no business here. Even dressed nicely, she was still a cleaning woman from the other side. She could see this every time the sliding glass doors came back together. And as if it were not already obvious, the hem of her skirt was smudged with some dust that she had tried to wipe away. She thought about leaving and simply walking back to the house or the bridge, but then the guard’s phone rang, and as he was cradling the receiver on his shoulder, searching through some paperwork, she had just enough time to scuttle past the desk. 
Once she arrived at the elevator, a maintenance worker explained to her how to find the room. Socorro stayed close to the plastic railing, making herself small as she walked by the nurses’ station. When she was almost at the room, she stopped altogether. She asked herself why she was doing this and if she shouldn’t have stayed at his house and finished the washing and cleaning, what he paid her to do. The rest of it, what had occurred those Thursday afternoons, was between them. And all of this was agreed to without either one of them having to say a word, as if they both understood that they had crossed some clear and definitive line. Only it had continued to happen. And so the line between being his cleaning lady and his lover had blurred before she realized it, and yet because no one else knew about them, the line had become more entrenched, like a moat intended to keep them apart. 
Earlier that morning on the bus, she had sat next to Tere, a girl who lived around the corner from the apartment, and she thought about telling her everything, the meals and talks they would have at his house, the way she started finding more work for herself so their afternoons wouldn’t end so quickly, the first time she thought he might be interested, the first time they kissed, the first time they were really together, but mainly about all the things that worried her now. After the bus dropped them off, she had another chance to tell her during the walk to the bridge and even during the walk to the other side, and then again when they were both waiting for their rides on the street. She didn’t tell her for two reasons: the first was that Tere was just a girl who lived around the corner from the apartment. They had spoken a handful of times when they happened to be on the same schedule or they ran into each other at the little store down the street, each buying something for her mother, but this was the extent of their friendship. Maybe she would’ve had someone to tell if she hadn’t spent all her time either working or at home. Which was the second reason she had stopped herself from saying anything to Tere: she didn’t want it getting back to her mother and aunt. Already she could hear them accusing her of offering herself to him. Explaining it wasn’t like that and that things had started innocently between them would do little to help her mother understand what had happened. 
She’d learned her lesson with Rogelio. The first years were difficult because of his temper, which seemed to be set off with the slightest disagreement. Her mother had told her to be more forgiving, that he would change once they had a family. It would be natural for him to want to be patient with their children. And perhaps this was true, but after four years she still wasn’t pregnant. He didn’t want to hear about her body. He didn’t want to know about her cycle or anything else that did not directly concern him. That was for her to talk about with other women. He was not a woman — he was her husband. And no, there was no money to go see a special doctor. If they were ever going to have a child, it would be the same way every other man and woman did it, not with the help of some doctor. And so she prayed for God to bring them the child they had been waiting for. The miracle happened shortly after their sixth wedding anniversary, only not for her. Rather than stay with him at his family’s house, she moved home. Her mother tried to convince her to go back, speaking of him as though nothing had changed and he was the same polite boy whose older brother and father had walked over to ask for her hand. The truth was she couldn’t stop blaming herself for his wandering and finding someone else who could give him what he wanted. With a baby on the way, he started crossing the river again to look for work. She never liked the idea of him swimming to the other side, but it had never been in his nature to agree with her, so as usual he continued doing whatever occurred to him. As time passed she came to accept that this baby and its mother were not going to change things: Rogelio was still her husband; she was still his wife. After a couple of weeks away, she decided she was ready to move back. She was waiting to tell him this when his naked body turned up, floating in the steady current beneath the bridge. 
Just thinking of that time made her want to leave the hospital. She stalled by looking inside the bag, pretending to search for some item she might have forgotten. After all this effort she knew she couldn’t leave now, not when it had taken her most of the morning to work up the courage to ask for a ride. Perhaps she’d imagined it, but it seemed as if la señora had hesitated, as if she might not have heard correctly — The cleaning woman wants a ride to the hospital so she can visit the man she works for? Socorro wrestled with the feeling that she might be stepping beyond what was considered acceptable or proper, and in this way revealing what he had wanted to keep private. She asked herself how it would look if she went to the hospital for any of the other people whose houses she cleaned, some for much longer periods of time, but then decided it was better to not wait around for the answer. 
She stood at the door, not wanting to interrupt what the doctor might be saying or wake the patient if he happened to be resting. Maybe she would just leave his clothes at the nurses’ station. When she did look around the corner, it was a nurse who was standing next to the bed and writing some notes on a metal clipboard. Don Celestino was lying back in the bed against a couple of pillows. His disheveled white hair from earlier that morning was now combed back in the way he normally wore it, and it looked as though he had shaved, maybe even trimmed the edges of his mustache. 
“Is that you, Socorro?” he asked, squinting through his tinted glasses. “You came all this way to visit me in the hospital?” He used both hands to adjust himself and sit up straight in the bed. “Look at how they attached all these wires to me. All I needed was to eat a good breakfast so my sugar would be back to normal again. Now they want to run some tests, just to be sure about my heart. Please, Socorro, tell this young man here that I have many more years left in me. Tell him Celestino Rosales is not going anywhere.” He held his hands out for her to come closer. 
She walked to the bed and kissed him on the cheek. It was a common enough gesture, one she had repeated countless times throughout her life, though never with anyone whose house she cleaned. And as his white whiskers brushed against her cheek, she wanted more than anything to believe that the differences in their ages and positions were gently being swept aside. 
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Salinas was coughing on the other side of the curtain. The greenish glow of the monitors added the only bit of light to the dark room. Don Celestino had briefly introduced himself when they’d brought the man in that afternoon. He might have spoken more to him then, but the man’s wife stayed around until late in the evening, leaning back in a recliner and watching novelas and talk shows. She wore at least one ring on almost every finger and a gold fifty-peso medallion that rested on her broad chest like the hood ornament on an expensive car. Occasionally she talked back to the philandering men or the scantily dressed women on the screen, but otherwise hardly any sound came from the other side of the retractable curtain. The few times he had caught a glimpse of Salinas, the man had looked back in a tortured sort of way. 
Sometime after midnight Don Celestino stepped off the bed to go relieve himself. He waved as he passed his neighbor’s bed, but the man was turned away as if trying to fall asleep. 
On his way back, he noticed him staring at the ceiling. “Trouble sleeping?”
“Already for a long time,” Salinas said. “Maybe when that old woman of mine comes in the morning.”
Don Celestino only nodded as he pulled along his IV unit and climbed into bed.
“And you,” Salinas asked, “are you married?”
“My wife died last year,” Don Celestino replied. “I’m alone now.”
After a moment Salinas cleared his throat. “Forgive me.”
Don Celestino fell in and out of sleep, for a time gazing out the window and later just lying there with his eyes shut. It struck him that if he were to pass during the night, his family wouldn’t be there to even notice he was gone. This was the same hospital where they had come when Dora had been feeling sick, and her doctor, after so many other tests, couldn’t figure out why she had become so bloated. It had taken opening her up to find that the cancer had by then spread throughout most of her stomach. One day he had been married more than half his life, and a few weeks later he was alone. And alone he had stayed for the first couple of months, rarely leaving the house and refusing to go see his children when they pleaded with him to at least come visit. A man who had never lived by himself and suddenly he was doing his own cooking and cleaning. It was his own illness that finally drew him out some. His doctor urged him to attend the diabetes classes and take control of the disease. For a few days he questioned if it might not be better to stay at home and ignore the new diet. With no one there to watch after him, it wouldn’t take long before his health declined. Which might have happened had the doctor not arranged for a nurse to come help him for the first couple of weeks, until he was comfortable with checking his sugar level and taking the insulin. Then his neighbor recommended a young woman who could come clean the house for him. 
Until their first afternoon together, he’d been afraid Socorro might see him only as the man who paid her $35 every week but beyond this had little interest in him. It had started this way, as a curiosity more than anything. Was she, could she ever be, interested in a man more than thirty years her senior? Not that he necessarily showed signs of his age (other than this unfortunate visit to the hospital). The fact that his hair had turned completely white on him when he was still in his fifties did little to change his overall appearance. The front still rose into what once might have been called a pompadour, though on a mature man he believed it presented more of a distinguished look. Whether it had been because of his appearance or his manner around her or his interest in her life outside of work, it had been enough to draw her closer to him. Since then, though, he hadn’t been sure what he was supposed to do next. He was, after all, supposed to be mourning the loss of his wife, who at the time had been gone only a few months. 
Close to an hour had passed when he heard a slight cough from the other side of the curtain. “Still awake?”
“I thought this medicine was supposed to make you sleep,” Salinas answered. “You never know with these doctors.”
“When I was a young man, we had different ways of curing a person.”
“You see me here in this bed only because of my wife. She’s the one who has people on this side. I come from Saltillo.”
“Close to Monterrey.”
“You have come to visit the city?”
“No,” Don Celestino said, “but my family came from Nuevo León, close to the town of Linares.”
“For many years I had business in Linares.” Salinas used the control pad to adjust the bed into a reclining position. “Maybe I met some of your family.” 
“My grandfather came here sometime around eighteen fifty.”
“Only yesterday, eh?” The man laughed to himself.
“He used to tell us a funny story about how he was kidnapped by the Indians and brought here, over to this side.”
“One of my uncles used to tell stories like that,” his neighbor said. “But you know how people like to talk, share stories about their families. One never knows whether to believe them, if they’re not just stories made up to pass the time.” 
“It always seemed made up to me, but my grandfather liked to say it was true about the Indians.”
“And now all your family is from over here?”
“From here, only that my daughters and my son moved away a long time ago.”
“But you must have some other people that live close by?”
For a second he considered mentioning his one remaining brother, but they hadn’t spoken in years. “I used to,” he said finally. “One of my daughters lives in Chicago and I have two more in San Antonio, and my son is close to Dallas, all with their own families.” 
“And they came to visit you here?”
“I didn’t want to bother them — the doctor said he would let me go home soon, maybe tomorrow.”
Salinas cleared his throat as if he were looking for something to say or maybe just the best way to say it.
“When they were bringing me in this afternoon, I saw a young lady leaving the room.”
“That was a friend of mine,” Don Celestino responded, hoping he wouldn’t have to say much more.
“My wife would never let me have a friend like that,” he said, and shook his head.
“For now that’s all she is.”
“And someday,” Salinas said, “you think she might be more than your friend?”
“There are some people who would think she was too young for a man like me.”
“She looks young, but not too young. The better question is not whether she’s too young, but more whether you are too old.”
Don Celestino gazed at the silhouette across the partitioning curtain. “That sounds like the same problem.”
“Not really. If she’s too young, it means she is not mature enough and ready to give herself to you. But if you’re too old, it means you have nothing left to give her in return.” 
“And if we’re not living together, how am I supposed to know if I still have enough to give her?”
His neighbor sat up a little more, tucking the pillow behind him. “Are you asking me how you find out if it will last, but without taking any risk?” 
“Something like that.”
Salinas laughed to himself again. “Then what you really want to know is how to fry an egg when it is still inside the shell.”
When Don Celestino didn’t answer, the man continued.
“There’s nothing strange about wanting to avoid the risk,” Salinas said. “It only means you are human.”
They quieted when a young nurse walked into the room. She smiled at Salinas and then pressed a series of buttons on his monitor; afterward she walked over and did the same to the machine near Don Celestino’s bed. He lay silently as the woman did her work. On the other side of the curtain, Salinas readjusted his bed to the horizontal position and a short while later fell asleep. 
Don Celestino stared out his window for some time after the nurse had left. He wondered if he shouldn’t have told the man more about his time with Socorro. Why should he be afraid to tell people? At least here he had a person who was willing to listen to him. Maybe Salinas would understand. Don Celestino had his children to consider, not that they were going to tell him how to live his life, but still he wanted their feelings for him not to be strained because he had found another woman, and a much younger one at that. And this wasn’t taking into account how soon it had all happened. Their mother in the ground only a few months and here he was with another woman in their same bed. And yet this other woman was the one who had come to visit him and the only one who would have known if anything more serious had happened to him. He wondered if he shouldn’t have let someone else know about his condition. It reminded him again of his brother, not that he and Fidencio had ever been so close, especially with how disagreeable the old man could be. A few months ago he’d heard that he was living in a nursing home. It had been more than ten years since they had talked, though, and as things turned out, this was probably for the best. 
The traffic lights flashed red against the condensation that had gathered on the windowpane. No one else knew about him, that was the point, no one except someone who he probably shouldn’t be thinking about so much. Maybe there was a reason that he had gotten sick, to remind him that he was old and she was not. He could have gotten sick any other day of the week, but it had happened the morning she would be at his house to witness them taking him away in the ambulance — half dressed and with his hair a mess — to see with her own eyes that he was old and she was not. To prove to her, and to him, that they had no business together, a young one with such an old one. 
He had lived a complete life, and somehow that life and the world he had lived in seemed so distant. There was a time when the boulevard just outside his window used to be a dirt road. People rode into Brownsville, some still in their wagons, and shopped at the Jimmy Pace Store. And even later there was Don José, who sold fresh bread from the back of his horse and buggy. This is the world he had come from. Now the four-lane thoroughfare was lined with businesses he had never stepped into: large grocery stores, gas stations, nightclubs, car lots, motels, restaurants, drive-through hamburger places, video stores, immigration offices. What not so long ago had been a gentleman’s club now announced on its marquee that Saturday was APOLLO MALE DANCER NIGHT. Never did he imagine seeing so many changes in his little town. His grandfather coming from a ranchito in Mexico couldn’t have experienced such a difference in his lifetime. What could there have been before a dirt road and one or two stores? How different could it really have been for him? He probably never so much as entered a hospital. Don Celestino could remember being five or six years old and the family gathering the evening when he passed away at the house. There must have been some connection, however tenuous, between the world he had arrived in and the one he saw before finally passing away. Lying there in the hospital bed, Don Celestino found it hard not to feel as if he were cut off from all that had come before him and, in some ways, all that still remained of his life. 
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Socorro stopped just as she reached the halfway mark on the bridge. After rifling through her purse, she uncovered the tollbooth receipt and read the day to make sure it said jueves, her usual day to clean his house. She was putting away the slip of paper when she noticed something move out from under the opposite side of the bridge. A Border Patrol agent in a green-and-white jeep cruised along the bank of the river and stopped alongside another agent in a jeep headed in the opposite direction. The two men rolled down their windows and talked in their idling vehicles. After a while one of them handed the other a cigarette, then a lighter. Farther down the levee an old negro, wearing camouflage fatigues but no shirt, pushed a loaded shopping cart. The basket leaned to the right with all the crushed aluminum cans and piled blankets and pillows and empty milk jugs that dangled from that side. The negro used a crutch to help him with his bad leg, but the cart’s wheels kept getting stuck in the soft dirt and he had to jiggle the entire frame back and forth, side to side, until he freed it. 
She stayed gazing down at the water through the chain-link fence. The current eddied in a couple of places, then continued forward, indifferent to people on the bank or the bridge that stood in its way. The sun reflected off the river in a way that made the water appear to be not quite as green and putrid as she remembered it. 
A gust of cold air washed over her as soon as she opened the glass door. A dozen or more men and women waited in the two lines. An older female officer stood behind a computer station, scanning each card. She had dark pockmarked skin and grayish hair cropped as short as the male officers’. The men and women in line looked forward, some with their heads bent and their eyes cast at the floor, as if awaiting Communion. The first woman in line wore a pink blouse, a gray cardigan frayed along the bottom, a plain black skirt, and black cushioned shoes. She carried a plastic woven bag that held her purse and her work apron, which was tucked away to one side. How long do you plan to stay? the female officer asked. Just for the day, to shop, she answered. The officer waved her on and motioned for the next person, a young woman holding an infant with tiny studded earrings, to step forward. The officer asked if the child was hers. The woman said yes, that she didn’t have anywhere to leave her while she did her shopping. But the baby was born on this side, the mother assured her. From her purse she pulled out a plastic sandwich bag that held the folded birth certificate. The officer looked at the document, then at the mother, then over at the baby, as if the child might be able to corroborate the story. The officer halfway smiled and gestured for the mother and child to continue on. By the time Socorro reached the station, a new group of women had lined up behind her. The male officer only glanced at her card before motioning for her to continue on her way, even adding, “Tenga buen día.” 
She felt a stitch of worry when she walked outside and didn’t see his car. They had kept Don Celestino in the hospital a few extra days to run their tests, and this would be her first time to see him since then. She calmed herself a few minutes later when he pulled up, then rushed around the car to open the door for her. For a second there on the curb she had thought he might kiss her on the cheek, as she had done in front of the nurse, but it was something that would maybe happen only once. 
“But you feel all right?” she asked when they were back on the main boulevard.
“Yes, yes, one of my girls called as I was leaving the house. I shouldn’t have answered it, that was the problem. She likes to talk. This was the youngest one, Sonia.” 
“She must be worried about you.”
“Even when I told her all the results came out fine,” Don Celestino said, craning his neck to get a better look at the exchange rate outside one of the casas de cambio. “You see why I didn’t want to tell them? And now she wants to check on me every morning. Finally I told her that I had to go, that someone was waiting for me.” 
“Someone.”
“Eh?” An 18-wheeler had pulled alongside them.
“Someone?” she repeated a little louder.
“She knows that you come do the cleaning on Thursdays.”
“Then you told her my name?”
“Maybe when you first started. I can’t remember now, after all this time, five or six months. But they know you used to clean the house for my neighbor and that was how you came to clean here at my house.” 
“Seven,” she clarified, after they had passed the 18-wheeler.
“Okay then, seven months, so you can see it has been a long time.”
“But already more than two months since the time we got together.”
He neither acknowledged nor denied her last statement and instead let it linger along with the gas fumes that had seeped in through the crack in the window. 
They had been sitting in the car at least five minutes, maybe ten. He wanted to glance over at the console, but she might ask if he was in a hurry. Fiberglass siding covered the walls on either side of the carport, starting about waist high and leaving some space for a man to walk under, if he wanted to get out that way. Parked inside the carport, he could easily make out the ceiling through the exposed rafters. The carpenters had used longer nails on the roof than necessary, and now hundreds of rusty tips pricked through the ceiling and formed what looked like a bed of nails. 
“I told my mother,” she said finally.
“All of it?”
“Enough, what she needed to know — how we met and how long ago, about your business, how you are, the things you say. She was only going to protest if I told her more.” 
“Then you can imagine how it would be with these girls.”
“Girls.”
“To me they will always be my girls, no matter the age.”
“I even told my brother Marcos when he called,” Socorro said. “And now he wants to meet you when he can come to visit.”
“If we still talked, I could go tell my brother.”
He glanced at the side mirror and spotted his neighbor Mrs. Harwell across the street behind her locked gate. The old lady held up the hem of her dress as if she were wading through a flood, then looked up to see how much farther she had to go. 
“You never told me you had a brother.”
“You never asked.”
“Because you made it like you were the only one left, that the rest had already died. Why would I ask if I thought you had no brothers?” 
She could feel the feverish sweat forming on her neck and chest again, and she tried to find some relief by pulling away from the seat back. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he had turned off the air conditioner. 
“With this one, it’s almost like that. He doesn’t call me and I don’t call him, that’s how it is. How could I go tell him about us if me and him haven’t talked in years?” He glanced into the mirror, and the old lady was now staring this way as if she had witnessed a crime and was trying to commit his license plate to memory. 
“Even if you didn’t tell him, you could have told me you had a brother. What would it hurt to tell me that one little thing? Why keep it from me?” 
“You say it like I did it to deceive you. But there was nothing to tell you. What could I say? I have a brother, but it’s like I don’t have a brother. I have a brother, but he is like a stranger to me? I have a brother, but he would never care to know about my life or who I spend my time with?” 
She could hardly listen to him anymore. What she wanted was for him to turn up the air conditioner, but at the same time she didn’t want anything from him. It was just a little misunderstanding between them. Later, things would be fine again, like always. She knew this, and yet right then all she wanted was to get far, far away from him. She moved her face up closer to the air vent and left it at that. 
“I never said anything about telling him.”
“Then?”
“Just why you kept it from me, Celestino, like it was a part of your life that didn’t concern me.”
He tried to brush a strand of hair from her face, but she leaned away from him. Even upset, she looked more attractive than he had imagined her this morning when he was hurrying to get to the bridge. 
“Why would you care about some old man you have never seen?”
“Your brother.”
“Yes, all right, my brother, so now you know.”
“Yes, now I know,” she said, but somehow he had the feeling they weren’t talking about the same thing.
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La señora Muñoz was sitting back in the recliner, watching the novela she had recorded yesterday. Socorro took another shirt from the laundry basket and spread it across the ironing board. If she timed it right, she would finish with the clothes about the time it took them to watch this episode of Mi destino perdido. La señora liked to say the tragedies weren’t any less sad the second time she saw them. In today’s episode, for instance, poor Gabriela lies still in the hospital, thick gauze pads covering each of her eyes. What this beautiful young music teacher doesn’t realize is that the doctor who saved her life and with whom she now finds herself falling in love, desperately so, is also the man who caused the accident that robbed her of her sight. Gabriela caught only a glimpse of Dr. Hernan Lozano Ramos as he sped up to pass her and then inadvertently cut her off and sent her car swerving toward a ravine. She is lucky to be alive. The doctor reminds her of this as he stands along one side of the bed and caresses her hand. He says it as a way of pacifying her, as well as discouraging her from trying so hard to identify the person responsible for her condition. A young police detective, much closer in age to Gabriela than the doctor, stands on the other side of the bed. He has come around again to help her recall some detail of the driver who didn’t have the decency to render aid after causing this terrible accident. Eduardo, as the detective insists she call him, also has feelings for the victim. The fact that Detective Eduardo, as Gabriela prefers to address him, has been less than friendly and courteous toward the doctor has not set well with her. The doctor has stated, in no uncertain terms, that his patient should not in any way be upset. She is lucky to be alive. Of course, there is little for him to worry about as long as she cannot identify the other driver. And so the respected surgeon remains the only person who knows he was speeding with his unconscious wife in the passenger seat, sedated from the cocktail he prescribed to help relieve her latest case of nerves. Gabriela blames herself for the accident. Distraught from having just discovered her fiancé in bed with her half sister, she had been driving home in a confused and erratic manner that caused her to overreact when the other driver pulled out in front of her. She is lucky to be alive. 
Socorro held up the dress shirt and sprayed starch on the back. She was about to start on the sleeves when she turned to glance out the window. 
“Are you waiting for someone?” la señora asked.
“No,” she said, pulling away. “Why do you ask?”
She sprayed more starch on the shirt.
“Because already that’s the third time you look outside.”
Socorro could feel herself getting red and hoped this was from her ironing. “I just wanted to see who was driving by.”
“If you’re so curious, you should go over there.”
“Over where?”
“To check on my neighbor,” la señora said. “What else would interest you so much on this street?”
“We changed days, and tomorrow I need to clean the house for him.”
“You miss him?”
Socorro turned down the temperature on the iron until it reached the permanent-press setting, then a moment later turned it off completely but continued with her work all the same. 
“Tell me,” la señora insisted, a little louder now. “You miss him?”
“I work for him.”
“And because of that, you can’t miss him?”
“Ay, señora, how can you say that?” She tried her best to laugh at the question.
“You think you would be the first woman to feel something for the man she worked for?”
“But he’s much older.”
“Men forget how to count when they see a young woman — look at the doctor with Gabriela,” she said, pointing the remote back at the television. 
“Yes, but he would never be interested in me.”
“You want me to believe an older man like Celestino Rosales wouldn’t be interested in a young, attractive woman?”
“Maybe, but not me.” She pretended she was having problems with the pleat on the back of the shirt, so she pulled it off the board to flap it open a couple of times, enough to produce a tiny breeze. 
“I saw that you came over two times last week.”
“Only because I didn’t finish all my work and then one of his daughters was coming to visit him. He wanted everything ready for her.” 
“I want you to know you could tell me if he was,” la señora said, “or even if you were.”
Socorro chose to keep her eyes focused on her work and turned the temperature back up on the iron. “Thank you, but there’s nothing to tell.” 
“And nothing has happened?”
“Like what?”
“You know, what happens between a man and woman when they are alone all day in a house.”
“Ay, señora.”
“You could tell me.”
“There’s nothing to tell.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Sure sure, or just a little bit sure?” 
“Sure sure.” 
La señora didn’t seem convinced, but she went back to watching the rest of her novela anyway. Socorro hoped that she wasn’t too obvious about her feelings. She could imagine the old lady spreading the news across the neighborhood. And then there were his children that he was always worried about. He said the youngest one talked about her mother as if she were still in the hospital and would be coming home soon. How would they feel if they learned their father had found someone else, and so soon? Her own mother had remained alone after her father died, which was part of what had made it difficult for Socorro to tell her what had really occurred between her and the man whose house she cleaned every week. How could she begin to explain this to a woman who had been without a man for more than twenty years? 
Before her first afternoon with Don Celestino, she had never imagined doing such a thing: she used to look down on those women who cleaned houses only because they wanted to find a widower with money. Some of these women married and stayed with their husbands for a few years, until the old man died or grew so ill that his children took him to a hospital, where finally he died. It must have seemed a small price to pay in order to arrange their papers and from then on have a comfortable life. With a little luck the old man might leave them with some money, maybe a house or a car, depending on whether he had arranged this beforehand and his children didn’t claim it all. Other women remained unmarried but the old men paid them generously, as if spreading their legs was simply another chore they were doing, like mending a shirt button or replacing a spent lightbulb. 
At least she knew that her interest in him had nothing to do with what he could give her. She wanted only what they could share as a couple, if he would let this happen. Since they had become intimate, her life had turned into two lives. One that she lived on the other side of the river with her mother and aunt, still cooking and cleaning and shopping and going to the pharmacy for these pills or that salve that her mother might need. And her other life, on this side of the river, where she rushed about her day trying to finish early so she could spend some time with him in the late afternoon, before she had to walk back across the bridge. Times like this, she tried to remember what she had imagined her life would be like if they ever got together, because surely this hadn’t been it. To live her life in secret? As if she were playing the role of the mistress, only the role of the married man was being played by a widowed man? Not that she didn’t enjoy her time with him, because she did, but it also seemed like some fantasy that lasted only as long as they were together and then ceased to exist when she wasn’t in his car or house or bed. 
But after waiting for so long to find someone, she asked herself if she should be making demands of him or if she shouldn’t just be happy they were together and not care if these moments were fleeting at best. All these years of waiting, the men she knew had fallen into one of two categories: those who disappeared from one day to the next, and those who stuck around, but only because they were biding their time until something more promising came along, after which they disappeared from one day to the next. Maybe she was meant to be alone? It had crossed her mind again recently. Why else would God have sent her a husband who just wandered off like a mule without a rope? And then sent her an older man who wanted her but wouldn’t tell another soul about them, not even his own family? Was their friendship so shameful that he couldn’t at least tell his brother, the only one he had left? Neither one of them probably remembered what they had fought over. How much effort would it take him to at least do this for her? 
“Ay, he wants to fool you!” la señora called out at one of the women on television.
Socorro hurried to finish the rest of the ironing so she could get paid and leave for the day. It was bad enough la señora was comparing her to these poor women in the novelas. She wasn’t mixed up with a man who was trying to deceive her or hurt her in some way. She wasn’t married to a man who got so tired of waiting for her to get pregnant that he found himself another woman. And she wasn’t involved with a man who wanted to run off on her. She didn’t have to figure out who was telling her the truth anymore. She knew the truth; she just couldn’t tell anyone. 
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He had never been one to walk around in short pants, showing off his legs to the world. So while the others wore shorts or exercise pants, Don Celestino preferred his blue jeans and an old short-sleeve work shirt. His black cushioned shoes were easier on his feet and still looked like proper shoes. The girl at the store had tried to sell him a pair that fastened with Velcro straps, but he chose the laces because he didn’t want to get in the habit of doing things the easy way. 
Cooder, on the treadmill to his right, wore running shoes, athletic socks that reached just below his knees, long pleated shorts, and a sagging muscle shirt that allowed tufts of his white chest hair to billow over the top. His black fanny pack hung loose on his hips like a loaded holster. “Ready to be young again, Rosales?” he asked. 
Don Celestino was turning side to side as if loosening his back before a long run. “What do you mean, again?” 
Cooder patted him on the shoulder. “Good answer.”
Then each one hit the start button on his treadmill.
Cooder jogged at a slow enough pace that it might have been confused with a fast walk. As he trotted along, he leaned forward as if he were carrying a sixty-pound car battery and desperately looking for a safe place to set it down. He chose the machine on the right because it was closer to the mounted television and the game show he liked to watch, though he generally jogged with his head down, his eyes focused on the black conveyor belt whisking beneath him. 
Don Celestino kept his finger on the speed button until it reached 2.0, the setting for the comfortable pace he preferred to walk. He reread the inspirational poster on the wall in front of him: STAYING HEALTHY, MAKING THE MOST OF LIFE! In the poster a gray-haired couple strolled in a wooded park and laughed about something only they knew about. He could look around if he wanted to, but he chose to concentrate on what he was doing and instead stare straight ahead at the gray-haired man and woman. Once or twice he had lost his balance and then caught hold of the railings in time to correct himself. Later he blamed the machine for somehow speeding up when he wasn’t expecting it. Anyone would have been caught off balance. He hadn’t reported the malfunctioning equipment only because he didn’t want to get anyone in trouble. 
“Who is Zachary Taylor?” the old man shouted. “Who’s General Zachary Taylor?!”
Don Celestino focused on moving his legs at the pace of the machine; by now he was used to Cooder yelling while he watched television. He had more trouble with just the idea of being here with these old men and women. He knew he wasn’t old like some of them. Other than his plume of white hair, there really wasn’t anything that showed his age. 
“Who is Pershing?! Black Jack Pershing!”
And it wasn’t just his appearance and physical strength, because he knew his mind was sharper than those of much younger men. You wouldn’t find him repeating the same story over and over. He could still describe how the dagger-shaped icicles hung off the truck’s bumper that night in 1949 when he had to go for the doctor and how Dora was already holding the baby in her arms by the time they arrived back at the house. And before that, he could remember attending barber school for almost three years because he kept having to leave with his brothers to follow the crops up north to Ohio, to Minnesota, to Iowa, to Michigan, and then by the time he did get his license, the army was ready for him. The foggy morning of June 24, 1945, he and eighty-seven other young men headed to Fort Benning, Georgia, for basic training. He remembered sitting directly behind the bus driver, and when the sun was barely rising over the King Ranch, he pulled out a small notebook and began writing what he imagined might be his last letter to Dora. And when the war ended before he had actually made it overseas, the army shipped him back home, and in Houston he boarded a commercial bus that eventually stopped at a roadside diner near Corpus, and while the rest of the passengers were free to enter the restaurant, because of the times he was forced to sit on the back steps of the kitchen and eat a cheeseburger so greasy it stained his uniform. All these stories and more still came to mind as though he had experienced them only yesterday, no different than they would for a much younger man. 
“Who’s Johnson?! Who’s…”
Cooder’s fanny pack had slid around to the front and he had to step off the machine to adjust it. Inside the pouch he kept several ballpoint pens and a tiny spiral notepad, where he recorded the distance and time of his walk. He’d shown it once to Don Celestino and later turned to the section where he logged the miles he and his wife traveled in their motor home between here and Belton, Missouri, where they lived during the summer months. Cooder claimed he didn’t mind the cold, but his wife’s arthritis did better when they traveled south for the winter. They were about to celebrate fifty-six years of marriage, only two years more than Don Celestino had been married to Dora. He had thought they would still be together. He felt so alone in those days after she left him behind. It seemed like he would stay this way, but his life took an unexpected turn and suddenly he went from being married to the same woman for more than fifty years to being with a young woman who herself was still a long way from fifty. It troubled him that Socorro didn’t seem to appreciate what this meant for him and instead pretended they were like any other couple that had fallen in love. Their situation was more complicated than that, at least for him it was. And now this business with his brother. If she only knew what she was asking of him. 
According to the control panel on the treadmill, he had walked only a little more than a mile, though it felt as if he had already reached his goal of two miles. At this pace he would be here all day. It was Wednesday, his day to wash the car, and if he didn’t hurry it was going to get dark on him. He needed to spend some time vacuuming the inside, especially the space between the driver and passenger sides. He increased the speed to 3.0 and began taking longer, more purposeful strides. 
Before he retired and learned his diabetes had grown worse, he figured he was getting enough exercise just being on his feet at the barbershop. That was where he had spent most of his days and where he had last spoken to his brother. If it hadn’t been for the barbershop, he might not have seen him at all. He referred to him as his brother, but because of the years that stood between them, he had thought of him as an uncle or cousin who came around to the house more often. Don Fidencio was in his early eighties and by this point living alone. Even after retiring from the post office, he had continued to show up early in the morning on the first Saturday of the month. 
The last time Don Fidencio had come by, Don Celestino had pulled up to the barbershop at twenty minutes after eight, which was unusual for him since he was in the habit of turning on the lights and the pole a few minutes before the hour. Don Fidencio was waiting inside his car, staring straight ahead as if he were stuck in a long line of traffic. 
“I didn’t know if you were still in business,” he said, then glanced at his watch as he got out of the car.
“We went for coffee,” his brother said.
Don Fidencio looked surprised when another man parked his car behind his brother’s car and walked up to where they were standing. The man was short and he squinted through one eye as though he couldn’t see so well. 
“This is my neighbor. Sometimes we go for coffee.” Don Celestino turned back toward the man. “This is my older brother.”
“Your brother?” He squinted a little more. “Bill Harwell. Good to meet you.”
Don Fidencio looked at him a second before finally switching his cane to the other side and putting out his own hand. The two men stood at the entrance of the barbershop, neither one speaking as they waited for Don Celestino to unlock the door. When they were inside, he flicked on the pole and then the lights in the room. 
“Did the Astros play yesterday?” he asked, thinking baseball was something the two men might have in common.
“Going to, but they got rained out,” Harwell said.
Don Fidencio only nodded.
“They said it was going to rain here today,” Don Celestino said, pulling up the blinds. “But I don’t see any sign of it.”
“I went ahead and cut the grass yesterday,” Harwell said, “just to be on the safe side.”
“If it’s not too much trouble, you think I can get my trim now?” Don Fidencio asked in Spanish.
His brother turned around to find him sitting in the barber’s chair, the wooden cane hanging off the armrest.
“I already told this man I would take care of him first.”
“And me?”
“It won’t take long, then you can go next.”
“I was the one who showed up first, not him.”
“Yeah, but he called me last night.” He tugged on his brother’s arm, hoping to nudge him out of the chair, but the old man pulled his arm back and stayed where he was. 
“Now you take appointments, like a beauty parlor?”
“That’s fine, if you want to start with him.” Harwell had sat down in one of the chairs against the wall.
“You see?” Don Fidencio said. “The gavacho agrees with me, even if he doesn’t know Spanish. He knows I was here first.”
Don Celestino looked at his neighbor, realizing the man had lived here long enough to know when he was being talked about.
“I can come back a while later,” Harwell offered, then actually stood up.
“So, how is it going to be?” Don Fidencio said. “For him to go before me, like you don’t have a family?”
“Just let me take care of the man.”
“You forget, that’s the problem.”
“Don’t start.”
“You act like one of them. And to hell with your brother, he doesn’t matter. ‘Just let me take care of the man,’” he mocked. “‘I have to take care of the poor man.’ Because how can you think to make him wait a few minutes, like I waited half the morning out there in the car, like some dummy? But how?” 
“Ya, Fidencio.”
“I got here before him, that’s all I know,” his brother said, placing his hands on his knees and standing up on the footrest. “It should count for something, being the first one here.” 
“I promised him.”
Don Fidencio glanced over at the other man and then back at his brother just before he grabbed his cane.
“Then both of you go to hell,” he said, this time in English.
He must have found somewhere else to cut his hair because he stopped coming around. Then several years later Don Celestino read in the paper that Don Fidencio’s wife had died. Though she had moved out years earlier, she had never actually divorced his brother. Don Celestino debated whether to go to the services; Dora argued with him that they should at least attend the Rosary. Wouldn’t he want his family to show up if something happened to his wife? And then a year later something did happen. By that time he figured his brother would have let go whatever bad feelings there were between them. But when he failed to show up for Dora’s services, this slight, from his one remaining brother, only stirred his sorrow. He knew it was the old man paying him back for his own lapse. But he reasoned that Don Fidencio hadn’t been living with his woman when she died. She had left him years ago, wouldn’t even talk to him, practically divorced him. How could that be the same as a husband and wife — under the same roof, in the same bed — for more than fifty years? It didn’t compare back then, and it didn’t compare now. 
Don Celestino glanced back down at the control panel and saw he had half a mile to go on the treadmill. If he trusted the machine a little more, he might have raised his arm to see what time it was on his wristwatch. He pressed the speed button until it reached 3.5. Thinking about some old man wasn’t helping him any. He still had lots of work to do at home before tomorrow came around. 
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She curled over onto her side, toward the wall, tossing the covers away from her. Just beyond the bedroom door, she heard him flush the toilet. The curtains were drawn and, except for a bit of light slipping in beneath the sheet of aluminum foil that covered the windowpane, the bedroom seemed dark enough for it to be the middle of the night and not the middle of the afternoon. 
Socorro used to think his queen-size mattress was so big. Growing up, she had spent years sleeping on the sofa so her four brothers could have the bedroom. Her first real bed had been the one she shared with Rogelio. But this was only a full-size mattress and it was impossible to move without entangling herself with his body, which on most nights she wanted to avoid, especially after she suspected he was lying down in another bed. When she started cleaning houses and saw her first king-size mattress, she assumed it was two beds pushed together. She couldn’t imagine why a husband and wife would need such an enormous bed. It seemed a couple could lie there and never touch each other the whole night, as if they had been arguing about something just before falling asleep and had each grabbed his own blanket and rolled over on his side with his back to the other. And if that was the case, then what was the point of sleeping in the same bed with your husband? 
Though she had been married before, she felt as if she knew very little about how to be with a man. A few years earlier, while cleaning a lawyer’s house, she found a stack of magazines with men and women together in bed and other places where she’d never imagined people would want to be together in that way. She didn’t want to look at first, but she couldn’t help herself, no more than she could turn away when she saw a newspaper photo of a dead person found somewhere in Matamoros. She would close the magazine, feel some shame for what she had just done, swear she wouldn’t open it again, but then open the one right beneath it. Almost all the men in these photos were americanos, but the women were all different, some americanas, some negras, others chinas, and others mexicanas. They had them on the carpet, in the shower, on the kitchen table, on the hood of a car, in the swimming pool, in a stable. She finally forced herself to put the magazines away, but now she knew people had other ways of being together. The few years she’d been married to Rogelio, she had done what he told her to do, and that was to lie down with him in a normal bed, where married people lie down. But even this way she could remember only one time when she had ever actually enjoyed being with him. 
They had gone to church at noon — something he rarely did, but he had agreed to this one day to make her happy — and later spent the afternoon in the plaza. It was a beautiful day, with all the families sitting on the benches and children chasing one another around the bandstand. A group of musicians, older men with brass instruments and a woman singer, were getting ready to perform. She and Rogelio sat on one of the benches under the trees and shared a fruit cup. After they sat there a few minutes, a pretty little girl came up to Rogelio and handed him a white balloon. She couldn’t have been more than two, and she was playing with him in the way little girls do when they want attention from little boys. He accepted the balloon and then offered it back to her. She accepted it, then a few seconds later offered it back to him. Rogelio asked her who’d given her such a big balloon. But when she opened her mouth, they couldn’t understand her garbled words. After a while Rogelio said the little girl looked like her. Socorro couldn’t see how, but he insisted that she must have looked like her when she was that age. Maybe so, she said. No maybe, he said. He became very serious and said this was how their baby would look. Socorro smiled. The little girl was pretty. And then he said he wanted to go back to the house and make a little baby, a beautiful one just like her. He threw away the rest of the fruit cup and they left for the house. 
But it was as if she couldn’t walk fast enough. Everything had to be right away with him. Already more than a year had gone by and still there was no sign of a baby. She’d heard his mother asking him why it was taking so long. They were lucky that when they got to the house his family was still away, buying groceries. He had his pants down below his knees before she could pull the green shower curtain that covered the entrance to his bedroom. But after this he slowed down, slower than she could remember him ever going. She started feeling something funny that she hadn’t experienced before. At first she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to feel this way and she wanted him to stop, but the more she let him, the more she didn’t want him to stop. She imagined they were creating their baby, their little girl, and she was being made from their love. It was as if they were swimming just above the bed, the baby floating between them and the whole time she and Rogelio feeling the same exact thing. They breathed together, they moved together, they made the same sounds. But somehow through all this she heard the front door. She whispered to him that his family was home, in the next room. This had been a problem, living in the same small house, but usually they waited until late at night or early in the morning, before anyone else woke up. She could hear their voices, their shoes on the floor. Stop, she told him. She wanted to get up, except he was holding her down. He was her man and she wanted to be with him, but not this way, with his family right there. She couldn’t stop breathing so rapidly, but now she felt nothing. She just wanted to stop what they were doing. They could stay lying there, as long as he stopped making his sounds and pushing the bed against the back wall. Por favor, Socorro begged him. Por favor, Rogelio. But he put his hand over her mouth. She felt as if she were suffocating. She was trying to get up, but he pushed harder. Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw something move, and later when she looked again one side of the curtain was pulled open and his father was watching them. He smiled back at her because he knew there wasn’t anything she could do. Rogelio kept pushing. 
Sometimes she wondered if not always enjoying her time with him had made her a bad wife or made it so that they never had a baby, but she also knew that, aside from that one time, she had never told him no whenever he’d wanted to be together — as she did now with Don Celestino. At least she could say he made her feel something again and that she simply wanted to be closer to him, though now after almost three months she wanted to know if he felt anything similar or if she was still only the girl who cleaned his house and then stayed around after her work was done. Somehow she had imagined a man his age would be proud, maybe a little boastful, to have a young woman and to want to present her to his family and friends. Wasn’t this part of what all men were looking for? 
She could hear him brushing his teeth now. At first she found it difficult to stay interested when they were only starting and Don Celestino would suddenly stop and say he needed to go to the bathroom. A couple of times she had fallen asleep waiting. Then one morning she was cleaning around the medicine chest when she found some pills inside a plastic sandwich bag tucked behind a bottle of talcum powder. It seemed strange to her because he kept his medicines in a daily dispenser that stayed on the kitchen table next to the salt- and pepper shakers. When she asked him about them, he told her that they were vitamins, if she had to know, but that he wasn’t asking her about everything she carried in her purse. Socorro apologized and said she was just curious. Another week went by and she found the same plastic bag in the bathroom cabinet, this time wedged behind the hot-water bottle. He must have thought he had hidden it well enough, but he forgot that she’d been cleaning houses long before they had become intimate and there were few places a cleaning woman didn’t look. All this time she had assumed his trips to the bathroom had to do with a sudden urge to relieve himself, as a man his age might need to do. But now she noticed how he came back more eager than before he left and somehow he seemed to have as much or more energy than a man half his age. And then she remembered the little blue pills — his vitamins. 
Socorro was facing the wall when he opened the bedroom door.
“Still awake?”
She stayed in the same position and adjusted the pillow. While she was still wearing her skirt and blouse, he’d come back from the bathroom in only his briefs. 
“Sometimes it can be hard to fall asleep alone,” he said.
She mumbled something back.
“What was that, mi amor?”
“Nothing.”
“Tell me.”
“Nothing, just talking to myself.”
“Saying what? Tell me.”
She inched away when she felt his bare chest against her back.
“I said, ‘You act like you know what it is to be alone.’”
“I was alone for almost half a year before I found you,” Don Celestino said. “That wasn’t long enough?” He kissed her along the shoulders, as he had been doing before he excused himself. 
“I thought it was.”
“Then?”
“Maybe other people would think it was.”
“What people?” He nuzzled up and set her hair to one side so his lips could reach her neck.
“Your brother, maybe he would think it was a long time.”
“He’s been alone already for years.”
“So then he knows what it’s like.”
“Only because she left him.” He moved his hand across her hip and then down toward the little rolls of skin near her belly, but she moved her arm in a way that blocked the rest of his path. 
“Then his alone is different from your alone?”
“They were separated, she didn’t want to see him.” Socorro turned to face him. “And you think you know everything that happens between a man and his woman?” 
“No, I just know they were not together and for years not even in the same town. Why do I need to know the reasons?”
“He was still married to her, Celestino. He was still her husband.”
He liked how she said his name more intimately now, without the “Don” attached to it, and sometimes it was difficult to remember when it had been any other way between them. He was savoring the moment when he realized she was still looking at him, waiting for a response. 
“Why do you want to talk about other people right now?”
“Your brother.”
“Yes, I know who he is.”
“Then maybe you can tell him that we’re friends… more than friends.”
“Please, Socorro.” He reached for her as she pulled away.
“What would it hurt to at least call him?”
“Please, no more,” he whispered to her. “Can we just stop talking?”
She thought about this for a moment, then twisted back around, leaving a space between their bodies.
“Is that what you really want, for me to be quiet?”
“Yes, please, no more.” He kissed her on the shoulders as he had earlier. He tried to inch over and get past the pillow she was holding. 
“Then maybe we should just take a nap,” she said.
“How do you mean?”
“You know, a nap, when you close your eyes and sleep and then wake up later feeling rested. That’s one of the other things people do in bed.” She turned over with the pillow now between her legs. 
Don Celestino looked at her back and wondered what it would take for her to turn around. A couple of minutes later, he rolled over and gazed at the ceiling-fan blades, which continued to whirl about with no regard as to what was occurring a few feet below them on the bed. 
Socorro could hear him sighing behind her as if he might be exhaling his final breath and only she could save him. She had no intention of turning around, though. He could stay awake the rest of the afternoon, and with that rolling pin between his legs to keep him company. He was lucky she didn’t go flush the rest of his vitamins down the toilet. 
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This time it happens early in the morning. Don Fidencio sees himself pushing the walker down a long street. And here he thought he would never get away from that place where they kept him locked up. Only now he wonders where he might be headed. He has on only the bottom half of his old work uniform with his red suspenders holding up his pants. No shirt, no undershirt. What has his life come to for him to be walking around in public without a shirt? Was this the only way to escape without anyone noticing? I might as well be a homeless one, un trampa. Later his mailbag falls somewhere along the way but when he looks over his shoulder and then back he is pushing a wheelbarrow and not the walker. He arrives at the first house and knocks. A beautiful dark-haired woman opens the door wearing only a towel. Have you seen my mailbag? The woman says she has something for him. He thinks it might be the mailbag and if not the mailbag then maybe something having to do with her towel, but then she shows him a large manila envelope. He tells her she needs the correct postage before he can take that from her. But instead of taking it back she rips open the end of the envelope and pours some dirt into his wheelbarrow. Then she closes the door. The same thing with the next house, only this time the man is wearing overalls, the same kind that old man Lucas used to wear on the farm so many years ago. No one has any idea where his mailbag could be, no one has the correct postage. Dirt is all they have for him. House after house. Most times they hand him a manila envelope. But some people also have the standard-size envelopes or airmail envelopes. One has a postcard with a little mound of dirt balanced on it. He can never guess what kind of letter the next house will have or what the dirt will look like. It goes from black dirt to reddish dirt to yellowish dirt and once even comes out as mud but all of it turns into plain brown dirt once it gets mixed in with the rest of the pile. When he asks the people what the dirt is for they tell him to keep walking. But where to? How far? By now the pile of dirt is several feet high and so tall that he has to look to one side just to see where he is going. At the end of the long block he turns to the left and now he pushes the wheelbarrow through an open field. At one point he reaches up to wipe his brow and realizes the wheelbarrow is moving without his actually pushing it. He holds on to the handles only to keep from losing his balance on the uneven ground. When he reaches the shade of a large mesquite the wheelbarrow stops altogether. Next to the tree is a deep hole, long enough and wide enough for a man to lie down in, but inside it he sees his canes. Tangled roots bulge from the sides like varicose veins. All that time searching in closets and under beds and behind furniture, and this is where they came to hide them. There’s the aluminum one with the four prongs at the base. He used to take it with him when he walked in his neighborhood just in case he needed to defend himself against one of the stray dogs. The wooden one with the knots along the shaft is lying on its side and he can see where he had his initials burned onto the pommel. The black aluminum cane with the foam-cushioned handle is in there but he can barely see it because it is leaning against one corner of the hole. He holds on to the tree and guides himself down onto one knee. Then he lies on his stomach to see if he can stretch his arm down into the hole. He is less than an inch from touching the handle of the black cane when the wheelbarrow tips forward and the dirt pours out.
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The morning light shined brightest in the far corner of the therapy room. One of the girls had stopped to buy pan dulce, and the white bag lay torn open on the kitchen table. The pink cake had been the first to go; someone was still picking at the chocolate mollete and had left most of the sugary crumbs on a paper napkin. The boom box atop the refrigerator was tuned to a Tejano station, which was loud enough to be heard at the other end of the room. 
Don Fidencio sat next in line to The One With The Hole In His Back. Earlier he had been first in line, but The One With The Puffy Cheeks came up and said that The One With The Hole In His Back had to go first because he wasn’t supposed to be in his wheelchair too long on account of his wound. Don Fidencio had to do as the man said and move over. Never mind that he had made special efforts to be there early, wolfing down his tasteless oatmeal, limiting his time on the pot, pushing his walker there ahead of time. And for what? So The One With The Hole In His Back could cut in front? It wasn’t fair, but he had come to understand that very little was fair if a man happened to live in a prison. He ate only when the aides told him to eat; he watched his baseball games at the volume he wanted only until one of them came around and told him his neighbors were trying to sleep, no matter if it was extra innings or not; he bathed only when it was time again for them to wash his parts, and never as good as he would have done it himself; and he was allowed out of the main building by himself only to sit on the back patio for a smoke, and only during certain hours of the day. 
Of the eight people waiting in line, he was the one person sitting in a regular chair and dressed in clothes decent enough to be worn out in public: black orthopedic shoes, khakis, checkered flannel shirt, red suspenders, red-and-black Astros cap. The One With The Hole In His Back wore his usual maroon pajamas and tan moccasin slippers, but now also with his beige cowboy hat that normally hung off the headboard. 
He motioned for his roommate to come closer.
“WHAT DAY IS IT TODAY?”
Don Fidencio pulled away when he remembered the volume of his roommate’s voice. “Tuesday.”
“EH?”
“Tuesday. Today is Tuesday,” he said a little louder.
“TUESDAY?”
“Yes,” he answered, and nodded at the same time. “Today is Tuesday.”
“ARE YOU SURE TODAY IS TUESDAY?”
Don Fidencio stared at his watch, focusing on the enlarged numbers and the date. “Yes,” he said more confidently. “Tuesday, the first of February.” 
“THEY BROUGHT ME IN ON A TUESDAY.”
“Pues, that must have been another Tuesday.”
The One With The Hole In His Back raised his cowboy hat and scratched his head, pushing the wisps of white hair to one side.
“LAST TIME I ASKED THE NURSE WHAT DAY IT WAS, SHE SAID TUESDAY. EVERY TIME I ASK, THEY TELL ME THE SAME THING: ‘TUESDAY. TODAY IS TUESDAY.’ YOU TELL ME, HOW MANY TUESDAYS CAN THERE BE? ARE THERE NO MORE DAYS OF THE WEEK? DID THEY CHANGE THE CALENDAR SINCE THEY PUT ME IN HERE? HOW CAN IT ALWAYS BE THE SAME? TUESDAY, TUESDAY, ‘TODAY IS TUESDAY,’ THAT’S ALL THEY EVER TELL ME.” 
Don Fidencio looked blankly at him.
“Ask tomorrow and I bet you get a different answer.”
The One With The Hole In His Back flicked his wrist as he turned away.
This was the only time of day Don Fidencio saw his neighbor outside of their room. They served him his meals in bed and he didn’t spend any time in the recreation room or out on the patio. While in the hospital healing from his hip surgery, he had developed a bedsore on his backside. By the time he arrived at Amigoland, the bedsore had worsened enough that his body now needed to be rotated from one side to the other in order to relieve any pressure on the wound. Every two hours an aide came to turn him partially onto his side and then slip a couple of thick pillows under him so he would stay propped up in that position. The One Who Likes To Kiss Your Forehead stopped by once a day to change the dressing. A few weeks earlier, she’d come around, given The One With The Hole In His Back his usual kiss on the forehead, and forgotten to shut the retractable curtain all the way. Don Fidencio barely had to lean back to see the bedsore was located near the tailbone and appeared to be about the size of a fist, with the exposed meat infected around the edges, as if a small animal with very sharp teeth had spent the night gnawing out a hole. He winced as he pulled away from the curtain, cursing himself for not minding his own damn business. 
“Okay, Mr. Cavazos, it’s your turn now.” The One With The Puffy Cheeks crouched down and pulled the old man’s wheelchair closer.
“LEAVE ME ALONE.”
“Come on, Mr. Cavazos, this is going to be fun,” The One With The Puffy Cheeks said, stretching his big face into a smile. “Don’t you want to have fun?” 
“THIS IS FUN FOR YOU, TO TORTURE AN OLD MAN?”
“We just want to make you feel better, sir.”
“THEN YOU SHOULD LEAVE ME ALONE.”
It took both therapists to lift him from his wheelchair up to the specialized walker. They helped him place his forearms on the padded armrests and wrap his hands around the two foam-covered handles. Once he was positioned, he gazed down at his fluffy moccasins. 
“You have to look up, Mr. Cavazos. Up at me,” The One With The Puffy Cheeks said, facing him, ready to walk backward. The second therapist was standing behind the walker, holding on tightly to the cinch they had strapped around the old man’s chest. “With your head up, Mr. Cavazos, like you and me are dancing a polka.” 
“YOU THINK THIS IS EASY?”
“Nothing comes easy, Mr. Cavazos. We all have to work hard to see results.”
The old man sighed and took a couple more tentative steps.
“Spread your legs out a little, sir, and stand up more straight. You’re leaning too much on the walker.”
“DON’T BE TELLING ME WHAT TO DO.” He took another two paces, stepping pigeon-toed, and barely moved beyond where they had started. He was leaning most of his weight on the armrests and his back end was hanging low, as if he were carrying an anvil inside his diaper. 
Don Fidencio stood up to leave. If he was going to waste his morning sitting around, he preferred to do it in his own room. He had already grabbed hold of the walker when The Filipina Who Looks Like A Boy came up to him and stood a couple of inches from his face. 
“And good morning to you, Mr. Rosales. How are you feeling today, sir?”
“Good morning,” he said as he strained to read the name stitched on her baggy scrubs. He had never met a person named Mandy, but he guessed it must be a woman’s name. She was small, like a woman or a frail boy. The scrubs were too big on her and he couldn’t tell if she had a pair of chiches in there somewhere. 
The Filipina Who Looks Like A Boy helped him sit back down, then gave him a long rubber cord with handles on both ends. He held one of the handles in his right hand as she hooked the other handle around his right shoe. 
“You remember how we do these, Mr. Rosales? These are the ones for your arms.” She demonstrated by standing in front of him and curling her skinny little arm toward her chest. “It’s easy, right? Can you do ten like that for me, sir?” 
He nodded, not really sure what the girl had just asked him, but he agreed so she would stop with all her questions.
“One… two… three… very good, Mr. Rosales, very good… four… five…”
He continued on when she turned to help one of the other therapists with a resident. He wasn’t quite sure how pulling a rubber cord up and down was going to help one bit; the problem was with the strength in his legs, not his arms. But this was about the only thing there was to do at this hour, unless he wanted to go back to the recreation room to watch the talk shows with their guests that didn’t interest him, or take part in some silly group activity like playing volleyball with a balloon, or singing and clapping with The Jesus Christ Loves Everybody Women who came around every morning, tempting people with their free doughnuts. At least here he thought he could show the therapists how much he had improved, and then, God willing, they might tell the other ones to give him back his canes. And if he got his canes back, he was that much closer to leaving this place. 
“So good, Mr. Rosales. Very strong,” The Filipina Who Looks Like A Boy said, leaning in close to his face. “Can you do ten more for me now, the same way?” 
If she wanted him to do twenty, he didn’t know why she didn’t say this from the beginning. She needed to make up her mind, instead of expecting him to follow her commands like some trained animal. 
“Eight, nine, and… ten! Very good, sir!”
Next she wanted him to keep his arm curled and extend his leg, stretching the rubber cord in the other direction. This didn’t feel any more strenuous than the first exercise. 
“Three… four… way to go, Mr. Rosales… five… six…” She patted him on the arm. “You’re doing very good, sir.”
After a while he lost himself in the singsong way she counted off the repetitions, and then counted them off again when he did the extra ten she asked for. He could have been up to fifteen repetitions or he could have been up to seventy-eight, he knew to stop only because she told him to and took away the cord and replaced it with something else, like the big yellow ball that he was supposed to hold between his legs and squeeze, over and over, as if he were a chicken laying an enormous yellow egg. None of it made any sense to him, the squeezing, the curling, the extending. All he knew was there was a time when his arms and legs were so strong that he could walk the whole day, sunup to sundown, even if he’d had to deliver the mail while carrying this skinny filipina on his back. And now here he was, doing these exercises so he could hold on to what little of him was left and maybe someday take this with him when he got out of here. 
“Last exercise, Mr. Rosales,” she said suddenly. “Over here, sir, on the table.”
Her voice had startled him. He looked up when she took away the big yellow ball and gently grabbed hold of his hands to help him stand. 
“Don’t forget your walker, Mr. Rosales. Remember, no walking without the walker.”
He shuffled across the room toward the matted table. He parked the walker to one side and sat on the edge of the exercise station, waiting for the girl to help him lift his feet so he could lie flat. 
“I’m going to take your baseball cap and put it right over here so you don’t forget it, Mr. Rosales.”
He lay still as she hung the cap on one of the handles of the walker. The mat felt just as firm as his mattress back in the room. 
“Almost done, sir,” she said a little louder. “Don’t fall asleep on me, okay?”
She lifted his left leg off the mat, then gently bent the leg in the direction of his chest, stopping when he moaned, then extended it a ways and lifted it up a few inches. 
“Can you move your leg down, sir? Pushing against my hand?”
He tried to nod but found it difficult with his head on the mat. After struggling for a moment, he managed to push his leg down an inch or two. He could feel the tendons stretching and coming to life with every little bit that she moved his leg back up. 
With all the bending and extending, his khakis had risen and The Filipina Who Looks Like A Boy was now touching his bare skin. Her little hands felt soft from the lotion she must have rubbed on them that morning. He tried to remember the last time a woman had touched him. The showers and sponge baths didn’t count as touching since the aides were wearing gloves and working so routinely that at times it felt as though he were going through a car wash with a half dozen other old men waiting in their wheelchairs behind him. 
“Very good, Mr. Rosales. Getting stronger every day.”
The Filipina Who Looks Like A Boy moved his bent leg slowly backward, stopping when she saw him straining, then extended it a ways and bent it forward only slightly. He liked the way she smelled, the scent of her hair, even if it was cut so short like a boy’s. After a while he relaxed a little more and allowed her to move his body through the exercises. 
It wasn’t Petra who had touched him last, that he knew. She barely got next to him and didn’t so much as sleep in the same bed those last few years she was in the house. He couldn’t say exactly when this had started, though he had an idea it had something to do with one woman or other he’d been seeing so long ago that it shouldn’t have mattered anymore. She never actually caught him, only suspected or heard talk of him here or there. He wanted to remember being with a woman who lived near the highway, on the 78520 side. Earlier he’d had her up on the kitchen counter, until this wasn’t working for him, and he had carried her that way, his work pants still caught between his ankles, so they could get down to the carpet on the living room floor, where after a few minutes he finished with a furious thrust that made her scream out and then laugh loud enough to be heard in the next trailer. 
“And that?” Petra asked later that night.
“I fell walking up some steps.” He had just taken off his pants and tossed them on the chair.
“Did you get hurt?” She came to take a closer look, but he turned as if he needed some privacy to pull up his pajamas. Even after washing himself off again in the restroom at the post office, he knew he couldn’t be too careful around her. 
“It was nothing, just a little scrape.” He yanked back the covers and climbed into bed.
“To both knees, and it was nothing?”
“Leave it already.”
“Why won’t you show me?”
“I need to go to sleep.”
“You’re acting like you do when you want to hide something.” She was still standing at the foot of the bed.
“Yes, Petra, I am always hiding something from you. That’s why I get up at six o’clock every morning, to hide things from you.” 
“Then tell me how you could fall and not get hurt.”
“Turn the light off and come on to bed.”
“And not just one knee.”
“You try walking around all day carrying the bag, see if you don’t fall down sometimes. I wish you could, just so you would know. Maybe one of these days I’ll pull you away from the sofa so you can come see what I do all day, what I like to hide from you.” 
“You never fell before.”
“And how do you know?”
“You never said anything.”
“Y qué, I have to report this to you? ‘Petra, today I fell because a big dog was chasing me and I couldn’t run with the bag.’ ‘Petra, today I fell because they sent out the Sears catalogs.’ Like that, is that what you want?” He shook his head at her ideas. 
She turned off the light and climbed into bed. He rolled onto his side, away from where she was fluffing up her pillow. Finally some peace, he thought. He reached down under the covers and felt where he had scraped the skin off his knees. Tomorrow morning, while she was still asleep, he would rub some ointment on the burns and in a few days they would heal up like new. By then she would let it go. He rolled back over, squinting, when the light came on again. Petra was standing next to the chair, holding up his uniform as if presenting a piece of evidence to the jury. 
“He falls, scrapes both knees, but somehow he doesn’t tear his pants,” she said, and turned off the light.
Never mind that he had walked mile after mile, year after year, and always come home with his paycheck, for her, nobody else. And after paying the bills, she could spend it however she wanted. With nobody looking over her shoulder, asking so many questions, as she did to him. She chose to forget that part when she finally went to live with their daughter. Afterward he wondered if she had ever been happy, maybe at least for the first few years. He would have asked her, but he was afraid of what she might say, and then the next time he saw her was years later at her funeral. 
“Eh?”
“I said, ‘This far is very good for a man your age, Mr. Rosales.’” The girl was moving his leg up and down, up and down, like she was changing a flat with a tire jack. “These exercises are going to help with your flexibility.” 
Maybe it was one of the young waitresses at the cafés he used to go to after he retired. They were tricky, that he remembered. It wasn’t so easy knowing which of them might be interested and which were talking to him, patting him on the shoulder, letting their hands linger a bit, only so they might get a more generous tip. He wanted to recall being parked to one side of a café, around from the grease disposal, and she still being in her uniform and scooting over next to him. He’d gone to the flea market to buy a gold-plated bracelet and have her name engraved on it, as a way of getting her to come outside during her break. What her name was, what she looked like, what she smelled like, what her mouth tasted like, how she kissed him or undid his pants or what might have happened after that, or if anything did, was lost to him now. He must have been still in his sixties, before women started treating him as if he were a harmless old creature and what he had once carried between his legs had now shriveled up and fallen off, which was only slightly better than those who avoided him altogether, as if his advanced age were contagious. 
Don Fidencio closed his eyes and tried to think of what he could do to fill the rest of the day. It was still another two hours until lunch, which was long enough that he could easily fall asleep for a nap. He didn’t like wasting his day in bed, though. Maybe he could go sit on one of the sofas near the nurses’ station. If he dozed off there, at least he wasn’t in bed. There were some days that the mail came in before 10:30, the time when everyone started moving toward the mess hall for lunch. He was waiting for the day when they would switch mail carriers and get one with a more pleasant nature who wasn’t always rushing off and didn’t mind sitting for a while to talk. 
“How does that feel, Mr. Rosales?”
He opened his eyes, and the girl was gently lowering his leg, cradling his calf in her little hand.
“Good, it feels good,” the old man said, straining to make out the name on her scrubs.
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He had been reading the morning paper in his chair when he dozed off and before long his head slumped over onto his chest. It wasn’t his favorite way to take a nap, but it happened often enough that he was used to it by now. It was hardly worth all the sacrifice it took for him to change into his pajamas and crawl into bed, and then call so one of the girls could come raise the bed railing. These naps never lasted long anyway. Whether it was on the hard bed or in the stiff chair, he usually woke up feeling just as weary and like he needed another nap. Only this time when he opened his eyes, The Stranger With The White Hair was standing at the closet door and opening his #3 shoe box. 
So now it had come to this. He couldn’t rest his eyes for a few minutes while he sat in his chair, not five feet away from where he kept the last of his belongings in this world, because somebody was liable to sneak in and try to rob him. Never would he have imagined this would happen with him in the room, that they’d be so brazen as to do this under his nose, as if he were already stiff in the chair and only waiting for them to roll him out the back door. 
Except that The Stranger With The White Hair was wearing a maroon guayabera, short-sleeved, with tan slacks, pleated and cuffed, and not the loose-fitting scrubs that would have given him away as one of the nurses or aides he had been waiting to catch in the act. So maybe he was a guest of one of the other residents, not that many of them had guests, except on Mother’s or Father’s Day, which they were aware of only because someone had finally shown up. Or maybe he belonged to The One With The Hole In His Back and had wandered over to see what he could make off with. At least if Don Fidencio had one of his canes, he would have a way to stop him, defend himself if it came to this. 
“And who the hell are you?”
“I thought you were asleep,” The Stranger With The White Hair said, turning around. “You didn’t answer me when I called your name.” 
“That gives you the right?” The old man began to stand up, until he realized how much effort this might take and finally sat back. Then he shifted in the chair, but only so he could adjust his pants. 
“I didn’t want to wake you.”
“I prefer to be woken up than have my things stolen.” He used his shirt cuff to wipe a trace of spittle from one of the crevices where his face drooped the most. 
“Do you recognize me, Fidencio?”
The old man blinked a couple of times. He hadn’t heard his own first name in months, however long it had been now since he’d arrived in this place. With the helpers it was “Mr. Rosales” and “sir”; with the other ones it was whatever they could remember, Filemón, Fernando, Fausto, Fulano, as if he cared; with Amalia it was Daddy or My Daddy; and with The Son Of A Bitch it was nothing because he never came around except to say, “Your father needs more assistance.” But here The Stranger With The White Hair had said his name as if they knew each other or they had worked together, which seemed unlikely given his look. Then again maybe so, if he had worked only at the station, sorting the letters and whatever else they did back there all day, because this man wasn’t out delivering, that Don Fidencio could guarantee. Even if the man had somehow avoided wearing the hat, which would have been hell during the summer months, he never would have been able to get his hair to stay in place the way it was doing now. It seemed to rise up like a frothy white wave and then eventually ebb toward the back of his head. There was only one other time he could remember seeing hair like that. 
“You look like a brother I used to have,” the old man said. “The younger one, Celestino.”
“You remembered my name.”
“I’m old, not stupid,” he said.
They looked at each other for a moment, both unsure what to do next. Don Celestino noticed that the man on the other side of the retractable curtain was in bed asleep, but his head kept twitching as if he were dreaming. 
“I thought you might still be mad,” he said, “because of our disagreement.”
As if he hadn’t heard him, his brother gazed at the ceiling for a moment, then leaned back. “And what disagreement was that?”
Don Celestino only looked at him, wondering if he should remind the old man of what had happened in the barbershop and, if he did, what good it would do. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he said finally, then took a seat at the edge of the bed. “I can hardly remember myself, already after so many years.” 
“Sometimes it takes me a long time to remember what I used to know.”
“You look strong, the same as always.”
“And getting stronger each day,” Don Fidencio replied, tapping his palms on the armrests of the chair. He tried to calculate exactly how long he had been here. The calendar on the wall said it was December, though he was pretty sure Christmas had come and gone. 
“You used to be a barber, didn’t you?”
“For many years I had my own business.”
Don Fidencio stared at him now, as if he might have mistaken him for someone else. “And where was that exactly, this barbershop of yours?” 
“Close to the stadium.” He pointed out the window, in the general direction of the shop, as if this might jar his memory.
“Where your boy used to play football?”
“Yes, not far from there.” He motioned again with his hand. “You used to come on Saturday mornings for your haircuts, before work.” 
“Forty-two years I delivered the mail.”
“People knew you all over Brownsville.”
Don Fidencio adjusted himself in the chair and looked out the window. An attendant paused in the doorway and then continued pushing a laundry hamper down the hall. 
“They come clean your room every day?” Don Celestino asked.
“Only because of The Son Of A Bitch.” The old man slammed his palm on the armrest. “The one my daughter lies down in bed with every night!” 
“¿QUE FUE?” The One With The Hole In His Back stirred out of his sleep. “WHO THE HELL IS OUT THERE? COME OUT LIKE MEN, SHOW ME YOUR FACES!” 
“Maybe we should talk outside the room,” Don Celestino suggested.
“Ignore him.” Don Fidencio flicked his hand in the direction of the retractable curtain. “He wakes up and then thinks his dreams are real.” 
“YOU THINK I CARE WHO SENT YOU? COME OUT HERE LIKE REAL MEN! TRY AND SEE IF YOU CAN HANG ANOTHER INNOCENT ONE.” The One With The Hole In His Back banged his bedpan on the bed railing. “LET ME SEE HOW MANY OF YOU COWARDS THEY SENT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT TO KILL ME!” 
“See what I told you?” He twirled his index finger near the side of his head. “Ignore him, he’s just another prisoner.”
“That part of you hasn’t changed.”
“And can you tell me where you live?”
“In the same house as always.”
“Alone?”
“Yes, alone,” he answered. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was supposed to mention Socorro.
The old man turned toward the window.
“Sometimes I think God forgot about me.”
“God doesn’t forget people.”
“I’m not talking about other people. I said that He forgot about me, Fidencio Rosales, the one in this room, that He left me here with all these strangers. That wherever it is that He writes down all the names, my name has been forgotten or erased, something. That by now he should have taken me.” 
“So now you want to complain because you haven’t died?”
“How do you explain that I am here, almost ninety-two, and still giving people trouble, so much trouble that nobody wants me in their house? My time should have come years ago. This morning they had eight dead ones listed in the newspaper. Guess how many were as old as me?” 
Don Celestino kept looking at his brother.
“Don’t break your head trying to guess.” He held up his hand and slowly bent one arthritic finger after another until he managed to curl his thumb and forefinger into a zero. “You remember Dr. Hernandez?” 
“I heard that he had been sick.”
“He was thirty years younger than the old man you see here. He came to the hospital the last time I was so sick. He talked to Amalia, and I heard them just outside the room. They thought I was asleep, but even with my eyes shut I could hear them. And he told her, ‘At his age, your father is like a candle, his life is only flickering to stay alive.’ He said it, I heard him. And now look where he is and look where I am and tell me, tell me that God hasn’t forgotten me.” 
“Still, that you are alive doesn’t mean God has forgotten about you, Fidencio.”
“You can say that because you don’t live here, because you have your own house, because you think you know how it is to live here, where you cannot walk two paces beyond the door without somebody coming to take you back inside by the arm. They tell you everything: how to walk, when to eat, when to watch television, what time to go to sleep, the days to take a shower, when to make cacas.” 
“There must be some who like it here.”
“I DON’T CARE WHO SENT YOU DOWN HERE — YOU HEAR ME? THIS LAND HAS ALWAYS BELONGED TO MY PEOPLE!”
“Yes, like this one!” He motioned toward the other bed. “You should take me to live with you. Take your brother from this prison. If you have space for another person, why not?” 
“And how do you think I would take care of you?”
“I don’t need nobody taking care of me. I can take care of myself, same way I used to. I still could, if they would let me. Take me, and I will prove it to you.” 
“And if something happens? You think I’m so young that I would be able to help you?”
“But that’s what I am trying to tell you, that if something was going to happen, it would have happened already. But here you see me, no different from the first night they came to leave me in that bed right there. All they want is to keep me alive for another fifty years. Tell me, tell me why it is nobody wants me, but nobody wants me to die either. Answer me that one.” 
“They must have had a reason,” Don Celestino said. “So these people could take care of you and nothing happens.”
“Yes, exactly! That is exactly what is happening to me — nothing! Every day a little more of nothing is happening to me! Tell me how much longer I have to go on this way. Even something bad would be better than more of nothing!” 
“Mr. Rosales?” The One With The Flat Face was standing at the door.
“These other ones, they don’t know what happened to them! But I know, I know where I am, where they left me!”
“BRING THEM TO ME! WATCH HOW THEY RUN AFTER I SHOOT THE FIRST ONE!”
“Mr. Rosales, you need to be quiet,” The One With The Flat Face said. “You woke up Mr. Cavazos, and we can hear both of you all the way to the nurses’ station.” 
“See, what did I tell you?” He cocked back his head. “They send this girl to tell me when I can talk.”
“You can talk as much as you like, Mr. Rosales, just in a quiet voice, for inside.” She raised her finger to her lips. “Shh…”
“Now you tell me, when was the last time they sent a young girl to your house to tell you, ‘Shh’?” He wiped the corner of his mouth with his cuff, then turned away and looked out the window. 
Don Celestino stood up from the edge of the bed and patted his brother on the shoulder. “We can talk more later, whenever I come back for another visit.” 
“Mr. Rosales, next time you can get together outside on the patio, where you can talk as loud as you like.”
The old man wished they would just leave him already. He ignored them both and continued to stare out the window. The One Who Likes To Kiss Your Forehead was helping one of The Turtles stand up from her wheelchair and get into the front seat of a waiting car. He stayed watching until after The Turtle was buckled and the car had pulled away and another arrived in its place. 
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The next time Don Celestino stopped by, he brought his green-and-beige tackle box and set it on the overbed table. The extending tray held four shears, a pair of combs, and his straight razor. Down below, in the main section of the box, he kept his two clippers: one with a narrow blade for trimming sideburns and around the ears; the other with a wider blade for trimming hair in the back, either squared off or rounded, or even tapered, depending on the man’s preference. Each machine came with an attachable cord for when the batteries were running low. He kept a bottle of hair tonic sealed tight inside a plastic bag to prevent any leaking onto the shears or the black cape that was folded into a square shape at the bottom of the box. 
“Why do you want to cut an old man’s hair?” Don Fidencio asked. “You cut it this morning and I could be dead later this afternoon — all that work for nothing.” 
“You’re not going to die.”
“And if I do?”
“Then you still need a haircut,” Don Celestino said. “You want me to do it or somebody at the funeral home?”
The old man sat back and looked at his brother in the mirror.
“If you really wanted to help me, you would get me out before I die here with all these strangers.”
“So I can be struggling with you at the house? We would have to hire somebody to come help you, and then if you got sick on me in the middle of the night? No, you’re better off staying here.” 
“It sounds like the one who would be better off is you.”
“You know what I mean.”
“It would be good for you to have company, someone to talk to.”
“I already have someone to talk to.”
“Who?” Don Fidencio asked.
“A friend.”
“Who?”
“Just a friend.”
“A woman friend?”
“I don’t know,” Don Celestino said, “maybe it is a woman.”
“You haven’t checked?”
“This isn’t so you can go telling everybody.”
“Yes, like I have so many people I could tell your news to.”
“Still.”
Don Fidencio rubbed the bill of his cap, then shook his head.
“You didn’t waste no time, eh?”
“It just happened, without us planning it.”
“Does she have a name, or is this a secret, too?”
“Socorro,” he answered. “Now are you going to let me cut your hair or not?”
Don Fidencio removed his baseball cap and waited for his brother to snap open the black cape.
“We need to find another chair,” Don Celestino said. “The back is too high on this one for me to reach your neck.” He turned to the resident in the next bed. “Excuse me, but can we borrow your chair?” 
“TAKE IT, TAKE IT,” the old man said, flinging his hand in the air. He had a couple of pillows tucked beneath him and was tilted toward the opposite wall. “IF I NEED TO GO SOMEPLACE, I CAN TELL THEM TO BRING ONE OF MY HORSES.” 
But when Don Celestino pushed the wheelchair to the other side of the room, he found his brother motioning back and forth with his index finger like a tiny windshield wiper on its lowest setting. 
“No, what?”
“No to that chair.”
“Just for me to cut your hair, Fidencio.”
“For nothing. Not for a haircut, not so you can clean the wax out of my ears,” he said calmly enough and put his cap back on. “For nothing.” 
“You see what I mean about struggling with you?”
“Because I refuse to sit in a wheelchair, for that reason you want to leave me here?”
“What is it going to hurt you to sit for a few minutes?”
“They already took my canes from me.”
When it was clear his brother wasn’t moving, Don Celestino walked to the nurses’ station and a couple of minutes later returned with a chair with a lower backrest. Once they had switched chairs, he removed his brother’s cap for the second time, draped the cape around him, and rolled the new chair closer to the mirror hanging from the back of the closet door. 
The old man looked at his brother in the mirror. “So this woman, Socorro, she’s why you don’t take me to live there at your house?” 
“She has her own house, Fidencio.”
“But she passes the time there with you, no?”
“She comes to clean the house.”
“A cleaning woman? You want to leave your only brother locked up in this place so you can be alone with the cleaning woman? She must have told you not to bring me around.” 
“It would be the same if she wasn’t around,” Don Celestino said. “And anyway it was her idea that I go see you.”
“Only her idea?”
“I was already thinking about it,” Don Celestino said, combing back his brother’s hair. “Now tell me how you want it.”
“The usual way.”
“Ten years later, and you want me to know what the usual way is?”
Don Fidencio stared into the mirror. Tufts of wispy gray-and-white hair were bunched up around his ears, joining up with his broad and unruly sideburns. Though his hair was thin, the strands reached from the top of his forehead to beyond his crown. In the back, his hair had curled into ringlets that fell to just above his shirt collar. He wondered how he had let himself get to this point. Maybe this was why his brother didn’t want him inside his house. He should have done a better job of taking care of himself. A barber came once a week and set up in the room where The Turtles got their hair done; Don Fidencio had stopped by once or twice when he saw the other old men parked along the wall in their wheelchairs. After a while he looked up again and found his brother standing behind him in the mirror. 
“Just make it look good again.”
Don Celestino started by combing the sides, just to have some idea of how much he needed to cut. The top was long, but he planned to trim just an inch so the hair maintained some of its weight. The sideburns looked worse than they really were; the trimmer would take care of them in no time. The back seemed to be the area that needed the most work. The curls reminded him of how wavy his brother’s hair had been when he was a young man. 
He was surprised at how nimble his fingers were after not cutting hair for a couple of years. When he sold the barbershop, he figured he would never cut hair again. He had brought his barber tools home in the tackle box and stored them in the hall closet next to his shoe-shine kit. Every time he polished his shoes, he thought about bringing out some of his tools, but he knew this would only make him miss what he had left behind. Eventually he pushed the box to the back of the closet, where it wasn’t always in the way when he was looking for something else. 
Yesterday, when Socorro was over at the house, he had opened the box on the dresser so she could see his barber tools. Other than his driving her past the shop, she’d never really seen this part of his life. He pulled out the first pair of shears from its velvet sheath and let her hold it for a second. Then he took back the shears and, after placing her hand over his, showed her just how rapidly he was still able to move his fingers, all while his little finger remained delicately unfurled as if he were sipping tea in the middle of the afternoon. Later he told her a story about when he was in barber school and how one night four pachucos cornered him, wanting to rob him or worse. This happened in an alley downtown, near the cathedral, where he had to either fight or try to outrun them in the opposite direction. Instead he took off his jacket, wrapped it tightly around his forearm to protect himself, and flipped open the straight razor he had started carrying in the front pocket of his shirt. He stood up from the bed to show her exactly how he had held the straight razor above his head, in plain sight for all of them to see. “So who’s going to be my first customer?” he had called out. It took only a few convincing slashes for the pachucos to move aside and for him to continue on his way home. 
“And you weren’t afraid?” Socorro asked.
“What was there to be afraid of, if none of them were barbers?” he said.
She seemed impressed with his daringness, and he took the opportunity to recount some of his other adventures as a young man, hoping she would trust that he still possessed the same courage today. If for no other reason than to share this part of his life with her, he was thankful there had been an excuse to bring out his barbering equipment. When they finally went to bed, he felt more confident than he could remember being since they had started spending afternoons at the house. 
Now he wanted to tell his brother the story about his fight with the pachucos, but the old man had fallen asleep with his head tilted forward. Don Celestino turned off the clippers and tapped him on the shoulder. 
“I finished with the back part. You need to keep your head up now.”
Don Fidencio glanced down at the clumps of silver-and-white hair on the floor. “Are you sure you’re not cutting it too short?”
“Since when did you get so particular about your hair?”
“My ears already stick out too much.”
“Stop worrying,” he said. “You act like this is your first time ever getting a haircut.”
Don Fidencio stayed quiet for some time, looking into the mirror and watching his brother work, though later he seemed to be gazing at something more distant. Then his brother came around to the front so he could check how far some of the longer hairs reached onto his forehead. When Don Celestino moved again, the old man was still staring into the mirror. 
“I can remember some of it.”
“Some of what?” Don Celestino asked, brushing the hair off his brother’s shoulder.
“My first haircut.”
“You barely remember that I called you on the phone last night.”
“It was a tiny barbershop in Reynosa, only one chair in the whole place. This barber’s chair was made of wood and the arms were carved with different figures — with horses and bulls, and on the other one, a rooster. The footrest I remember had the name of the barbershop carved on it — Primos. But there was only one other place to sit if you were waiting to get a haircut, and that was on a wooden crate. Papá Grande told the barber exactly how he wanted his hair, and later he did the same when it was my turn.” 
“You were maybe only four or five years old, Fidencio.”
“Did he take you for your first haircut?”
“He could barely walk by the time I was old enough to go.”
“Then you see why — you weren’t born yet,” Don Fidencio said. “I was there. I was the one named after him, I was the one he would take everywhere with him, I was the one who was there with him when he died. Me, not you.” He kept staring at his brother until the other finally turned away. 
“This first time he took me was when we lived on the ranchito up the river, close to Hidalgo. We went in the wagon and I sat next to him all the way there, just me and him. The only time we got off was when we reached the ferryboat so we could cross to the other side. One of the boys pulling the ropes was too young to be working, maybe only twelve years old, and I remember Papá Grande got behind him and helped him pull.” 
“Are you sure that wasn’t our father?” Don Celestino asked. “I remember we used to cross that way sometimes.”
“You think I would confuse him with my grandfather?”
“Just because they named you after him doesn’t make him only your grandfather.” 
“I know what we used to do together, what me and him talked about.”
“I was just saying, if he was really helping to pull.”
“Already I told you it was Papá Grande,” he said, and brought his hand out from under the gown and made a tight fist. “He was still strong in those days.” 
Don Celestino held his brother’s thin hair and trimmed the very tips, then whisked away the remains with his comb. There was no point in arguing with him. He came around the chair to get a better look from the front. The left sideburn needed a little more adjusting. He cupped his brother’s chin and turned his head a few degrees to the left, then back toward the center, and then ever so slightly to the right. The only thing left to do was snip some of the hairs along the rims of his ears and growing out from his nostrils. After he finished he reached into the bottom of his tackle box for a small oval mirror. Then he swiveled the chair around so the old man would have his back to the larger mirror hanging from the closet door. 
“Tell me if the back looks good, the way you like it.” He handed him the oval mirror but ended up holding it himself when his brother had trouble keeping his hand steady enough. 
Don Fidencio peered into the small mirror, trying to make his eyes focus on the reflection of his image. He felt confident that his brother had done a good job with the back, the same as he had with the front and sides, but he wanted to see this for himself. He stared into the mirror and turned his head this way and that way, as if he were really examining the finer details of his brother’s work and not the cloudy image of what appeared to be the back of a man’s head, though not necessarily his own. 
“So, what do you think?” Don Celestino turned the chair back to its original position. “Is it good that way or you want me to cut a little more?” 
“IF IT WAS ME, I WOULDN’T LET HIM TOUCH ANOTHER HAIR.”
They turned around to find The One With The Hole In His Back sitting up in bed. The Gringo With The Ugly Finger and two nurse’s aides were also watching from the doorway. 
“¡Qué guapo!” The One With The Flat Face said. “Mr. Phillips, don’t you think he looks handsome with his new haircut?”
“It might surprise you ladies to know, but I had a very similar haircut when I was working for Pan Am,” The Gringo With The Ugly Finger answered. “Back then, I was what they used to call ‘a looker.’ ” 
Don Fidencio turned toward the larger mirror again and kept gazing into it until he could see the faint traces of a face he had almost forgotten. 
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There was an old lady she knew by the name of la señora Jenny. Her daughter would drive by the bridge on Saturday mornings. One Saturday Socorro would clean the large house where the old lady lived alone; the next Saturday she cleaned the daughter’s house, where she lived with her husband. Then one Saturday they drove to la señora Jenny’s house, only she wasn’t there. Before the daughter left for the day, she explained to Socorro that her mother had had an accident getting out of the bathtub. She made a sign to indicate the old lady had broken her hip and then she winced as if it were happening to her there in the kitchen. Socorro kept coming every other Saturday to clean la señora Jenny’s house, though obviously there wasn’t much cleaning to do, considering no one had been in the house for the last two weeks. Still, she washed the unused sheets, swept the spotless kitchen, vacuumed the untouched carpet, scrubbed the clean toilets, and dusted off what little dust there was on the furniture, as if the old lady might show up at any moment. Eventually the daughter sold the house and told Socorro that her mother had found a new home, where there were people who could take care of her. Up until now this had been Socorro’s only experience with a nursing home. 
Don Celestino found a space at the far end of the parking lot, near a narrow road used for deliveries. The one-story building was made of tan-colored stucco that formed a long Spanish facade stretching out in either direction before its corners turned sharply toward the back. They entered through the arched driveway and from there continued through a passageway surrounded by wilting brown grass and thick palms. As they were approaching the lobby door, she noticed someone waving at them. The old lady sat hunched in the wheel-chair, wearing a Philadelphia Eagles sweatshirt that hung off her like a green-and-silver gown. Once they were inside the lobby, she seemed not to recognize them and adjusted her thick glasses as if she’d spotted someone else at the far end of the passageway. 
Don Celestino had to slow down when Socorro stopped to say hello to the old lady. Through the windowpane that separated the lobby from the living area, he could see an old man in a wheelchair pumping his right leg up and down so he could pull off his pajamas. The old woman next to him seemed oblivious to it all and was more concerned with licking the outside of a Kleenex box. Don Celestino waited for an aide to dress the old man, then he tugged on Socorro’s hand. 
“I have to go now,” she told the old lady.
“Yes, of course, go enjoy your visit. I have to wait here for my son.”
Around the corner from the lobby, they stepped aside for a one-armed man wearing a World War II cap who inched his wheelchair down the middle of the hall. The closer they moved to the room, the harder it became to navigate around the old women parked in their wheelchairs near the nurses’ station. Don Celestino tried to explain to her that they all liked to wave, but she wasn’t listening. It continued this way until they arrived at the room and he knocked on the doorframe. 
“Come in,” Don Fidencio called out. Though it took some effort, he insisted on standing to greet his two guests.
“Fidencio,” his brother said, “I would like to introduce you to Socorro.”
She leaned in to take his hand in both of hers and right away the old man noticed how nice she smelled, as though she’d taken a shower just before they came to visit. And she was young! Much younger than he had imagined when he thought about his brother spending time with the cleaning woman. A girl really, at least compared to the two of them, but given the chance to be out of here with someone on his arm, he would take her at whatever age she came to him. 
His brother walked to the other side of the room and brought her a chair.
“Please, sit,” Don Fidencio said. “I wish I had more to offer you.”
A faded newspaper photo of men playing baseball hung on the wall behind him. A white telephone sat at the edge of an overbed table; two phone numbers were taped to the back of the receiver. The line was tangled around the bed railing and the cord used to alert the staff at the nurses’ station. Socorro sat back but then leaned forward so it wouldn’t look like she was too relaxed or uninterested. Here she had been asking to come visit his brother and now she didn’t know what to say to him or how to sit properly. She was still trying to get her mind off the unpleasant smell coming from the other bed. 
“For weeks I have been telling Celestino that I wanted to come visit,” she finally thought to say.
“Sometimes my little brother likes to pretend he’s going deaf, but I can imagine he would have to listen to such a pretty girl.” 
Don Celestino shook his head as he sat on the edge of the bed.
“Do you like the way your brother cut your hair?” she asked.
“He did a good job,” Don Fidencio replied, running his fingers along the hairline in the back. “The women who work here, the helpers, they were still talking about it this morning when they gave me my shower.” 
Socorro smiled. The old man sat up a little in the chair and tugged on his shirt collar. “I could bathe myself — better than they can wash me — but here they won’t let me do it alone — nothing, not take a shower, not serve my own food, not walk unless I push this thing around.” He kicked the walker aside. 
“How nice that you are still healthy and strong at your age.”
“That’s what I have been trying to tell my brother, that I’m strong enough to be living somewhere else besides here in this prison. Only because I got sick one time, for that they left me here. But this was in the past and not anything so serious, just what happens when you get old.” 
“If you get sick, this is a better place for you to be, where they can help you,” Don Celestino said.
“Yes, help me, even if I don’t want the help anymore. And what if nothing happens to me and I just continue this way forever?” the old man said, and then turned to the girl. “Tell me the truth: do I look sick to you?” 
She hesitated, first looking up at Don Celestino and then back at the old man.
“To me, you look fine,” Socorro said. “But my mother also has days when she feels good and later she gets sick on us.”
“But at home?”
She nodded.
“You see?” Don Fidencio said. “That’s what I mean, that I’m well enough to be living at home. And then if I get sick, he can bring me back. He can leave me there at the curb if he wants, not even get out of the car.” 
“Ya,” his brother said. “She didn’t come to hear your complaints.”
Don Celestino was afraid this might happen and had called earlier that morning to tell him that they would be stopping by to visit but that he didn’t want to hear him begging to come to live with him. He explained all the reasons why, again, including that he himself wasn’t in the best of health. The old man seemed to accept this, though at the time Don Celestino understood that his brother would pick and choose what he wanted to remember. 
“I was only talking about my health,” Don Fidencio said. “A man should be able to talk about his health if he wants to.”
“You look good to me.” Socorro noticed he had shaved that morning but had missed a spot just below his chin.
“And really the one thing I have trouble with is my memory, but the other day some things came back to me.”
“About your life?”
“He thinks he can remember his first haircut,” Don Celestino said.
“This one doesn’t believe me, but it happened that way. And then more came to me last night.”
“I remember a lot from when I was a little girl.”
“Wait until you get to his age.”
“Only because he was not there,” the old man snapped. “Because he didn’t spend time with our grandfather like I did. That’s why he refuses to believe what I say. He thinks he has to be there for the world to continue. But I know what I am saying. I was with Papá Grande and I remember everything he told me.” He used his index finger to tap on the side of his head. “For weeks he had been promising that he was going to take me for my first real haircut — no more putting a bowl on my head and cutting around it, the way my mother liked to do.” He pretended he had a pair of scissors in his hand and was cutting his bangs. “‘Ya, you are getting to be a man,’ he would say, even if I was only four years old. But he said if he was going to take me, I had to promise not to cry the way he had seen other little boys do. If I was going to cry, then it was better to wait until later. ‘Real haircuts are for men, not for little boys.’ I said I wouldn’t cry, but what did I know if I had never had a real haircut in a barbershop? When it was my turn, the barber put a board across the chair and I climbed on.” 
“The other day you told me there were animals carved into the arms of the chair,” Don Celestino said. “How would you know that if there was a board across the top?” 
The old man stopped to look at his brother and then over at the girl. He felt disoriented as he glanced about the room, as if he had been roused earlier than usual from his afternoon nap. His brother was always doing this to him, making him question what he knew to be true, what he had lived. Last night in bed, he had gone over and over what he would tell them this morning when they came to visit, how he would say it to them to make it all sound more believable, so his brother wouldn’t always be doubting him and would finally take him at his word. 
“I know because I saw it before he put the board down,” he responded. “And because that wasn’t the only time I went to that barbershop. Later he took me again and I sat in the chair without the board.” 
Don Celestino seemed less than convinced, but he let him continue.
“At first I was all right and not nervous, but it was when they put the sheet over me that I started getting scared, like I didn’t know what the barber was going to do with those sharp scissors. My mother had put a sheet over me, but this barber wasn’t my mother. Papá Grande was standing by the chair and he kept talking so he could distract me.” 
“Saying what to you?” Socorro asked.
“Nothing to me, really. He liked to talk to the barber and the rest of them who were waiting for their haircuts.” The old man glanced around the room again and this time closed his eyes and lolled his head. 
Socorro sat back in her chair. Now she wished she hadn’t asked the question and instead just let him keep talking. “The important thing is that you can remember how he took you,” she said. “Most people would never be able to, already so many years ago.” 
Don Fidencio blinked a few times before fully opening his eyes. “And later when the barber had finished with my hair, he asked him if he had cut enough. Papá Grande told him to cut just a little more in the front, but ‘not too much,’ he said, ‘because one time I saw an Indian scalp a man.’” 
Don Celestino shook his head at this.
“No, what?” his brother asked.
“No, not those made-up stories.”
“So now an old man is not allowed to talk about one of the few things that has stayed with him.”
“The only ones who believed the story were little children,” Don Celestino said, then turned toward Socorro. “Our grandfather used to tell us that when he was a little boy growing up in Mexico, some Indians attacked the ranchito where he lived with his family. The Indians killed most of the adults and took off with some of the children, kidnapped them and rode off to the north. And he used to claim that that was how he got over to this side of the river.” 
“It sounds like something from a book or movie,” Socorro said. “Even a novela.”
“This was one of those kinds of stories.”
“If he said that the Indians took him, then the Indians took him,” Don Fidencio said. “He saw them kill his mother and father. What more proof do you want? Tell me why would he make up something like that, about riding all night with the Indians and the Mexican army chasing them.” The old man stopped to wipe the spittle from the corner of his mouth. “Not only that, but you forgot to tell her that the man they scalped was still alive.” He used the edge of his hand as if he were slicing back his own scalp, the same as his grandfather would do when recounting the story. 
She made a face as she pulled away in the chair.
“Our grandfather was a little old man who liked to talk.” Don Celestino sat back near the corner of the bed. “He thought that because the stories happened so long ago and over there, on the other side, that people would believe whatever he said. Everything was more dangerous back then, everything was more exciting back then. The men were different, the women were different. Always, always with the way things were.” 
“You say that only because you were born over here. How would you know how things were back then, if you hardly spent any time with Papá Grande? I was the one who would go spend days with him. It was the last story he ever told me. By then he had told it to me hundreds of times, but I let him tell it one last time. He told me like he had only just arrived here. It mattered to him that other people remembered the story, even those who would never believe it. He told me that if he had one regret in his life, it was that he never went back, at least to see if anyone had survived or what was left of the ranchito. Then he said to me, ‘Tocayo,’ because we were both Fidencio, but he hardly ever called me by my name. ‘Tocayo, someday when you are older you should go back and see how things are now, what there is of my ranchito. Tell them I always wanted to go back.’” 
“At least he had you there with him,” Socorro said.
“He died that night in his bed. Later I thought about going back like he said, but I was always working or busy with something else, and by the time I could go, I had forgotten what he said, until last night when it came back to me.” 
“And now you want to go back,” Don Celestino said, crossing his arms. “And you want me to take you.”
“What’s so wrong with that, if you have the time?”
“That I’m not here to do your errands,” his brother said. “I wasn’t the one he told to go looking for the ranchito.”
“And why not,” Don Fidencio asked, “if this is our grandfather?”
“Why do I need to go searching through Mexico for something that never happened? And this is only because you made a promise ages ago and then forgot about it until now.” 
“How can you be so sure it didn’t happen?”
“And how can you be so sure it did?”
“You were the only one who never believed the story. What would it hurt you to help an old man with his last wish?”
Don Celestino stood up when he saw both of them looking at him, waiting for a response. “Who knows, maybe one of these days we can go,” he said, hoping this would satisfy the old man until he forgot about it, as he usually did with most things. 
“One of these days?” He flicked his wrist and turned toward the window. “You say it like I have so many left.”
“Why don’t we talk about something else, eh?”
Don Celestino glanced at his watch, then over at Socorro, but she seemed in no hurry to leave.
“Your room is quiet,” Socorro said. “It must be good when you need to rest.”
“Only when this neighbor of mine isn’t yelling in his sleep.”
“Every night that way?”
“No, but still last night it was hard because I had to go four times to make water.” He held up the appropriate number of fingers to show her. “Four — I counted. And then another because I thought it was time to make number two.” He held up a pair of fingers on the other hand. 
“Fidencio, nobody wants to talk about being sick. Please find something more pleasant to talk about?”
“She was the one who asked me. And anyway, that’s how it happens when people get old — nothing works anymore and then one day they wake up dead.” 
“Ya, stop talking like that.”
“Why not, if it’s only the truth?”
“Nobody wants to think about getting old and dying,” Don Celestino said.
“Bah, and just because you don’t want to think about getting old, you think this will make it go away?” The old man sat back. “Maybe I should stop thinking about being constipated.” 
“You know what I mean.”
“And now I can’t talk about my own health?”
“Sometimes my mother goes the whole night without sleeping,” Socorro said.
“But when I was finally able to rest, I had a dream that I was working again, delivering the mail. Imagine going to sleep and all you do is walk from house to house.” 
“Still, after so many years?”
“This one is the same dream over and over,” Don Celestino said. “He keeps delivering the mail, even if they don’t pay him anymore.” 
“Yes, but this time nobody had mailboxes.”
“How do you mean, no mailboxes?”
“No mailboxes, no mailboxes, how much more simple do you want it? Houses with no mailboxes. Like pants with no pockets.”
“And where were they?”
“Somebody took them.”
“All of them?” Socorro asked.
“Why should that surprise you? We live in a town where people steal whatever they can — cars, lawn mowers, dogs out of the backyard. The other day some idiota walked into a store and tried to steal a stereo by putting it inside his pants.” 
“And then what else?”
He stayed looking at her for a few seconds.
“With the mailboxes?” she said.
“Yes, so there were no mailboxes,” he said. “If I had found them, maybe I would have slept better. But no, I had to keep walking all over town for someplace to put my letters. The sun was hot and my bag felt like it was full of bricks. 
“At first I didn’t know what to do with so many letters and no mailboxes, but then I knocked and a young boy answered. He must have been nine or ten years old. He had hair down to his shoulders and eyes like a chinito. I asked for his mother or father, but he said they were gone, that it was just him. Then I asked him, ‘What happened to all the mailboxes?’ But he just shook his head like I was a crazy man. I asked him if he wanted the letter, maybe it was for his mother and father. But he said no, for me to keep it.” 
“But to do what with it?” she asked.
“That, he didn’t tell me. I guess I was just supposed to keep carrying all the letters but for no reason.”
“And then?”
“And then nothing. I woke up and stayed there in bed, waiting until it was time to go for my breakfast.”
There was a knock at the door and they all turned to see The One With The Flat Face leaning halfway into the room. “Mr. Rosales, you need to get ready for lunch,” she said before she continued down the hall. 
Socorro glanced at her watch and it was only a couple of minutes past eleven.
“What else is there to do here?” Don Fidencio said. “It takes time to get all these old people into one room and ready to eat.” 
It seemed as though he wanted to say more but then was unsure what that might be. He gazed out at the archway where The Turtle With The Fedora was being lowered from the special van used to transport the residents to their doctor’s appointments. The lift had stalled and he was waiting to see if her wheelchair might roll forward. 
The point was, he had talked to his brother and the girl enough already. He had to go eat his lunch now; this was where he lived and slept and took his meals. His brother and the girl were nice to come visit him. It was nice of the girl to ask him questions like she was interested in his life. Tomorrow it might be different. Tomorrow they might not be coming around. Taking time out of their busy days to come visit an old man who couldn’t remember the half of what he knew. And really, he wondered if he could blame them. 
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This was Saturday, according to the calendar hanging in the kitchen. Only the fourth day of the month, but by now Don Celestino had marked several of the dates with appointments to see one doctor or another — for his annual exam with his cardiologist, for a follow-up with the urologist, for his bimonthly visit to the podiatrist so one of the nurses could trim his toenails (a precaution his regular doctor had urged him to take because of his diabetes). Other dates on the calendar reminded him of when to change the oil in the car or when he was due for his next haircut, though he tended to go more by what he saw in the mirror than by what was on the calendar. Socorro’s name took up the same square every week, not because he thought he would forget but just to have something to make the week appear not as long. His scribbled notes spilled across other squares, making it seem as if these days and weeks were actually one long day that wound down at the bottom of the page, only to begin anew on the next calendar page. In fact, since practically every square noted some activity, today’s blank square looked that much more blank. Compared to the surrounding dates, the square appeared pristine, absent of the usual mundane tasks that might occupy his time or at least make it seem that he had more to do than he actually did. It was almost as if he had set aside the day for some special event, only now he had no idea what it might be. He checked the other dates to see if there was something planned for later in the month that he might be able to move up to today. It was only ten o’clock in the morning. He knew from experience that a day like this could drag on and the only thing he would have to look forward to was for it to get dark so he could go to sleep and wait for tomorrow to come around. The car looked fairly clean, and taking out the bucket and rags to wash it seemed unnecessary. His shoes he had polished only two days ago, after having spent most of the morning shopping for a new set of laces. The Wellness Center was closed on the weekends, and walking inside the mall had never interested him — much less if he had to deal with the weekend crowds. When the King Mart was still open, he and Dora used to sometimes go to the little café to drink coffee and read the paper. There was usually another married couple sitting there and they would often strike up a conversation that took up most of the morning. Doing this alone wasn’t as easy, though, and now if he talked to anyone it was usually to some other widower looking for a way to pass the time. 
After flipping through the thirty or so channels and not finding anything that caught his attention, he walked out to the driveway to get the newspaper. By now he knew to breathe with his mouth to avoid the bad smell drifting through the yard. The smell occurred most mornings and disappeared by noontime, but by then the day was too hot to do much of anything outside. Even the tap water had a lingering odor and taste to it, enough that he had taken to buying purified water. He figured the smell had to be coming from either one of the drying resacas or the sewer plant a couple of miles away. Tamez worked as if he were immune to it. He waved from across the street, where he was mowing a neighbor’s yard. Don Celestino did his part and waved back before he started for the front door. Tamez probably thought they were on good terms, that Don Celestino had appreciated his offer to take care of the yard for a reduced rate, as he did for several of his other elderly neighbors. “Not now,” Don Celestino had answered, and left it at that. Though what he had really wanted to say was, “Not anytime soon, cabrón.” Or better: “Not until after I die and they put me in a hole in the ground and the yard belongs to somebody else.” Did he see him walking around with a cane or a walker? Did he have a handicapped tag hanging from his rearview mirror? Had they built a ramp for him to roll his wheelchair up to the front door? If anything, he felt he had more energy than ever to dedicate to his responsibilities around the house. Just a few days earlier, he had spent part of his late afternoon trimming the grass all along the sidewalk leading from the front steps to the street, and he had done this with a fifteen-inch knife that cut an edge as straight as he used to do when trimming one of his customers’ sideburns. After he finished with the sidewalk, he took the small piece of carpet that he kneeled on and placed it along the curb so he could trim the grass near the street. Tamez did the same work at the other houses, but always with one of those weed-trimming machines that Don Celestino had no idea about how to operate. No one needed to ask who did a better job, he or Tamez, just as no one needed to ask if an electric shaver did as good a job as a straight razor. 
Back inside the house, he sat in his recliner to read the paper, scanning the first couple of pages for anything that he hadn’t seen on the news at five that morning. He managed to get through only half of an article about the city commissioners’ meeting before his eyes grew faint and he nodded off. Less than a minute later he woke up, upset with himself for not having stayed more alert; it wasn’t noon and here he was dozing off. He tossed the paper aside and walked to the kitchen. He ran the water until it was hot enough to rinse the one plate he’d used earlier. The orange grease of the chorizo streaked its way down to the sink and into the drain. He squirted a generous amount of dishwashing liquid onto the sponge before wiping the plate clean on both sides, then repeating the process. His coffee cup could get by with a simple rinse and wipe, but he preferred scrubbing inside and out, around the handle, too, where some coffee might have dribbled down. 
The clock on the stove read 10:56. It was still too early to eat his lunch or tune in again to the weather report on the television. He opened the refrigerator so he could pour himself a glass of water. With the pitcher less than full, he walked back to the counter for the jug of purified water. The old jugs used to be the five-gallon size, but one day he saw Socorro struggling to lift the plastic container and he rushed over to help her, something an old man would’ve never been able to do. Then later that afternoon, just to make it easier on her, he had gone ahead and replaced the five-gallon with the three-gallon size. Now he kept two smaller jugs and made a trip to buy more water whenever he noticed one of them getting low. 
The first water station he passed was spray-painted with EL NOE Y LA ROSA on its side and along the metal counter where people set their jugs to retrieve water. Farther down the same street, he passed a station that charged a nickel less, but it meant driving across a parking lot riddled with potholes and broken glass. Some of the grocery stores also sold water, only these outlets were located near the entrance of the building, and he would have to find a parking spot, then walk over to buy the water, then use a shopping cart to bring the filled jugs to wherever he left the car. Socorro had mentioned to him the filter systems she’d seen in some of the other houses she cleaned. He told her he would think about it, but he had trouble believing these machines did as good a job as the water stations. Besides, if he bought the filter, he wouldn’t need to go buy water a couple of times a week, and that would be one less thing to occupy his time during the day. 
He pulled the car into the small parking lot of the San Juan Water Station. The station had an outlet on either side, but he preferred the left since it was on the driver’s side and shaded by a row of Sabal palms that stood at the far end of the lot. A palm from one of the trees had fallen overnight and now lay withering across the dark asphalt. He placed the first jug on the counter and lowered the retractable spigot so it rested less than an inch above the mouth of the jug. After he fed the three quarters into the slot, he pressed the three-gallon button and waited as the water shot out with the force of an open fire hydrant. 
He was capping the jug and was about to place it in the backseat when he heard a car honking from the street. An elderly man in a motorized wheelchair was driving halfway on the shoulder and halfway in the right lane, forcing traffic to either slow down or go around him. Some drivers might have missed him were it not for the small U.S. flag fluttering on an antenna high above the chair. He was dressed in a blue-striped Western shirt, khakis, short black boots, and a straw cowboy hat, all of which appeared exceedingly large for him, as if he had shrunk since putting on his clothes that morning. On his lap he held an empty three-gallon jug. 
Don Celestino stepped around to the other side of the station to ask the old man if he needed help getting his water, but the man only mumbled something to himself as if he hadn’t seen another person nearby. A strip of spittle had dried at the corner of his mouth, caking itself onto his two-day-old stubble. He grabbed the wooden cane hooked on the back-rest of his chair and positioned it between his legs as he stood up. Once he had set the jug on the counter, he pulled out a long black billfold with a fighting cock embroidered on its side and then fumbled through a stash of lottery tickets until he finally located his money. 
“That machine can be difficult sometimes,” Don Celestino said when he noticed that George Washington’s face was as worn and tattered as the old man’s. 
“Eh?” He tried to remove his money from the tray but managed to snatch only a corner before it tore off in his hand. “Then why the hell do they have it here, just to steal my money?” 
He stared at the spigot, waiting for his water to come out. A few seconds passed before the tray expelled the torn bill and the service panel began to flash: PLEASE TAKE YOUR MONEY. Then it darkened before it flashed again: POR FAVOR RETIRE SU DINERO.
“The other side works better,” Don Celestino said.
“And why would I give them more of my money?” He grabbed the jug off the counter. “It would be better if I just drank the dirty water I have at home.” He sat down in the wheelchair, muttering something else to himself, and finally whipped around the station to the other counter. There he looked through his billfold again, but the only dollar he found was more wrinkled than the first one. 
“Here,” Don Celestino said, and from his own wallet handed him a crisp dollar bill.
The old man held the jug under the rushing water. Afterward he paid Don Celestino with one of his own wrinkled dollars. “I appreciate the help,” he said, extending his hand. “Pano Garcia.” 
“Celestino Rosales.”
The old man cocked back his hat. “The one who was a barber?”
Don Celestino nodded as he tried to recognize the other man’s face.
“I thought you had died.” He lowered himself back down into the chair.
“That must have been somebody else.”
“They said you had problems with your heart or something.”
“It must have been somebody else, maybe my older brother Fidencio.”
“No, I am almost sure it was Celestino Rosales that they told me had died. This was two or three years ago.”
“Maybe because of my diabetes.”
“No, not because of your diabetes.” He looked at the ground and spit, then wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “Why would somebody waste their time telling me that you had diabetes? Tell me who doesn’t have that.” 
“Two years ago was when I sold my business.”
“Maybe that was it. Not that you died, but just that you sold the barbershop. Maybe that was what they meant to say.”
“People like to talk,” Don Celestino said. “Even when they have no idea what they’re saying.”
“I can tell you don’t remember me.” The old man laughed to himself. “But how, after so many years? You used to cut hair in a barbershop near Washington Park. I would cut my hair with the one named Lalo, who was my uncle.” 
“That was back when I was starting out, before I opened my business.”
“See? I remember. At least the mind still works.” The old man tapped his finger to his temple.
“You look good still,” he said, though really he had no recollection of the man.
“I never took care of myself and now I have so many problems with my health. Twice a week they take me to clean my blood.” He raised a shirtsleeve to show him his bandaged forearm. “This leg isn’t mine.” His left shin made a hollow sound when he rapped on it with his cane. “I have some good days, but more than anything I spend the time waiting for God to take me.” 
“At least you can still get around.” Don Celestino handed him the jug of water.
“Maybe you are one of those who likes to kneel down and be giving thanks, but not me. Most of it hasn’t been so good.” He fiddled with the control stick and moved the wheelchair side to side. Then he cocked back his head and looked up as if he had remembered something. “I can see you have been a lucky one to stay healthy, but just wait and see.” 
“For what?”
“Just wait.” He held up his hand as if cautioning him from coming any closer to the edge of a cliff.
“What will I see?” Don Celestino asked.
But the old man had already spun the wheelchair around and zipped forward. A moment later he was out of the parking lot and back on the boulevard, his tiny flag flickering against a strong headwind. 
The traffic was heavier now and he braked for a yellow light he could have easily made. The driver in the truck behind him laid on the horn, which normally would have caused him to return the gesture, but today he simply ignored the sound. He drove a little slower once he was in the neighborhood and closer to the house. When he saw his front yard, he couldn’t help thinking about the ambulance pulling up and how Socorro had watched them load him in the back. What must she have been thinking when she saw him so weak and helpless? Then again, his condition that morning had been because of the diabetes, which could’ve happened to him regardless of his age. He was older, yes, but he was not old. A little old man, un anciano, would be falling asleep in his chair while the rest of the people in the room continued with their conversation as if the unconscious man were a faulty table lamp that at any moment might twinkle back to life. He wanted to believe that the difference in his and Socorro’s ages was less dramatic than what the actual years would make a person think. It wasn’t as if the thirty years or so that stood between them were suddenly going to widen from one day to the next. If anything, from now on his aging would be gradual, less noticeable: he was an older man, after all; Socorro was the one still holding on to some of her youth. 
“Sometimes you sound like your brother,” she’d said on the drive home from the nursing home. Now he couldn’t recall what it was he had said that had prompted her comment, probably since he was more surprised with her response and how such a thing could have occurred to her: Sometimes you sound like your brother. She seemed disappointed when he turned down his brother’s idea to take a trip into Mexico, as if he naturally would be in agreement with such a plan. Sometimes you sound like your brother. Had she realized, as he had during the visit, that he was much closer in age to his brother, an elderly man living in a nursing home, than he was to her? What other similarities did she notice between him and his ninety-one-year-old brother? Was she now only waiting for the day when he would go on with his own stories about Indians kidnapping children and riding through the night? Would she be surprised? 
He pulled into the carport and stayed there after turning off the engine. He wondered whether he should be proud of how well he had maintained his health all these years or be worried that the years would eventually catch up to him, and not at a measured rate, as most men experienced, but in his case it would happen in one cruel and sudden push. The former seemed a false and limiting prospect, since he knew he couldn’t hold on to his good health forever, while the latter felt self-defeating and no different from the outlook of the old man at the water station. 
He stepped out of the car, using the door frame to help pull himself up and out. The easiest way to carry the water jug was by holding the neck in one hand and gripping the plastic handle in the other hand, but just the other day at his doctor’s office he had seen a deliveryman hoisting a water jug onto his shoulder like nothing, like he was putting on a shirt. Don Celestino spread his legs in the same way now, evening his stance before gripping the plastic handle. He staggered a little under the extra weight, then caught his balance and headed into the house. 
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Don Fidencio hobbles along the shore, making sure his cane doesn’t sink too far into the sand. The strange part is that Amalia is a little girl again, while he is still an old man. Even Petra is only in her thirties, so beautiful and happy. He can see Amalia is wearing the bathing suit they bought for her at the Kress, while her mother has her blue jeans rolled up to her knees and is wearing one of his mail-carrier shirts, with the tails tied into a knot. Neither one seems to notice that he is old and using a wooden cane. That, and he is wearing only his boxers, held up by his trusty suspenders. There are other children there now, running and playing in the water. It must be late summer, the time of year when he usually took the family to Boca Chica. The truck is parked at the southern tip of the beach, near the mouth of the river. Petra walks to the back and, on the tailgate, makes chicken-salad sandwiches for the family. Only he sees her hands are much larger than he remembers, thick and burly, like the hands of a man from Oklahoma that he bunked next to when he was working in the CCC camps. He remembers how the man used to pick up a railroad tie and walk off like nothing. More than sixty years have passed since he has seen hands like this. Where could Petra have gotten these hands? What happened to her young, delicate hands? No wonder she’s not wearing her wedding ring. How, with those breakfast sausages for fingers? He asks her if she would like help making the sandwiches. It seems an unusual offer to make, considering that in all the years they were married he never helped her with these sorts of things. And suddenly he wants to help her make sandwiches? What could be next? Making the bed? Scrubbing the toilet? But really, he asks only because he is worried about what kind of job she will do with those hands of hers. He imagines her leaving a big thumbprint in the middle of the white bread and he knows that as tasty as the sandwich might be he won’t like that. Who wants to eat a sandwich disfigured in this way? But when he offers to help she doesn’t hear him or maybe just ignores him, and goes on. The children have waded into the mouth of the river. The distance to the Mexican side is maybe thirty feet and the water barely reaches their chests. He sits in the lawn chair to keep an eye on them, but when he looks down again the lawn chair has large wheels attached to its sides. One of the little boys is giving Amalia a piggyback ride in the water and after they reach the other side she turns and in Spanish shouts, “We’re in Mexico, Daddy! We’re in Mexico!” He waves and, as usual, yells, “Tell them I said hello and that your father is puro Mexicano!” The children beg him to come over to the other side, and after much persuading, he tries to stand but finds his legs have finally given out on him. He tries repeatedly and keeps falling back into the seat. Finally he rolls the chair closer to the shore, until the wheels begin to sink in the marshy sand. In the weightlessness of the water the old man feels his body young again. He lifts his feet as he floats on his back. He sways along with the river’s current, keeping his eyes shut and feeling the water lap against his renewed body. In the distance he can hear the laughter of the children, but when he opens his eyes he’s now in the community pool in Amalia’s subdivision. Of all places to be. He was there years and years ago when he went up to Houston to visit her and go watch a baseball game. Several families are gathered around the patio tables and some men are grilling shish kebabs. From all the decorations it looks like the Fourth of July. It seems cloudier here than a second ago when he was floating in the river. He is happy to be the only one in the pool. No one seems to notice an old man floating on his back, his underwear now clinging to him in an unflattering manner. The people carry on with their conversations, but with his head halfway in the water he hears only muffled voices. He can barely make out the metal sign hanging from the fence. But how come? But how come? he remembers her asking him the one time he took her to the public swimming pool. What did the words on the sign say? Why did the man tell us we couldn’t go inside, Daddy? Just because. But how come, if they let all the other people? What did the sign say, Daddy? If he was grateful for anything that day, it was that she was still too young to read what it said about the dogs and Mexicans. But how come, Daddy? How come we have to go home? The water looks dirty, that’s how come — now shut your mouth. And that was all. How could he explain it then, if today, after so many years, he still doesn’t have the words to answer her question? He thinks if he can remain very still in the water, just floating, maybe not even breathing, they might not notice him. That’s all he wants now, for them to leave him alone and just let him float. He figures he can wait until it gets dark and they leave, then get out of the water. And it’s working — he hears less and less of their muffled talk. He feels so at ease that he ignores the tingling in his left calf. This is the happiest he has felt since his accident in the yard, however long ago that was. All he wants is to keep floating along, but a few seconds later his leg cramps up so much that he loses his steadiness and goes down. And there, underwater, he realizes the cramp is really someone pulling on his leg. He strains to see who it is, only the pool water is now as murky as the river. But he knows without seeing his face that it has to be The Son Of A Bitch. The old man yells for help: ¡Ayúdenme! ¡Ayúdenme! ¡Me estoy ahogando! These are the loudest words he has ever shouted, but it all happens underwater. The pool is deeper than he ever imagined. The people keep laughing and having a good time at their barbecue. And he begins to swallow water.
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The mattress sloped to one side as if the bed might be sinking into the cement floor. The room remained dim, the sun not yet passing through the fabric she had tacked to the window frame. If it were any day other than Sunday, she would already be struggling to get up and prepare breakfast, then rush to get ready for her workday. Socorro could hear the rickety whir of the fan and what sounded like muffled voices coming from the street. When she turned onto her right side, toward the wall, the sheet slid off her leg as if it were caught on something. 
“It looks like she wants to wake up.”
“I remember when she was a little girl, I would have to carry her to the bathroom so she could get ready for school.”
“Mamí?” Socorro squinted until she could make out the figures in the room. “Is something wrong?”
“We just want to talk to you,” her aunt said.
“Now, at this hour?”
“I lost my sleep again,” her mother answered, “and then your tía woke up.”
“Can we talk in the morning?”
“We want to talk now, mi’ja, when your mind isn’t so mixed up with other ideas.”
Socorro reached for the lamp behind her.
“No, leave it off,” her mother said.
“But why?”
“Leave it,” she repeated. “We want you to listen to our words.”
Socorro sat up so she could at least talk to them more comfortably. She strained to see the outline of her mother’s wheelchair angled toward the bed. With her short dark hair slicked back, it looked as though she had just come in from swimming. What little light there was shimmered off the bulbous shape of her forehead. Her aunt sat on the edge of the bed with her legs dangling off the side. She was wearing a thin nightgown, sheer enough to reveal the thick black brassiere that she removed only to bathe. At night she undid her long dark braid and let the ends reach the small of her back. 
“A mother only wants her daughter to be happy.” She rolled the wheelchair closer in order to pat Socorro’s leg.
“Good, because I found somebody who makes me happy.”
“And later?”
“What about later?”
“These relationships look nice at first, but then later is when it comes out, that he only wanted a younger woman so he could take advantage of her. And I know because that’s the way it happened to the daughter of a woman who used to help at the church, the girl was staying after she did the cleaning, with hopes that there would be more, someday more, someday more than washing his underwear, and cleaning his toilet, and the rest of whatever she did for him, the things he wanted her to do in the bed. And you know what else she got? Nothing, because he was like this one you found for yourself, already with one foot in the ground.” 
“Celestino is healthier than most men half his age.”
“Like the men your own age,” her aunt said.
“And that, what difference does it make?”
“What difference?” her mother said, almost whispering as she pulled up even closer to the bed. “Those are the men you are supposed to marry, not their grandfathers.” 
“Who said anything about marriage?”
“And then?”
“We’re just friends.”
“Such good friends, but you cannot bring him here for us to meet him? You prefer that your little friend stop the car across the street instead of bringing him inside to meet your family, like you are embarrassed for him to meet us.” 
“Or maybe for us to meet him?” the aunt offered.
“Bring him here so you can criticize?”
“Friends who are the same age get married.”
“Yes, that’s why I ended up alone,” Socorro snapped, maybe louder than she would have if the lights were on.
“Now you’re talking about more than fifteen years ago,” her mother said. “How are you going to find a man more young and healthy if you keep thinking about something that happened so long ago? You think that they are all the same, but you would know different if you gave them a chance.” 
“The men my age have not changed — they only got older.”
“No man is perfect,” her aunt said.
“And how would you know?” Socorro couldn’t believe this was coming from a woman who’d never so much as had a male friend.
“I was just saying, from what I hear.”
“Why do you have to keep defending him? You talk about Rogelio like I was the one who made everything go bad.”
Her mother leaned forward. “I only want you to see what you’re doing, if you go with this other one, the little old man.”
“He has a name,” she said.
“And that’s all you are going to have when he dies,” her mother said. “Do you really want people to say, ‘There goes the widow of Don Celestino’?” 
“They said it once about me, at least this time they would be saying it for more sincere reasons.”
“So you do want to marry him?”
“You two were the ones who brought it up.”
“Then he hasn’t?”
“No, already he was married for more than fifty years, and he has his own family.”
“And you, what do you say?” her mother asked.
“I spent six years married, that was enough.”
“Hmm,” her aunt let out. “She wants us to believe she hasn’t thought about it.”
“Believe what you want.” Socorro pulled more of the blanket up to her chest.
Her mother rolled backward in a half circle. “Later you will see that we were telling you the truth.”
“You worry because you think I would go away.”
“Bah, now she thinks we cannot live without her.” Her aunt laughed.
“You act that way.”
The wheelchair squeaked as her mother adjusted herself. “You think your poor tía hasn’t sacrificed to be here with us?”
“And where else was she going to go?” Socorro said. “If before this she was living with her mother?”
“Taking care of her.” Her aunt stepped off the bed and went to stand behind the wheelchair. “Until God needed her.”
“Very nice,” her mother said. “Talking that way to your poor tía.”
“Sorry.”
“We just want to help you, right?”
Her aunt only nodded from behind the chair.
“It would be better if you stopped seeing him,” her mother said, “found yourself another house to clean, just so you can get away from him.” 
“You say it like I was a young girl and I need for my mother to tell me who I can spend time with.”
“A mother knows.”
“You tell me the same answer for everything, that you know better than I do.”
“When you get to fifty, he will already be at eighty-five,” her aunt said. “When you are sixty, he will be ninety-five.”
Her mother laughed. “As if the man is really going to reach that age.”
Socorro clutched her pillow a little tighter and curled up on her side until they left the room, then she shut the door and crawled back into bed. Since when had the differences in people’s ages become so important? Her tío Felix had married a girl who was half his age when he was in his sixties, and nobody said anything. No, they congratulated him like he’d won a color television in a raffle at the church. 
She lifted the pillow and turned from the wall. Why was she wasting her time arguing with them? Rogelio hadn’t wanted her. He’d shown her with his body what he couldn’t say to her face. He could’ve had babies with half the women in Matamoros, and her mother still would have thought they needed to stay married. Maybe in some way, all of it — the ugly woman he found, the baby he left her with, even the drowning — had been a blessing. By now she would have suffered so many years with him. But then maybe she had also given up too soon, before God might have fixed her body. What if her body hadn’t changed simply because she had lost faith that it ever would? Maybe this was her biggest mistake. 
The first light of day was peeking through the window. A chattering newscaster had replaced the voices in the other room. She could hear her aunt moving around the kitchen, the sound of the kettle on the stove. After a while the scent of cinnamon wafted throughout the house. She knew she hadn’t heard the last from her mother and aunt. If this was the only sincere man she had found after all these years of believing she would be alone, who were they to protest? And then it occurred to her that she still hadn’t reached the age when her body was supposed to have started changing. How, after giving up on Rogelio and then her own body, could she give up on this new man? Maybe Celestino was the type she should have met years earlier, maybe from the very start. A man who already had his children and didn’t care to have any more. A man who simply wanted her for her. 
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Don Fidencio knocked, then waited a minute and knocked a second time, only harder. It was better than opening the door and finding The One With The Hole In His Back asleep on the pot — again. When he didn’t get a response, he walked in and searched under the sink, around the toilet, and in the space behind the door. 
He hobbled back to the closet for another look. With one hand against the wall, he steadied himself as if he were walking down the aisle of a bus pulling away from its last stop. His five shoe boxes, all of them covered up and in order with their appropriate numbers facing outward, sat on the top shelf where they had been earlier. His three shirts and pants hung where the attendant had left them. For all he knew, they had taken his canes to the flea market and sold them to some other old man with a bad leg. He couldn’t believe the lack of respect these women showed him. If they had taken the time to ask, he would have told them that the wooden cane was the one he used when he was out in public. Who knows what else these women would have taken if he hadn’t complained at the nurses’ station? And then to make matters worse, they laughed when he reported that someone had been stealing his chocolates or that he was missing his lighter or one of his government-issue pens. Then a few days later The One With The Flat Face would come knocking on the door and say that the yardman had found his missing lighter on the patio, under one of the stone benches out by the back fence, or that an attendant had recovered his pocketknife from one of the trays coming out of the dishwasher. Always some excuse. Always some reason to blame him and make it seem like he didn’t know where he left things. Look, here comes The One Who Loses Everything. 
He set his baseball cap on the nightstand and pushed the chair next to the bed. Once he was sitting, he grabbed hold of the bed railing and with much sacrifice slowly lowered himself so both knees could gently touch the floor. Still holding on to the railing, he bowed all the way down. One of his government-issue pens lay under the center of the bed, for sure tossed there by some careless aide who didn’t have the good manners to return the pen to its proper place after using it. He tried several times to grab hold of it, but his hand came up short each time. If he’d had one of his canes with him, this wouldn’t have been a problem. The pen would have to wait for later so he could find something else to help him reach it. Off in the corner, near the headboard, lay a diaper, still folded up and unused (“Thanks be to God,” he whispered to himself), that must have been meant for the last old man to occupy the bed, because it sure as hell wasn’t his (again, “Thanks be to God”). 
No, they were afraid of him, that was what was going on here. They’d seen how much improvement he had made with his therapy and now they were scared that one of these days he would slip out and this time they wouldn’t be able to catch up to him. One good, sturdy cane was all it would take. And soon, not even that. In the evenings he was still sweeping the floors with the dust mop, but now once he was out of sight of the nurses’ station, he would lean the mop against the wall and continue on his own, staying close to the wooden railing, just in case. They probably thought he would never get anywhere without the walker. But that showed how much they knew Fidencio Rosales. 
After he was convinced he wasn’t going to find anything under the bed, it took still more effort to pull himself back into the chair. Then he glanced at his wristwatch and realized his brother and the girl would be coming by in twenty minutes to take him out to lunch. He’d resisted giving her a name like he had done with these people in the prison, but this also made it more difficult to now remember the real name that went with her face. Already he had met her five or six times, however many it was, and he couldn’t think of her as more than the girl. It wasn’t like The Turtles, so many to keep track of. There was only one of her, whatever her name was. They had taken him to dinner the other day, and the whole time he hadn’t been able to remember her name until his brother happened to say it in passing. 
From the closet he pulled out the #3 and #4 shoe boxes before he thought to open the #2 box. As soon as they had brought him back to his room, he had written her name in one of his old address books. Which one, though? He had two bundles of the little books, each bound with thick rubber bands. He started with a red one and found the name Julio Betancourt, which meant nothing to him, as did Martin Colunga. This last name had been underlined several times, as if it had some particular importance, but still nothing came to him. Under M, he located the name Jimmy Udall, which made sense only because he had MECHANIC written next to it, something he wished he had done with the other names: NEIGHBOR, OLD FRIEND, OLD FRIEND NOT WORTH TALKING TO ANYMORE, WORK FRIEND, NEPHEW WHO DOESN’T CALL ANYMORE, etc. Scattered throughout several of the address books, he found only the initials — DLN or LG or JM or SFL — of women he’d had relations with, or tried to anyway, but he wasn’t about to write down their actual names so Petra could find them. The phone numbers themselves were written in a special inverted code that he’d had trouble deciphering at times. 
He stopped turning pages when he saw Chano Gonzalez’s name. They had been good friends for years at work, but more so whenever it was that Petra left the house to live wherever it was she went. He and Chano would get together Saturday nights to watch the boxing matches on television. Then Chano’s eyes started going bad because of his diabetes, which he took care of about as well as Don Fidencio did, only Don Fidencio didn’t have diabetes and could eat and drink whatever the hell he wanted. So he started going for him in the car and bringing him back to the house, but it wasn’t the same anymore because Chano could barely make out the television and Don Fidencio had to spend the whole time telling him who was winning and how. Later Chano had something go wrong with one of his feet and they had to cut his toes. And after that he only got worse: more toes, more parts of his leg, and finally his woman wouldn’t let him out of the house, which was how he stayed until he died a few years later. 
DEAD FRIEND, he wrote next to his name. He wrote the same thing next to every name, even ones who might have still been alive. 
Under R, he found his brother’s name, the only other Rosales listed in this particular book. He checked the cover to see if there was a date that might indicate when it became just the two of them left behind. In the end, though, he had to settle for finding the girl’s name, written right next to his brother’s name. The problem was, he couldn’t read his own writing, as tiny and chicken-scratched as it had always been, only now also with this constant tremor that made it seem as if he had written it with the pen held upright between his corn-ridden toes. The S he could see, but the rest was a mystery to him. All those years of figuring out mailing addresses, and this is what he had to show for it. Sonia, Sulema, Severa, Sofia, Sylvia, Solidad — none of them sounded right. He could tell now he should’ve written the name in the same large block letters he had just used to write next to his friends’ names. Don Fidencio shut his eyes and concentrated, concentrated, concentrated, the whole time hissing the first letter of her name until it sounded like he was releasing the air from a tire. 
When he opened his eyes, he gazed at the letters until he managed to untangle them one by one. There was the o that looked more like a lopsided egg, and the c and the q mixed up with the second o, which looked like a cracked egg because it was too close to the first r, which swallowed up the second r and third r or a p, but then there was still another o that did actually look like an o.S-O-C-Q-O-R-P-O, he wrote at the top of the page. It was one thing to not be able to write and another to not know how to spell. He stared at this for a minute or so before he crossed out the Q, then the P.S-O-C-O-R-O. Now it was so clear to him. Of course, Socorro. That was her name — Socorro. He used both hands to grab ahold of his walker and stand up. “Socorro… Socorro… Socorro,” he said, shuffling out of the room. 
They had taken a booth near the back of the little restaurant, where they would still be able to talk if someone put money in the jukebox. Steam billowed out each time the kitchen door swung open and one of the waitresses came out with a plate of food. The place was only half full. A teenage couple in hooded jackets sat in a corner booth where the owner couldn’t see them sneaking kisses while they shared the plate they had ordered. At the next table three men in cowboy hats sipped their coffees while the older one of the group did most of the talking. A pair of Border Patrol agents sat close to the door, one of them keeping an eye on the kitchen workers, the other more interested in the carne guisada he had on his plate in front of him. 
The food was already on the table by the time Don Celestino came back from the restroom, where he’d checked his sugar level. He had ordered the enchiladas verdes, Socorro the taquitos, and Don Fidencio the menudo. Once the old man started eating, he barely looked up from his bowl. Now and then he stopped between slurping his soup to take a deep breath and chew a tougher piece of tripe. His few remaining teeth clicked in a staccato manner as he gnawed at the meat until he could swallow it. 
“Do you remember the last time you ate menudo?” Socorro asked.
He raised his hand to indicate she had caught him in midchew.
“Sometimes they serve it there,” he answered finally, “but never with enough spices because people would be burping all night.”
“Maybe it’s better that way, so you can sleep.”
“I barely sleep anyway, at least that way I would have a good reason,” Don Fidencio said, and spooned up some hominy. “Last night I spent it lying there, staring at the ceiling. I would sleep for twenty or thirty minutes, then wake up and just be there. It came and went like that until the early morning, when I remembered something more from our grandfather’s story and couldn’t sleep anymore. And finally, after another hour, they served breakfast.” 
“You should write it down,” she said, “so it stays with you.”
He looked up at her and then at his brother.
“It was nothing that important, just something about when the Indians were attacking them.” He slurped up another spoonful. “And anyway, nobody wants to know what an old man remembers.” 
“Come on and say it,” Don Celestino told him. “We’ve been waiting to hear what you would come up with for the next chapter.”
“So you can make fun? No, I prefer to stay with my mouth shut.”
“Go on, we want to hear what more you remember.”
“I prefer to keep it to myself.” He stirred his soup without looking up.
“And if you forget it later?” she asked.
He hadn’t considered this. The girl had a point: so much had slipped away from him once. What’s to say it wouldn’t happen again? This afternoon he could lie down for his nap and wake up to find his memory had been erased completely or smeared to the point of being indistinguishable, like some of the names in his address book. At least if he told it to the girl — Socorro — she could hold on to it for him and tell him later, if he couldn’t remember it himself. 
“He told me a circus had already traveled through most of Mexico when it arrived in the north and stopped in Linares, before they planned to travel over to this side of the river. All of the families from around there went to see this circus. None of them had ever in their lives seen a bear or an elephant or whatever else they had brought in the circus. It wasn’t like those fancy circuses they have today. This one was just a man who came to town with a few wagons full of animals nobody had ever seen. He stopped the wagons in an open field close to a river that passed through one side of town. I think it was in the fall when this took place, but it could’ve also been the spring, or the summer. But maybe not the spring because they would have been busy in the fields.” He stopped to rub the back of his neck, then shook his head. “He told me when it was that it happened, only I forgot that part even before my mind turned to cheese. What I remember was, the circus man had brought out the bear tied to a thick rope, but with so many people crowded around and Papá Grande only seven years old, he could barely see what the animal was doing. His brother was younger and could see even less, but then their father had the good idea to put Papá Grande up on his back so he could be higher. And their uncle did the same with the little brother. Now that he was higher, Papá Grande could see the bear standing on a block of wood and then standing on one paw, then on the other. The bear did more tricks, but by then Papá Grande didn’t see them because something had caught his eye. Off in the distance, past the field and away from the river, he could see some horses. They were still more than half a mile away when he spotted them. At first he thought they were just horses, but when they got closer, he could see men on the horses and that these men were Indians.” 
The old man scratched at the crown of his head. “He never said exactly how many of them — but I guess maybe twenty or more, enough that he should have told his father or his uncle. Maybe he thought the Indians and horses were part of the circus, because he only kept watching them get closer and closer without opening his mouth. If he had, maybe it would have turned out different.” 
“Maybe he was scared,” Socorro said.
“Not as much as when they grabbed his uncle, the one they scalped — it could have been his uncle they scalped first or maybe it was the circus man — I have trouble remembering which one they got hold of first. But it was with all the confusion that he got separated from his mother and his little brother, since she must have been trying to hide him somewhere. Then Papá Grande saw when the first arrow hit his father. That was the other part I remembered, how they killed him.” The old man stopped to point down to exactly where. “Right to the bladder was where the arrow got him and how he bled to death. This is the man who would be our great-grandfather.” 
The waitress refilled Don Fidencio’s coffee cup, and he took his time adding the Sweet’N Low and then the creamer. Though his brother and Socorro had finished with their meals, he was only halfway through his bowl of menudo. 
“So then to the bladder?” Don Celestino asked.
“Yes, down there to the bladder.”
“And you are sure he said it was there, nowhere else?”
“That was the way Papá Grande remembered it, to the bladder.” The old man used his butter knife to show him where again.
His brother only halfway nodded.
“What?”
“No, nothing.”
“No, nothing what?”
“It just seems like a curious place for the arrow to hit him, that’s all.”
“And what is so curious about it? The bladder is a part of the body, every man has one. The Indian could have hit him anywhere — in the stomach, in the heart, in the kidneys — but he hit him in the bladder, like I just said.” 
“Not the appendix?”
Don Fidencio set the butter knife back on the table. “Already I told you what I remembered, the way he told it to me that last time. When I was there, not you.” 
“I think you might be confused with that one part,” Don Celestino said. “How would he know where exactly the arrow got him, that it was exactly in the bladder, if he was only seven years old? At that age, what could he know about a man’s bladder?” 
“He knew enough just seeing where the arrow was sticking out of his father.”
“And that was the only arrow that got him?”
“Maybe it wasn’t the only arrow,” Don Fidencio said. “I said an arrow to the bladder killed him — that’s all I said. Who cares how many or where the others went? You think Papá Grande sat there counting the arrows that were sticking out of his father, writing it down, so that later you might believe the story?” 
“I was only saying it seemed strange that the arrow would hit him right there.”
“Go talk to the Indians about that — they were the ones who did it.”
“Which Indians?”
“The Indians that attacked the circus,” the old man snapped. “Now who is the one that can’t remember things?”
“He means what kind,” Socorro said.
“Just Indians, the kind that ride horses and shoot arrows, what more do you want me to tell you? All I know is the army had been trying to kill them off or send them to the north, but over here they were also trying to get rid of them. Nobody wanted them around.” 
“But which ones? Comanche, Apache…” Don Celestino tried to remember others, but they weren’t coming to him right then. “How can you say, ‘Just Indians’?” 
“I can say whatever I want.” He took a sip of his coffee. “The thing is, you’re always against me. Only because I know more about our grandfather and where he came from, more than some people.” 
“Yes, Fidencio Rosales, the one who knows everything there is to know, even how much I cared about our grandfather.”
“If for real you cared, you would at least take me to see the ranchito. It wouldn’t matter that you refused to believe what happened, you would still take me.” 
“Again with your ideas?” Don Celestino leaned back against the booth.
“You said we could go one of these days, you said it, that I remember.”
“And tell me how you expect to go in your condition?”
“You make more out of it than it is,” he said, and kicked at the walker. “I use this thing only because those women stole my canes. If not, I would be walking fine, same as always, same as I did for forty-two years, and then they couldn’t keep me locked up. Against my wishes, they have me there.” 
“And if you get tired?”
“Then I rest, like I do now. Being tired is not going to kill me. Ya, I would’ve been dead for years if that was all it took. And anyway, this is just for a couple of days. We could leave in the morning and be there by the afternoon and start looking for the ranchito. And only for a day if you wanted, coming back the next day or the one after that, if we needed to rest.” 
“If you needed to rest, not me,” his brother said.
“What I mean to say is that however it turns out, it wouldn’t take so long. Just for a few days to go there and back, so that way you could get back to your house.” 
Don Celestino thought about how he had just flipped the calendar to a new month, March, then reviewed each day, comparing it to February and January, and tried to fill in as many squares as possible — take trash can out to curb, buy groceries, pay utility bill, check air-conditioner filter. He looked at his brother and for just a second he imagined what the calendar might look like with a big X across at least a couple of those days. 
“But still, all that way to see a ranchito?”
“I checked and it was only four or five hours by bus,” Socorro said. “If it was me, I would think it was a short trip. And then on the way back maybe you and your brother would have one less thing to argue about.” 
Don Celestino turned as if he’d forgotten she was sitting next to him in the booth.
“You wanted to go?”
“Maybe, if somebody invited me.”
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The trip, as it turned out, was shorter than any of them had imagined. At dinnertime Don Fidencio happened to mention it to The Gringo With The Ugly Finger and The One With The Worried Face, who in turn mentioned it to The One With The Flat Face, who in turn mentioned it to The One With The Big Ones, who in turn mentioned it over the phone to Amalia, who then called her father to say she wasn’t going to let him take a trip to someplace that probably didn’t exist anymore, if it ever did. She reminded him several times, as if he might have forgotten, that she was his legal guardian now. And it didn’t matter how much he complained or who he wanted to call a son of a bitch or who he wanted to say was to blame for all this — the fact that he was being taken care of as if he were an invalid, the fact that they kept making him take so many pills, the fact that they thought he needed more assistance when he needed less, less, less, the fact that they had stolen his canes only to make it look like he did need more assistance, the fact that because of all this she was now claiming that he was too weak to be going anywhere — because he still wasn’t going anywhere. Don Fidencio tried to explain that the trip wouldn’t take so long, a couple of days at most, but she wasn’t listening. No was no. He finally slammed the phone down, then called her back two more times, but only so he could do it again. 
Later he called his brother and this time went ahead and left the news on his answering machine (calling back three times because the woman on the recording kept cutting him off before he could spit out all the details). And no, there was no reason to call him back. What was there to talk about? She said it herself, he was too old to be going on trips. She left word with the people in charge of the prison. “The One Already Halfway Dead does not have permission to leave the building, not even for just a couple of days.” For nothing. 
He spent the rest of that day and the next morning in his room, taking his meals in bed, and came out the next afternoon only when he needed to go outside to smoke. Four of The Turtles had gathered near the large window inside the recreation room, hoping to see the grackles that poked around in the grass. The Turtle With The Fedora knocked on the window to get his attention. When he turned, she motioned for him to move away, find someplace else for his vices, not in the one area reserved for the poor little birds. Don Fidencio stared back at The Turtle With The Fedora with the same lifeless stare he had given the grackles. Then he stood up, steadying his hunched-over body, and without using his walker shuffled over to the window. He reached into his pocket for his cigarettes, drew one out, tapped the end of it on the back of his splotchy hand, then steadily guided it to his waiting lips. It took a few clicks on the lighter before he could make his thumb hold down the tiny lever that kept the flame going. The Turtle With The Fedora looked over her shoulder and said something to The Turtles gathered around her, all of whom shook their heads in unison. She was turning back toward the window when the old man blew a cloud of smoke toward her face. 
The Turtles filed out in their wheelchairs, one by one, just as Don Celestino walked through the recreation room to get to the patio. Near the corner of the back fence, one of the male grackles had hopped onto a rotting stump and was using its beak to poke around inside, as if it had found something to eat, a termite or some other insect. Two of the other grackles came to investigate, but the larger one scared them off by flapping its wings. 
“They let you smoke out here?” Don Celestino asked.
His brother shrugged, then scooted over to one side of the stone bench. “And why not?”
“You need to take care of your health.”
“For what, if this is where they send you when you are ready to die?”
“Just because she said no this time doesn’t mean anything. Maybe later she could change her mind.”
“You mean when I get a little older?” Don Fidencio drew from his cigarette and cocked his head back to exhale. “No, she just wants me to stay here with all the other strangers who are waiting for their next home.” He used his chin to motion toward the ground in case there was any doubt in his brother’s mind where this next place might be. 
Don Fidencio tapped his cigarette, and the ashes floated onto the patio and then off into the yard. A one-legged grackle was hopping in lopsided circles, carelessly drawing itself closer and closer to the bench, as if it sensed that the old man was preoccupied at the moment. 
“What if we went somewhere else that was closer?” Don Celestino asked. “I was thinking we could drive over to Reynosa, see where you went for your first haircut, maybe the shop is still there.” 
“Ya, I told you that she said no!” he said, then kicked the ashtray canister and sent it rolling into the grass. The gimpy bird hopped along until it was able to lift off and flutter to the top of the wooden fence. 
“You should just go and leave me here.”
“So you can say that I left you behind?”
“No, so you won’t visit me just because you feel guilty.”
“Who said anything about feeling guilty?”
“Why else would you be coming around here?”
The one-legged grackle landed back in the grass, just beyond the ashtray canister that lay on its side. The bird pecked at something in the grass but didn’t seem to find what it was searching for. A couple of pecks later it looked at the old man, as if it were asking permission to come closer. 
“Maybe if I called and explained to her about the trip,” Don Celestino said, “maybe she would listen to me.”
“You go,” he answered. “You and the girl go on the trip.”
“Fidencio.”
“I told you to go already, just leave me here.” His voice started to crack, and he had to twist around in the other direction before his brother finally got the message and stood up. 
The old man turned as his brother was walking inside. The Turtle With The Fedora had come to check on the little birds. He could see her saying something to his brother and then they both looked outside toward the patio. When Don Fidencio turned the other way, the one-legged bird was standing on the next bench, gazing back at him. 
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In the early light of day, he found the orange crumbs on his pillow and pajama top. He looked for the rest of the package in the nightstand and then in the #2 shoe box, but found no sign of his last two crackers. After a while he went back to the closet and checked the other four shoe boxes. He figured one of the aides must have come while he was sleeping. The ones on the night shift were the worst, always lurking around in the shadows, waiting for the first chance to go through a sleeping man’s things. 
The hall was clear all the way to the nurses’ station. No Turtles, no hampers, no food carts stacked with trays. This was the best part of the day to be moving around; the others, if they were awake, would need help getting dressed and into their wheelchairs before they made it out of their rooms. 
“Good morning to you, Mr. Rosales,” said The One With A Beak For A Nose.
With both hands still on the walker, he raised two fingers to acknowledge her but otherwise kept moving.
“Are you feeling better today, sir?”
Don Fidencio gave her only a half shrug. He was alive and her job was safe for another day. What more did she want from him?
The Turtle With The Fedora was parking her wheelchair across from the nurses’ station. She tried rolling forward a bit, as if she might block his path, but he scuttled up enough to the right to miss her. “No, this one has no time to say hello like a decent man,” she said. “He wakes up only so he can go make life hard for the poor little birds. For that he’s good — nothing else. See how he goes as if he were already late to church, but this is only so he can upset the poor birds.” 
He turned the walker toward the recreation room and came upon an attendant pushing a broom in his direction. The woman didn’t look up or try to exchange pleasantries, and for this he was grateful. 
“Buenos días,” a voice called out from the far end of the hall. Don Fidencio didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Every morning with his “Buenos días,” as if anyone believed he really knew how to speak the language. 
“¡Buenos días, Mr. Rosales!” The One With The Big Ones repeated. “Looks like you’re doing better today. Like I was sharing with your daughter, ‘Just give your father some time, and he’ll get to liking things here at Amigoland.’ ” The voice faded only after Don Fidencio turned the walker toward the patio door. 
The three or four grackles on the grass fluttered away when they heard the familiar sound of the walker banging against the glass door. With slow measured steps he moved toward the stone bench. A thin layer of fog shrouded the early-morning sun rising in the distance. 
One cigarette. That was all he had to last him until these people served their oatmeal and warmed-over biscuit. He lit the cigarette and took a short draw from it. The tiny ember shone brighter than the muted sun and the faint lights coming from the kitchen. The yardman had left the ashtray canister too far for him to reach without standing. He could feel some of his hunger waning now and he realized it was by pure luck that he had this one cigarette to hold him over. He still wanted to blame the aides for taking his package of crackers, though really it was Amalia who had caused all this. As upset as he had been with her, he knew he shouldn’t have stayed in bed so long, most of it lost in one restless dream or another. There was one of these he wanted to recall, but the more he tried to remember, he wasn’t sure if it was last night that he’d had it or some other night or if he wasn’t getting the pieces all mixed up or if what he thought he dreamed might have been someone else’s dream that was told to him. He was with his grandfather, that he knew. His grandfather was a little boy, though. He had never seen a photo of his grandfather as a little boy, but he knew this was who it was. Only instead of also being a little boy in the dream, Don Fidencio was as old as he was when he fell asleep. And still, somehow he was able to stay on the horse that the Indian had him on. He clung to the animal’s mane while the Indian sat behind him, holding the reins. Another Indian had his grandfather on the horse next to them. He remembered looking over and the little boy cocking back his head, the same as his grandfather used to do when they were off on some adventure, just the two of them. A perfect crescent moon illuminated the plain that eventually stretched out into the darkness before them. At one point Don Fidencio slipped to one side, so much so that he was underneath the horse, but then somehow spun back around to the top. And when he came back up, he was a little boy. He spun around twice more and kept coming up as a little boy. Then he looked over and noticed that the little boy who was his grandfather had disappeared. The Indian began to speak to him in words that he had never heard before, words that sounded as if he were speaking underwater, words that seemed to come from someplace other than his mouth. Beneath him he could hear the gallop of the horses’ hooves upon the barren earth. But the longer the Indian spoke, the more Don Fidencio began to hear the Indian’s words in his own Spanish. He tried to ask him a question, but the Indian told him to be quiet, to listen. You need to be ready when the sun comes up, the Indian said. Be ready for what? he asked. Just be ready. What about my grandfather? I know where he is. I need to find him, my grandfather. Just be ready. The horses seemed to be moving in slow motion now. Don Fidencio kept asking questions, but the Indian’s voice had trailed off. 
He had woken up more achy and tired, as if he really had been riding a horse all night. From then on his sleep came and went, until he woke up for good and finally stepped outside for his morning cigarette. He was playing with the lighter — turning it on, turning it off, turning it on, turning it off, counting how many tries it took to make his thumb do what he wanted — when he heard a noise behind him. He figured it was probably the grackles rooting around the stump again, looking for their own breakfast. But the second time it was more of a metallic sound, like the yardman clicking open the back gate. It was too early for this, though. With the fog still heavy, the first rays of sun had barely reached the patio, and dew clung to the weeds and spots of grass. He tried to turn, but his stiff body helped him only so much. 
“Fidencio.”
How curious, he thought, the yardman calling me by my first name. They had met once, but this had been months ago, and without exchanging names. Since then it had been a friendly wave or a nod, and usually with Don Fidencio standing at the window because the man tended to do his work during the middle of the afternoon when it was too hot to be sitting outside. Even stranger was that he’d whispered his name. What good reason could one man possibly have for whispering another man’s name? 
“Fidencio,” the voice called out, this time with more urgency.
When he finally turned, his brother was standing at the back gate, leaning in so only his white hair floated there like some apparition. Then his brother motioned for him to come closer. The old man held on to the walker in order to stand and see what this was all about. 
“Andale, Fidencio.”
“Andale to where?” the old man said, though still not sure why they were speaking in hushed voices. He stamped out what was left of his cigarette. 
“Over here, so we can go already.”
“To where?” Don Fidencio asked. “Was the front door locked?”
“Over here, just hurry.”
“They still need to serve the breakfast. Here, they take their time, like old people don’t have stomachs anymore.”
Don Celestino glanced over his brother’s shoulder at the recreation room. He thought he saw someone in a wheelchair at the window. 
“It doesn’t matter, just get over here.”
“Yes, for you with your stomach happy and full, what does it matter, but for me…”
“I came to take you with me.” Don Celestino reached for his shoulder. “Do you understand?”
Don Fidencio stared back at his brother, trying to make sense of it all.
“Remember I called you last night?” he said. “I told you we were taking the trip to the other side, to Linares. The way Papá Grande wanted you to, remember?” 
The old man held on to him as he stepped out from behind the walker.
“You have to bring it with you, Fidencio.”
“Ya, I never want to see that thing again.”
“Lower your voice,” he said. “For now you need it. Later we can find you something else.”
Don Fidencio shook his head and set the walker back in front of him. His brother pushed open the gate until it was wide enough for him to make it through. The taxi was idling at the curb, pointed out toward the main road. 
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They drove up just as Socorro was crossing the street in front of the bridge; she waved back before she realized Don Celestino and his brother were sitting in a taxi. 
“She changed her mind, then?”
“A man should be able to take a trip if he wants.” He had come around the car to kiss her on the cheek and open the door, but she wasn’t responding to either gesture. 
“Celestino.” She stayed where she was on the sidewalk and a man pulling a mini–shopping cart had to step into the grass to avoid bumping into her. “You talked with her, yes or no?” 
“So she could tell me no?”
“She got that from her mother,” Don Fidencio called out from the backseat. “The both of them were born with heads as hard as that pavement.” 
“Then what, Celestino?” she asked. “You stole him?”
“How could I steal him?” he said. “If he came on his own, that’s not stealing.”
Down the street the traffic had just stopped at the light and a moment later a patrol car eased up behind the other cars.
“You took an old man without permission.”
“Why when I call him an old man, you say he’s my brother, and now I help him, and you say he’s an old man?”
“You know what I mean, Celestino.”
“You were the one who said we should take the trip.”
“For all of us to go together, yes — not for you to steal him!”
“Please stop saying it that way and just get in the taxi.”
“For what?” she said. “So they can take us all to jail?”
“Nothing’s going to happen,” he said, and tried not to flinch when he heard what he thought were sirens. The traffic at the light was pulling to one side. 
“Answer me,” Socorro said. “How could you, knowing the problems you were going to cause?”
“He promised he would go back,” Don Celestino said. “Just for a couple of days. We take him to see the ranchito and after that we can come home.” 
He had more to say about this, but he was watching the patrol car turn the corner that led away from the bridge, back in the direction they had come from earlier. 
Socorro walked away, toward the front of the taxi, as if she might suddenly turn and cross the bridge. Most of the other cleaning women had either caught their rides or taken the bus. When she glanced back, the old man was in the backseat, fiddling with his suspenders, causing his shirt to untuck. He had buttoned his shirt the wrong way and it looked as if one shoulder was higher than the other. They must have stopped along the way to eat something because crumbs and grease stains blotched the front of his clothes. Beneath his cap, the sleep had stayed crusted to the corner of his left eye. 
“And the medicines?” she asked.
“The medicines?” Don Celestino said.
“Please tell me you weren’t going to take him without his medicines.”
“No, no, of course not,” he said. “I was going to buy them for him. How could we go without the medicines?”
“So, then?”
“Maybe your friend that works at the pharmacy can help us.”
“No, no more medicines,” the old man said, and wagged his finger at them.
“Please, Don Fidencio, this is so you can go on your trip.”
“Ya, I have taken enough pills!” He was still motioning with his finger. “No more, I tell you. At least that, at least let me live like a normal man.” 
Don Celestino squatted down next to the rear door of the taxi. “Look, you want to go on this trip or you want us to drive you back?” 
“You already said you would take me.”
“Not if you were going to get sick on us. So you can end up in the hospital? Is that what you want, to be sick in another bed?” 
This seemed to quiet the old man. He shook his head a little longer before he swung open his door for Socorro.
“Stay where you are, Don Fidencio.”
“No,” he said, “so you and your man can be together in the backseat.”
He planted his feet squarely on the curb but kept rocking back and forth, not quite making it off the seat, until his brother gave him a hand. After he was finally standing on the sidewalk, Socorro brushed off the crumbs and then redid the buttons on his shirt while he stood there looking like a man being measured for a new suit. 
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This early in the morning there was hardly any traffic on the bridge going to the other side. The driver paid the toll, and less than a minute later they had crossed over. On the other bridge, headed in the opposite direction, two rows of cars and trucks inched along toward the U.S. checkpoint. The pedestrian line that Socorro had used to cross over only a few minutes earlier now extended the full length of the bridge. 
Up ahead, the taxi driver slowed down for the speed bumps leading to the mini–traffic light in front of the customs building. Red meant you had to pull over for one of the inspectors to look in your trunk before permitting you to drive on; green meant you were free to move forward. 
“But these men need their papers to travel,” Socorro said, as the driver continued on.
“That, they can do at the bus station, and much faster, with no lines.”
Don Celestino patted her hand. “The man knows — he takes people to the bus station all the time, right?”
“Only for the last seventeen years,” he said, glancing in the rearview mirror.
Away from the bridge the city buses swelled with people’s arms and faces in the open windows. The more hopeful of the street vendors were setting up for that occasional tourist who might wander over this early in the day. The homemade-candy vendors stood guard over their glass stands, shooing away the incessant flies and bees. A young man with tire shanks for knees crawled between the cars, hustling along the pavement to catch up to an arm reaching out with a few pesos. A barefoot boy, hunched over as he carried a three-foot-high crucifix on his back, searched for his next customer among the idling traffic. On this side of the street, a city worker in green cover-alls was raising a small dust storm with her thatched broom. Next to a taxi stand, a driver in a yellow muscle shirt was haggling with a sunburned tourist, while his equally sunburned wife and kids waited on the sidewalk, trying not to touch anything. A skinny woman, holding two nylon-woven bags teeming with groceries, berated her three kids as she crammed them into a packed Maxi-Taxi van. Farther down a campesino rode atop his wooden cart as his burro clomped along, both of them scornful of the honking cars and trucks behind them. 
After the second block they were able to get beyond some of the congestion and speed the rest of the way down Calle Obregón, passing the restaurants, the bars, the discos, the curio shops, the occasional boutique or doctor’s office or dentist’s office, and several pharmacies other than the one they were looking for. The driver, a slight man with reddish-brown skin and a smallish head, had to keep pushing his oversize aviator glasses back up his thin nose. Once he was closer to the center of town he turned on his radio so everyone on the street could hear the cumbia playing over the sound of his muffler. He especially wanted to impress the young mother pushing the stroller near Plaza Hidalgo, but the girl paid as much attention to him as she did to the babbling coming from her baby. 
Don Fidencio rolled down his window to get some air. Later it would rain; he didn’t need a weatherman to tell him this, he felt it in his knees, especially the weaker of the two. Across the street he could make out the cathedral’s conical spires rising higher and higher into the grayish sky like a pair of matching dunce caps. If they weren’t in such a rush, he would tell the driver to pull over so he could get his shoes shined at one of the stands in the plaza. These black-rubber-soled shoes weren’t the kind one would normally think to shine, but at the same time it was a good idea to make sure they were presentable before arriving in Linares. Not that anybody would’ve paid attention to what an old man had to say. If they hadn’t listened to him about the pills, what chance was there that they would stop now? Pills for his heart. Pills for his blood pressure. Pills for his cholesterol. Pills for his kidneys. Pills for his heartburn. Pills for the pain in his legs. Pills for him to make cacas. Pills for him to sleep. Pills for this pill or that other pill not to make him sick. Everybody wanted to give him a pill, whether he wanted it or not. Breakfast, lunch, dinner, they always had a pill for him. Like he might die if they didn’t force another pill down his throat before he finished his meal. The One With The White Pants used to push his cart through the mess hall like it was a hot summer day and he was selling paletas to all the kids who had been only waiting for him to ring his bell and now they were going to chase him down the street with money in their hands. Please, sir, give me just one more for my heartburn — I can feel the meat loaf coming up already. No, me first, me first. I need one for the terrible pain in my big toe. I want one for my arthritis. Me first, sir, me first. Me, me, me!!! Give me one of those big pills you would not feed to a horse! Please, sir, me first!
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Chayo raised her glasses, holding them up close to her face, then removed them altogether since they were really only reading glasses and at the moment she didn’t have anything in front of her to read, not a prescription, not a label off an old vial, not the name of a medicine scribbled in English on a piece of paper that she could then look up in her big red book with all the proper medications listed in Spanish. The glasses were attached to a silver-beaded necklace that she was knotting up between her fingers until she finally let it rest against the front of her blue smock. Then she and Socorro moved to one end of the counter while the two men lingered at the other end: Don Fidencio, near a small rack of sunglasses, trying on the various styles; Don Celestino, next to a plastic display, where he was sniffing an open tube of brilliantine. 
“You can pretend the medicines are for my mother,” Socorro said, reaching out for her hand.
“Your mother, I have known for many years,” Chayo replied.
“But remember that first time, how I came here and you hadn’t met her?”
“That was different. By then your mother had been to many doctors. You showed me what they had given her.”
“Don Fidencio has been to the doctor many times.”
“Yes, but who can say what they prescribed for him?” She let go of Socorro’s hand. “Here you have me in the dark. All you can tell me is that he needs medicines for his blood pressure and cholesterol, so he will not urinate so frequently, and because he had a stroke not that long ago, and the rest only God knows. Like that, you want me to guess, like I was his doctor.” 
“Only enough for a little while, for a few days, until we get back from the trip.”
“At a great risk, and not just for him — for you, for me,” Chayo said. “Tell me what you are going to do if he gets sick anyway or if I give him the wrong medicines and they do him harm. Then what?” 
They both turned when the door chimed. The security guard smiled briefly as he held open the door for a young pregnant woman with two young children, then he went back to crossing his arms over his flak jacket. Chayo excused herself to attend to some of the other customers that had entered the small pharmacy. She left Socorro waiting at the end of the counter near the display of mentholated lozenges and the long glass case containing various brands of condoms and contact solutions. A string of Telmex phone cards, each wrapped in plastic, dangled from the register inside a Plexiglas booth. The cashier girl counted off the colorful bills in front of her, arranging them into disheveled stacks. At one point she looked up at Socorro and gave her the passive smile of someone who isn’t paid enough to be genuinely pleasant. Then she entered an amount into an office calculator and waited for the machine to produce a receipt before sticking it and two of the stacks of bills into a metal box beneath the register. The pregnant woman was now lingering near the booth, holding one child in the cradle of her right arm and carrying another in a stroller. She wanted to know what size diapers she should buy if she needed one that fit both a seven-month-old and an eighteen-month-old. Chayo told her that, unfortunately, she would have to buy different sizes, but today she would make her a special price on the Pampers. 
Once she had taken care of her customer, she and Socorro walked to the counter where she kept the pharmaceutical book.
“Just tell me how you want me to feel doing something like this?”
“If we have to, we can find a doctor,” Socorro said.
“The doctor you should have found before you brought him here. Before, not later. That’s how it is supposed to happen. These medicines are not for taking chances.” 
“And if he goes with no medicines?”
Chayo turned toward the center of the store as the old man was trying on a pair of dark sunglasses and crouching to see himself in the tiny mirror. The squared frames were the kind his doctor had given him years ago after removing his cataracts. He held them against his brow, then stared up at the fluorescent lights as if he were staring into the sun. When he looked back down, he lost his balance and staggered forward, in the direction of the sunglass rack, but at the last second grabbed hold of the walker to correct himself. 
“Only so you can go for a few days,” Chayo said, shaking her head, “and nothing too strong. After that you have to promise to take him to a doctor, with someone who can prescribe some real medicine. A man his age and in that condition needs special care.” 
She reached for the beaded necklace that held her glasses, sliding her fingers down it as if she were counting off each bead on a rosary. Then she walked around to the other side of the counter and opened the big red book. 
The old man clung to his brother’s arms as he made his way down the three steps from the pharmacy. The security guard was kind enough to carry the walker and open it again on the sidewalk. 
They were about to walk back to the taxi when Don Fidencio noticed an old india sitting in the shade near the bottom step, her cupped and pleading hand stretched out in their direction. The frayed rebozo draped the edges of her withered face and then stretched out to cover what at first appeared to be a child but was only the swollen curve of her back. He reached into his pocket for some change, but all he found was his lighter. 
“Here,” Don Celestino said, and handed him the change from the medicines.
The old man dropped a few pesos into the india’s hand and she hid the coins somewhere under her rebozo. Then she nodded and, raising the same hand, said, “May God bless you with a long life.” 
The old man stared at her, wondering if he shouldn’t take his money back or at least ask for a more useful blessing. He was about to say something to her, but he could feel his brother tugging at his arm. 
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Now he sat in a plastic chair with a Carta Blanca beer logo against the backrest. His brother and the girl had helped him get to the little café and bought him a bottle of water so he could take his medicines while they went to buy the tickets. Don Fidencio’s job was to keep an eye on his plastic bag with the medicines and his brother’s leather pouch that had his insulin, making sure nobody ran off with them. 
Dust swirled through the open doors at either end of the central station. Down the middle of the lobby, a young man, maybe only as tall as his dust broom, plowed the never-ending trash, which included receipts, cigarette butts, and candy wrappers that people preferred to toss on the floor rather than into one of the nearby trash cans. Where the old man sat, the space was lined with a tiny convenience store that appeared to sell only frozen treats and sex magazines, a pharmacy offering minor travel remedies along with an assortment of salty snacks, an open-sided café serving quick meals already under the heat lamps, and, just beyond the front doors, a counter where a porter would store luggage for a small hourly fee. On the opposite side, the eight bus counters, each with its own set of uniformed attendants, stretched the length of the lobby. So far his brother and the girl had stopped at three of the counters. 
When he turned back, a barefoot little boy was standing next to the table. Several dime-size patches blotted his thick crew cut. A smear of yellowed mocos had dried under his nose. 
“Buy my Chiclets, sir,” the boy said, extending a grubby hand with several packets of fluorescent-colored gum.
“No,” the old man answered.
“Buy my Chiclets, please, sir.” He tilted his head to one side.
Don Fidencio lifted a finger and wagged it at the boy.
“Come on, sir, buy my Chiclets.”
“I don’t want any Chiclets.”
Don Fidencio looked back across the lobby. His brother and the girl were talking to an attendant behind one of the counters.
“Buy my Chiclets, sir.”
“Are you one of those little deaf boys? I told you, ‘No Chiclets.’ ”
The little boy stared back for a second. “Are you blind?” “Do I look blind to you?”
“You wear those dark glasses,” the little boy replied. “The same as Macario The Blind Man wears.”
“I’m not blind. Now go, leave me alone.”
“People say Macario is not blind, but they still call him Macario The Blind Man, and the other people who don’t know give him money.” 
“These are called sunglasses,” Don Fidencio said.
“But we’re inside, where the sun never comes out.” “Leave me alone already.”
“Buy my Chiclets.”
“I have no money.”
“But, sir, the Chiclets cost nothing, only four pesos.”
“Go away.”
“Then I will give them to you for two pesos.”
“Already I said no.”
“But why?”
“Finally,” Don Celestino said, walking up to the table. “None of them have direct service to Linares. We had to buy tickets to Ciudad Victoria, and from there we can make the connection.”
Don Fidencio spread his legs so he could begin to stand up. “I was thinking I was going to spend the day here, sleeping in this bus station.” 
“You made a friend?” Socorro said.
“Please, lady, buy my Chiclets.” The boy tilted his head to one side.
“Ignore him. If not, he’ll follow us all over Mexico,” said Don Fidencio.
“What flavors do you have?” She bent down to look at the packets.
“All the best ones,” the little boy answered, opening his carton the whole way.
She plucked out four packets, two white and two purple, then handed him the money. The little boy thanked her and ran off.
Don Fidencio shook his head. “I never would have bought from that boy.”
“I know,” Socorro replied, “but you got your Chiclets anyway.” She pulled open his shirt pocket and deposited the four packets.
Don Celestino helped him get to his feet before grabbing the plastic bag and his pouch. They were halfway to the terminal when Socorro stopped to look back. 
“Your walker, Don Fidencio.”
His brother rushed over to get it for him.
“Leave it,” the old man said. “I can make my way without it.” He continued to hobble along, his body leaning forward as if the walker were still in front of him. 
“And if you fall?” Don Celestino moved the frame toward him.
“How’s that going to happen, sitting inside a bus station?” he said. “You two are worse than those women at the prison. I could walk fine before they left me with this thing.” 
“What if you use the walker just for now and later I go buy you a new cane?” Socorro said.
“And where are you going to find a cane?”
“Anywhere, on the street or at the mercado, then you can have a brand-new one.”
The old man considered the girl’s words.
“Then I can use just the cane and no more walker?”
“Yes, just the cane, no more with the walker,” Don Celestino said.
“And how do I know you won’t make me use it again later?”
“We can give it to somebody or throw it away if you want.”
The old man leaned his weight back on the walker. “This better not be a lie,” he said, “just to fool an old man.”
Don Celestino held open the glass door, and his brother shuffled down the narrow hallway. A large glassed-in bulletin board covered the section of the wall that travelers were most likely to see upon arriving at this northern border. Pushing the walker in a straight line required too much of the old man’s attention for him to read any of the notices or catch a glimpse of the black-and-white photos of dead bodies strewn across the scrubland, one revealing only her face inside the unzipped body bag. Up ahead he could make out a sign directing them to their next stop, INMIGRACIóN. 
A digital clock was blinking in one corner of the small, dark office. Through a missing section of the blinds, Don Celestino could make out the desk and chair where somebody should have been sitting. 
“The security guard says they have different hours every day,” Socorro said as she walked up. “That we need to wait a few minutes, but if they left for lunch, it could also be later this afternoon.” 
“And our papers to travel?”
Socorro answered with only a shrug.
Don Fidencio used the walker to steady himself as he stood up from one of the plastic chairs in the terminal. “I can just imagine if when I was still working we had opened the post office only when we felt like it.” 
“Where are you going?” his brother asked.
“I need to go make water, or do I need to ask your permission?” He pushed the walker ahead of him, taking one heavy step after another, as though he had one more acre to plow before the sun went down. 
Don Celestino caught up with him as he was parking the walker to one side of the stairs. “You’re going to kill yourself going up there.” 
“And tell me what choice I have,” Don Fidencio answered, then pointed back in the direction of the corded-off elevator. “You want me to have an accident?” 
He took a deep breath and, with his brother at his side, started climbing. There were eight steps between the ground floor and the first landing, and from there the staircase turned right and there was no telling how many more steps there were to the second floor. In between, a framed portrait of the Virgen de Guadalupe, adorned with a cluster of flickering candles and a display of plastic flowers set on a metal shelf, hung from the wall just above the landing. Below the shelf, a rusty padlock secured the collection box. Normally people about to travel to a nearby ranchito or as far away as Tuxtla Gutiérrez would stop to ask the Virgen for providence on their journey, to keep their ailing mother alive until they were able to arrive, to keep the bus driver awake and alert, to keep any bandits from trying to stop the bus in the middle of the night, or just to keep the porters from searching through their modest packages for any valuables. But Don Fidencio asked her only to provide him with enough strength to make it up the remaining three steps to the landing, then the next flight, all of this without losing his balance and toppling backward down the steps, particularly because he could see himself getting entangled with his guide, who would most likely land on top of him, and then for sure he would crack open his old melon. 
“That wasn’t so bad,” Don Celestino said as they reached the landing.
The old man looked at him and then up at the Virgen’s compassionate eyes. If he hadn’t already asked her for so much, he would beg her to find something else for his brother to do; if he was going to fall, he preferred to do this unaccompanied. Instead, he leaned against the railing with both hands and tried to gather the strength he needed for the remaining eight steps. 
After more than a minute of standing there and people having to step around them, Don Celestino grabbed him by the elbow. “Ready?” 
The old man yanked his arm away, again counted the steps leading to the second floor, and began climbing. He took the first three steps without thinking about them too much, simply lifting his right leg, pulling up his weaker leg to the same step, then repeating. His brother followed closely behind, ready to help should he need it. This time Don Fidencio kept his head down and focused on the motion of his legs and feet. He gripped the railing tighter when a young boy chased his sister up the stairs and they both brushed up against him. It was only a matter of time before he fell over: if his legs didn’t give out on him, it would be on account of these people allowing their children to run loose like farm animals. 
When they reached the second floor, Don Fidencio pushed open the glass door and then paused. He looked at his brother, standing next to him now. He knew there had to be a reason they had climbed all the way up the stairs. The girl, they had left downstairs, with the walker and the plastic bag full of medicines. The concession stand was downstairs. The guards were downstairs. The immigration office with no immigration officer was downstairs. He remembered it was urgent, whatever it was that had forced him up here. Why else risk his life climbing the stairs? A young man with white jeans and matching cowboy boots was walking toward him. He flapped his hands, then patted them dry on the sides of his jeans. 
“And now what are you waiting for?” Don Celestino asked.
“I was just catching my breath.”
“You want me to go the rest of the way with you?”
“So I can use the toilet?” he said. “No, I can go alone.”
“Are you sure?” He was still holding him by the arm.
“For what, you want to take it out for me?”
His brother released him, and the old man continued down the hall. If he knew anything about his body, the urge to relieve himself would return momentarily; it always did. That merciless pecan or peach seed, whatever it was, would see to it. 
A middle-aged woman wearing a green smock sat on a bar stool just behind the turnstile that led into the men’s and women’s restrooms. Her dark bangs hung in an uneven line that reached almost low enough to hide her furrowed brow. From her expression, it seemed something bitter had lodged itself between her molars. On the turnstile sat a cigar box where she kept her large bills, some of which stuck out along the edges. In front of the box stood a set of tiny columns made up of centavos and a few smaller pesos that a sly hand would be less likely to want to make off with. Hanging from the turnstile, a cardboard sign announced the DOS PESOS entry fee. 
“Buenos días,” Don Fidencio said.
“Buenas tardes,” the woman corrected him.
He glanced at his watch and smiled at her.
“You wanted to use the services?”
“Only to freshen up a little before the long bus ride.”
She tapped on the cardboard sign.
“Even to go in and just to turn around and come back out?” He twirled a finger in the air to show her how quick he would be.
“If all you want to do is turn around, that you can do right here, for free.”
“But to go inside?”
Again, she pointed to the sign. “Maybe you can’t see with those glasses.”
A short, tubby man in a dark tie brushed up against him.
“Go ahead.” She dropped the pesos into the slot, and the man pushed through the turnstile.
“And him?”
“He works downstairs,” she said. “Are you just going to stand there, in everyone’s way?”
Don Fidencio swayed a bit as he tried to keep his balance.
“I have a need to be here.”
“And tell me, who doesn’t have a need to be here?”
After looking at her for a few seconds and realizing he would have to irrigate the front of the turnstile before this sour woman would allow him to pass, he turned to go back and borrow some money from his brother. 
Socorro was waiting at the bottom of the stairs when they finally made it back down. She held on to the walker and had set the plastic bag and leather pouch inside the wire basket. 
“We need to hurry. Already they started boarding.”
“And the papers?” Don Celestino asked.
“The guard says you can get them when the bus stops at the first checkpoint.”
Don Celestino took his pouch from the basket and they walked toward the security post that led out to the buses. The same clean-shaven guard Socorro had spoken to earlier signaled for them to move on through security since they had no real luggage to speak of. The driver stood near the bus door, waiting for the last few passengers. The dark shade of his suit and tie matched the blazer and short skirt worn by the young attendant. She tore Don Celestino’s tickets in half and handed him three small plastic bags, each filled with a snack and a bottle of purified water. Socorro packed everything into her own bag as she boarded the bus. 
Don Fidencio was still trying to figure out how to get the walker through the narrow entrance. He had tried twice and each time the frame collided with the sides. 
“That, we need to fold up and store down below, with the luggage,” Don Celestino said. “Give it to me so I can hand it to the boy.” The porter was squatting near the middle of the bus, rearranging the last packages to go into the luggage compartment. 
Don Fidencio ignored him, though, as if by his waiting a little longer, the entrance might widen or the walker shrink in size.
His brother tapped him on the shoulder. “You should go find your seat, and I’ll take care of storing it.”
“I can give it to him by myself,” the old man snapped. “You think I need your help for everything, like a little baby? Leave me and go sit with the girl.” 
Don Celestino stared at his brother for a moment, then boarded the bus. A tall man, holding a briefcase in one hand and a large pillow in the other, sat in the front seat. Behind him, a younger man with a long blondish ponytail sat in the aisle seat, while his guitar case sat upright in the window seat. A couple of rows back, an elderly woman held her granddaughter, who was resting her head on the old woman’s lap. Across from them, a gaunt man kept his hand on his wife’s very pregnant belly. None of these people or any of the other passengers so much as looked up as Don Celestino was making his way toward the middle of the bus. 
“And your brother?” Socorro asked.
“He was giving his walker to the boy so he could store it underneath.”
“They already closed the space,” she said, leaning over again to glance out the window.
They both turned when they heard the driver let out a moan as he removed his jacket and placed it on a wire hanger inside his compartment. Once he was seated, he spent a few seconds stroking the bristles of his mustache in the rearview mirror, then pulled the lever to close the door. Don Celestino started for the front of the bus, but he had to slow down for a woman in the aisle who was stuffing her bag into the luggage rack. 
“Wait,” Socorro called out. “I see him now.”
Don Fidencio was walking toward the front, steadying himself with one hand against the side of the bus. The driver opened the door and stood up to help him climb the three high steps, each one more arduous than the last. Once at the top, the old man grabbed hold of the luggage rack and staggered forward until he reached his seat. 
Don Celestino turned to look over his seat back. “I thought you were giving it to the boy. What took you so long?”
“Nothing,” he answered. “Why do I have to give you a report?”
The driver closed the door again. After he had cleaned his yellow-tinted aviator glasses, he inserted a videocassette into the VCR, and several monitors dropped down from the luggage rack. A pretty female attendant, dressed the same as the real-life attendant outside, only this one with light-brown hair and with not as dark a complexion, appeared on the screen to explain all the luxury features on Omnibuses de México, including a quiet and relaxing ride, roomy seats that reclined to the passengers’ comfort, a wide selection of feature films that were sure to entertain, and, of course, the cleanest rest-rooms. The image of the pretty attendant segued to footage of the bus coasting through the Mexican countryside. 
When the video ended, the driver took a final look at the instrument panel and crossed himself, then dug a finger into his tight collar and pulled out a thin gold necklace with a San Cristóbal pendant, which he gently kissed before stuffing it back in his shirt. The porter squeegeed the windshield one last time, then signaled thumbs-up when he was done, but the driver was more interested in waving good-bye to the young attendant. After she gave him the same cursory smile she gave to every other driver of Omnibuses de México, he slid the gearshift into reverse. The bus glided backward only a couple of inches before the back wheels lurched up and then down again with a harsh grinding sound. The driver slammed on the brakes, jerking all the passengers forward and then back into their seats. A few seconds later the porter dragged out a flattened metal frame with three plastic wheels still dangling from it, the fourth rolling aimlessly through the parking lot. Socorro and Don Celestino glanced over their seats, but the old man was already leaning back with his eyes closed, about to take his first peaceful nap in some time. 







27
When they had passed the last of the grocery stores and car dealerships and tire-repair shops and fried-chicken restaurants and Pemex stations, the road narrowed from a bustling four-lane, with lush plants and shrubs growing along the median, to a narrow two-lane, with only a pair of white stripes that served as the shoulders. The ranch-style houses, mixed in with cinder-block houses, were set several feet from the road, leaving a dirt path on either side for those traveling by foot or hoof. 
Near the edge of town, the driver stopped for a young man wearing a muscle shirt and baggy shorts, and on his shoulder carrying a wicker basket. His bellows of “¡Tortas! ¡Tortas!” roused Don Fidencio from his nap. He looked up in time to see the vendor had passed him and stopped to sell his food to one of the other passengers. 
“Give me some money, before he comes back,” the old man said, leaning forward.
“Why do you want to waste money?” Don Celestino handed him one of the plastic bags the attendant had given them. “We have your lunch right here, already paid for with the ticket.” 
He opened the bag and found two triangle halves of a sandwich and a small bag of Japanese peanuts. “Is this what you’re going to feed me for the whole trip? A ham-and-cheese sandwich?” 
“It’s the same as the tortas.”
“At least those are hot.”
“That was all they put in the bags, Fidencio.”
When his brother didn’t take it back, he tossed the plastic bag onto the seat next to him. The bus driver stopped to drop off the torta vendor and then reached over to insert another videocassette. The old man was about to fall back to sleep when the bus filled with Hindu music from the feature film, translated into Spanish as The Evil Within Both of Us. A large group of men and women were singing and dancing across an outdoor platform. It seemed to be some sort of family gathering, with children and adults seated at tables around the edges of the stage. When the music reached its climax, the gathering was suddenly disrupted by the arrival of several armed and hooded men. The fathers stood up to defend their families and were gunned down at once, leaving only the women to guard their children. Bodies flew through the air in slow motion, women and children crawled under tables, but the performers continued their singing and dancing. After a few minutes, the old man had trouble following what was happening on the screen. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t keep up with the dubbed-over story line, and finally he turned toward the window. Standing in the center of a small plot of land half cleared of the surrounding brush, a shirtless man holding a machete at his side had paused from working. He stared at the bus as if he could make out the old man looking at him through the tinted window. Farther along, the few plots of land made room for the mesquite and huisache and granejo and paloverde, and eventually the vast sea of scrubland broken up only occasionally by a white cross and an arrangement of plastic flowers that marked the last site of an unlucky traveler on this road. 
Don Fidencio had his eyes closed for only a few minutes before he felt someone tapping his shoulder.
The old man blinked his eyes open. “Why are you bothering me?”
“We’re almost at the checkpoint,” Don Celestino said. “I need your driver’s license or something with your photo and name so I can get our papers to travel.” 
“I left all that in my wallet.”
“And now tell me how you thought you could go on a trip without your wallet.”
“It stayed back there inside my shoe boxes,” he said. “The ones you didn’t let me bring.”
The bus vibrated unsteadily as it rolled across the grated lines on the road and came to a smooth stop under the open-sided checkpoint. The highway continued south and north from this point, but with no other sign of life as far as they could see in either direction. An officer dressed in green pants and khaki shirt approached the bus with a clipboard in hand. Don Celestino reached the front of the bus just as the driver was opening the door to shake hands with the official. 
“Excuse me,” Don Celestino said, “but the immigration office was closed at the bus station and they told me that I could get our visas here.” 
“Over there.” The official pointed to a single metal office that stood directly across the other lane used for smaller vehicles. “Go knock, see if today you find him in a good mood.” 
“And hurry,” the driver added, “or you’ll have to take the next bus.”
The men were still laughing as he waited for a large white truck with Texas plates to pass so he could make it across the lane. He found the office door open and an older woman in a long gingham apron mopping the tiled floor. “Is this where I can get a visa?” 
“I only clean the office for the one who sits at the desk,” the woman replied.
A short pile of blank visa forms lay on the surface of the otherwise bare desk.
“You know when he’s supposed to be back?”
“He comes back whenever he feels like it, any more you have to ask him. I just clean the floor.”
He stepped to one side of the entrance to let her pour the water onto a patch of weeds, then carry away the bucket and mop. Back at the bus, the driver was already on the first step, leaning down to shake hands one last time with the official. 
“You got everything you needed?” the official asked.
Don Celestino nodded and held up the two forms, folded in half, before he tucked them into the top pocket of his guayabera.
A few minutes later, as the bus was pulling back onto the road, Socorro asked him the same question but got a different response.
“And later if somebody asks, what are we going to do?” she said. “You never stop to think about how things might turn out. You think I can help you if the two of you get in trouble?” 
“I was asleep,” Don Fidencio said, now sitting back up and leaning forward to hear a little better. “And anyway, if I was born on this side, for what do I need papers?” 
“You still need them to be in either country.”
“So I’m not supposed to be here, but now I can’t get back over there? Is that what you want to tell me? Not here and not there?”
His brother looked at him and then at Socorro. “Just give me time and I’ll figure something out,” he said, and leaned back in his seat. 
“Sure,” Don Fidencio said, “sure you will.”
_______
The bus barreled through an open stretch of highway, slowing down only when the red light above the driver buzzed, indicating that he had again exceeded the one-hundred-kilometers-per-hour speed limit. The buzzer, which was actually more of a high-pitched squeal, was interfering with the passengers’ movie, as well as the cassette tape he was playing up front for his own pleasure. The combination of the Norteño music, the squealing buzzer, and the Hindu music from the movie forced him to ease his foot off the accelerator. The only other time he reduced his speed was when he found himself stuck behind a car or trailer with a driver who didn’t extend him the courtesy of moving off to the shoulder. On the tighter curves, he slowed down to a sluggish eighty kilometers per hour. 
After feeling what seemed to be each and every pebble the bus had rolled over, the old man opened his eyes. Three more crosses marked the curve up ahead. A woman was pulling the weeds growing around the last of these shrines, each of them no bigger than a doghouse. Off in the distance he made out a teetering windmill still spinning, though only one of its blades remained in place. Halfway up a small hill, he thought he spotted a thicket of palo amarillo, the kind his grandfather used to search for when he wasn’t feeling well and needed to brew another batch of the stems. Together they would venture out into the monte without any clear direction, but turning this way and that way, down along a creek or up some gravelly hillside, as his grandfather picked up a trace of the vanilla-scented flowers. A moment later Don Fidencio grabbed the seat in front of him to pull himself up. 
“I need to make water,” he announced to anyone interested in knowing.
“You went at the bus station,” Don Celestino said back over his shoulder.
“This time I can make it there without your help.”
“Yes, yes, without my help — and then if you have an accident and fall?”
“So then what, you want me to stay here and do it in the plastic bag?”
Socorro kept her eyes closed, pretending to be asleep, while the two brothers continued arguing between the seats: something about a pecan, then a guava; something about shoe boxes; something about sacrifices; something about knowing better. Two days ago she’d wanted to come along on the trip, if only to spend more time with Don Celestino. She knew it was silly, but she imagined the trip would somehow make things between them more real. If they were away from home for a while, people would see them together out in public, like a normal couple, and it would continue when they got back. She had been trying to think of the best way of telling her mother, but then Don Celestino said they weren’t going after all. She was disappointed at first, though later that night she realized the trip would have been difficult for Don Fidencio. The man needed more care than they had considered before agreeing to take him. Those times they’d gone out to eat, he had refused to wear anything on his collar to protect his clothes. Afterward she’d tried to help him wipe off some of the stains, but they almost always had to return him to the nursing home with various wet splotches across his shirt and pants. Of course, the old man cared little about how he looked; she was the one who worried what people would think, especially the nurses and aides. And none of this was taking into account how he seemed to be losing a little more strength every day. It was difficult helping him get in and out of the car as it was. And now a bus? She had seen how the nurse’s aides struggled to get these poor old people in and out of their wheelchairs, their beds, their restrooms. What if one day he couldn’t go to the toilet on his own or bathe himself? What if they bought him the cane he insisted on using but then saw that he needed the walker? Though she had gone to bed feeling sorry for him, by the morning she had woken up thankful that his daughter had put an end to the whole thing. She didn’t know what to think when she first saw the two men sitting in the taxi at the bridge. What was going through his head, believing he could steal his ninety-one-year-old brother and run away to Mexico? This wasn’t going to make the man’s life any better. If anything, from now on they probably wouldn’t allow him to leave the nursing home even for a short while to eat lunch somewhere. And then one final thought had crossed her mind: What if the old man gets sick on the trip? 
Maybe it was her fault for encouraging them to take the trip. Maybe even her fault for insisting that he introduce her to his family. If they hadn’t met, Don Fidencio might not have continued telling his grandfather’s story as much as he did. What did it matter if she met his family anyway? Or he met hers? She had met his brother, and it wasn’t as if anything had changed. Wasn’t it enough that she had found someone? Was she imagining this thing between them was more than what it was? The only thing she knew for certain was that she had more questions than answers, and sometimes only questions. 
It sounded as if they’d stopped arguing. Then she felt Don Celestino standing up to follow his brother to the lavatory. She opened her eyes just as the bus climbed a low hill that opened up into a new valley. The blossoming white flowers of the yucca spotted the distant hills, and farther to the west, the huisache splashed orange-and-yellow hues along the horizon. A few cinder-block houses with thatched roofs stood at the end of a winding path extending out from the highway. When the bus reached the bottom of the hill, a young boy was standing by himself near the shoulder. He held a falcon tethered to his forearm, which was padded with the remains of what looked like a quilted blanket. A large wire cage stood next to him as he waited for his next customer to pull over. There was nothing around him except for more and more open range. The gust of wind and dirt from a passing truck caused the bird to flap its sizable wings and the vendor boy to extend his padded arm to avoid being swatted. As the bus zoomed by, the boy was still struggling to pull down on the tether with his other hand. Socorro turned in her seat until she finally lost him in the unforgiving scrubland. 
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The engine lights start flashing, but with no sign that there is trouble with the engine. He has no idea what has become of the driver, or why, of all people, an old man who has never driven a bus, and much less through Mexico, would be the one at the wheel. He tries, for the fourth time, to eject the video from the VCR, and again, like so many other things in his remaining days, it refuses to cooperate with him. He has listened to enough of this strange music in some tongue he has never heard but feels compelled to hum along to. What he needs to do is find a safe place to pull over somewhere on this mountain road and add water to the overheated engine. Because of the dense clouds he has trouble seeing beyond the solid white line at the shoulder, but he imagines the drop is severe and not something any of them would survive if he were to miscalculate one of these curves when the front end of the bus swept over the edge. He eases up on the accelerator as he approaches a group of men walking single file in the opposite direction. But when he gets closer he sees that he is one of these men, only younger, just as he was the only other time he traveled so far into Mexico. The old man desperately wants to slide open the little window and speak to this younger version of himself, tell him how it all turns out, that he makes it back home alive — hungry, but alive — and that from then on he’ll take work only when they travel up north, where it will be less likely for these men to accuse him of not belonging where he is and forcing him to go somewhere else, and that later he will find a good job, but one that over many, many years will require him to walk farther than he is walking now, no matter how difficult that might be to imagine. When the road opens up he decides to pull over, only he notices that he has no brakes. There is a gas pedal and then a wide-open space to the left. He sees the highway flashing just beneath him. Of all the buses to be put in charge of, they gave him one without so much as a brake pedal. And the accelerator he thought he was controlling turns out to not change in the slightest when he takes his foot off it completely or stomps on it all the way to the floor. The bus simply continues at the same pace, regardless of what he does or doesn’t do, whether going downhill or up an incline. He lifts his hands from the steering wheel and it turns smoothly with each curve. Then he stands, watching the bus continue the same as when he was driving, or thought he was. What he wants more than anything is to get back to his own seat and fall back to sleep, as he was doing before he was put in charge of driving a bus that needs no driver. He holds on to the backrests to guide himself past the other passengers, who don’t so much as thank him for his efforts. But what else should he expect from someone like The Turtle With The Fedora or The Turtle With The Orange Gloves or The One Who Cries Like A Dying Calf or The Gringo With The Ugly Finger? “I pretty much stopped taking buses when I joined up with Pan Am. Then it was nothing but blue, blue skies for yours truly. My little accident wasn’t going to keep me grounded, no sir.” They’re all here, in the seats where the other passengers were earlier. The One With The Hole In His Back balances his withered body across several rows so his wound can get some air from the open window. He has left his darkened parts exposed only so that he can keep hold of his cowboy hat in the bustling wind. “I CAN FEEL IT GETTING SMALLER NOW. ALREADY I HAD TOLD THEM TO LEAVE IT, THAT IT JUST NEEDED SOME FRESH AIR AND IT WOULD HEAL BY ITSELF. BUT DID THEY LISTEN?” The lack of empty spaces sends him shuffling back to the driver’s seat. At least they’re past the mountains and hills and are on a level highway. Everything is so much flatter now. The narrow road has two ample lanes going in the same direction and, across a narrow median, another two lanes going in the opposite direction. Something about this feels familiar. He tries to remember the stretch of road from the other time he was here, but he realizes how pointless this is for him, trying to remember something he experienced a lifetime ago. The needle has fallen off the compass. Who knows where they may be headed? “¡Teléfono!” The bus has slowed down and is traveling through a busy street. No more mountains, no more checkpoints, no more buzzer going off. Still there is something he wants to recall about being here. They’re driving straight into the sun, and then up ahead he sees what looks like a long line of cars, all heading toward a bridge.
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Most of the passengers were still asleep when the bus pulled over. The driver pressed a button on the console and muted the video. 
“You need to wake up,” Socorro said.
“Are we there?” Don Celestino sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
“Look for yourself,” she answered, turning to rouse his brother.
Three soldiers were boarding the bus. One stayed up front; the other two walked down the aisle to check everyone’s papers. They wore flak jackets over their dark-green fatigues, and the one at the front carried a submachine gun strapped to his shoulder. Don Celestino pulled his seat back to the upright position when the first soldier walked by him. 
“I told you something like this would happen,” Socorro whispered. “But what do I know?”
“Nothing’s going to happen.” He caressed her hand.
“You say it like I have something to worry about,” she said. “You and your brother are the ones.”
The younger of two soldiers was now at the rear of the bus, making his way toward the middle. His partner had stopped in front of the long-haired musician and nudged him until he sat up. 
“I bought two tickets,” the passenger stammered in his broken Spanish. “Two tickets,” he repeated, pointing to the guitar case in the next seat and then holding up two fingers. 
The soldier shook his head. “Identification,” he said. “Visa.”
He stood there, waiting for the man to produce the documents. After searching through his front and back pockets, the traveler located the papers in the side pocket of his cargo pants. 
“Citizens?”
Don Celestino and Don Fidencio turned to see the other soldier standing in the aisle between their seats. Socorro nodded first, and then the two men. 
“Identification?”
She handed him the ID card she had been holding since the bus pulled over. The soldier glanced at it, then handed it back. He held his position as Don Celestino searched his pockets for the missing card. Don Fidencio was rummaging through the plastic bag with the medicines. 
“We just got married,” Socorro announced, as she placed her hand on Celestino’s leg.
“Married?” The soldier took a closer look at the groom.
Don Celestino looked up at her for a second and then turned to smile at the soldier. “Yes, but with all the celebrating I think I forgot my wallet.” 
“And when was it that you said you were married?” he asked Socorro.
“A few hours ago, just this morning,” she answered.
“A morning wedding then?”
“Yes, so everyone could still get to their work.”
The soldier tilted back his helmet and regarded the one ring that she owned and that only a minute earlier she had switched over from the other hand. The soldier looked over the seat at the old man traveling with them, then turned when his partner walked up. 
“These two say they were married today.”
“Married?” The second soldier leaned back to look at the newlyweds.
“That’s what she said, ‘married,’ ” the first soldier confirmed. Then, turning back to the bride, he asked, “Where was this that you say you got married to this man?” 
“Matamoros. It was a simple ceremony. Only my father and aunt. My brothers couldn’t come.”
“I thought you said there was a lot of celebrating,” the soldier said, then checked to see if the old man behind them had anything to add. 
“For the family, yes,” Don Celestino clarified. “They were all very excited to see us get married.”
“So this was a few hours ago that you say the two of you were married?” the second one asked, also taking time to glance over the seat at the other passenger. 
“Already I know what you must be thinking,” Don Fidencio interrupted, leaning forward. “Now imagine my reaction when I heard my only daughter wanted to marry a man almost the same age as her father.” 
“Nobody’s talking to you,” Don Celestino snapped into the tiny space between the seats.
“Listen to how my new son-in-law speaks to me. Listen, listen to him and tell me what I can expect later on, if today is only the first day.” 
“This man is your father?” the first soldier asked.
She looked over the seat back at Don Fidencio, then smiled and nodded.
“Only because she had no place to leave me, for that reason she brought me on this trip. ‘To celebrate, to celebrate, we have to celebrate!’ Who knows where they’ll put me to sleep tonight and what will go on between them — in what ways they will be celebrating! Can you imagine? I thank God that He took her mother and she’s not here to experience such things.” 
The second soldier looked at the first one and motioned to him that they had wasted enough time. Another bus was pulling into the checkpoint. 
Don Celestino waited until they were off the bus before he turned around in his seat. “No more from you.”
“You should be thanking me,” his brother said.
“For insulting and embarrassing me?”
“He saved us,” Socorro said. “What does it matter what he said?”
They quieted after this, but the incident kept stirring inside her, especially Don Celestino’s reaction when she first told the soldier about the wedding. It was the same face he had made that time she’d added too much salt to the rice. 
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The lush mountains of the Sierra Madre Oriental, their tops covered in the dark and stirring clouds, formed a striking backdrop to the rather plain northern city of Ciudad Victoria. Though it was still late afternoon, the streetlights had turned on early due to the overcast sky. The station served as a stopping point for those traveling south into the interior — San Luis Potosí, Aguascalientes, Querétaro — and those continuing north toward the border. It was the other road, the one headed northwest, that led to Linares. 
The old man sat in the café and sipped his coffee as he watched the flow of travelers move from the entrance to the terminal, and a few minutes later watched a new flow of travelers go in the opposite direction. Most of the people moved too quickly, particularly the porters with their hand trucks, for him to take any real notice of them. Closer, though, a gringo with short, spiky hair leaned his bicycle against one of the stone benches. He wore tight black shorts and a bright-yellow shirt that clung to his body. His tennies had cleats that clicked each time he walked around the bicycle. The old man noticed that the gringo’s legs were smooth-smooth-smooth, like a woman’s shaved legs. Personally, he had never cared if his women shaved their legs or not, though he wasn’t about to complain if they were already in bed when he made this discovery. One of them, he thought it might have been a woman who worked in a fabric shop downtown, used to shave them and then ask him to feel them. So he felt them. Yes, they were smooth. Did she want a prize for this? Okay then… first prize for the smoothest legs at the Rio Motel, room sixteen, or whatever it was that afternoon. What he didn’t like was one afternoon for her legs to be smooth and the next to be rough like he was rubbing up against a shrimper’s face. If they were going to be smooth one day, then they needed to stay nice and smooth the next time. A man should be able to expect certain things. 
Before he knew it, the gringo was standing before him, leaning over the cord that separated the café from the rest of the lobby. He spoke in broken Spanish, stopping to look through a tattered phrase book, but none of it was making any sense to the old man until he said the word boleto and pointed at the ticket counter. He considered telling the poor gringo that he spoke English, if only to stop him from further mangling the language. Yes, yes, the old man finally nodded; he would watch his bicycle while he went to buy a ticket. It was then that he realized he had somehow become the watchman for people with better things to do than sit around and make sure no one stole their belongings. After his brother and the girl had helped him off the bus and into the terminal, they had gone off to buy the tickets for the final leg of the trip; the leather pouch and the plastic bag with their water and snacks lay on the table before him. His own plastic bag with the pill dispenser sat on his lap so he wouldn’t forget it. As if they would ever let this happen. 
He opened a newspaper someone had left behind on the next chair. In the photos on the second page, a dead teenage girl, her torso draped in what looked like a black plastic trash bag, lay on a small dune. Another photo showed her wearing a formal dress and tiara. He began to read about the tragedy, a strangulation, and about the young girl’s distraught mother, then about the possible suspects. But after the first few lines, he remembered how reading long passages in Spanish, or English for that matter, had become a chore to him. He had to read one sentence, then the next, then start over at the beginning, this time hoping to keep the information straight in his head by the time he reached the end of the paragraph. With the morning obituaries, he cared about only three things: name, age, place of death. The name was easy enough to spot. The age was usually the only number in the paragraph, unless instead of the actual age they put the deceased’s date of birth, which meant he had to do the math, and this, too, was work for him. If there was somewhere that he could jot down the dates, he might go ahead and subtract the numbers, but if he was on the pot, then forget it — they died when they died. And the place of death concerned him only in that he wanted to know if it was somebody down the hall from him, one of The Turtles or some other somebody. This, he had learned, was the only way to find out, because the girls who worked there weren’t going to say anything. By his way of thinking, they should have posted the news up on the bulletin board, not some other useless information like the schedule for the next sing-along with The Jesus Christ Loves Everybody Women. And who really cared to read the forecast by looking to see if the aides had posted the smiley sun made with bright-yellow construction paper or the dark rain clouds made with cotton balls on black construction paper? They hardly went outside to begin with. 
Another group of passengers arrived in the terminal lobby. Two teenage boys with bright-blue soccer jerseys were the first to make it through with their backpacks. Next came a man dragging an oversize suitcase, while his wife carried the baby and pulled along another boy. But then an elderly couple, each using a wooden cane and holding on to each other, held back the flow of passengers, forcing them to pause while the seniors found their way through the lobby. A young man who appeared to be their grandson carried a valise and a nylon woven bag. The old man and woman turned in the direction of the café, until the grandson redirected them toward the exit. 
“Buy my Chiclets.”
Don Fidencio turned to look at the little boy, making sure he wasn’t the same one from before. This one seemed to have longer hair, but it was matted and crusty, with a greenish stain just below his left ear. His T-shirt was tattered along the collar and it looked as though he had dripped mustard across the front. He was standing on his left foot while his right leg formed a triangle against his other leg. 
“Buy my Chiclets.”
“No, go away.”
“But why?”
“Go ask your brother.”
“I only have sisters.” He held up his grubby fingers. “Five of them, all of them bigger.”
“Doesn’t matter, I still don’t want your candies.”
“But Chiclets are gum, not candy.” He held out the small carton, balanced on the palm of his hand, as evidence of what he said. 
“I don’t like gum.”
“Buy some Chiclets and you can give them to your friends.”
“Friends?” He laughed. “I have no friends anymore.”
“But why?”
“Your friends go away when you get old, that’s why.”
“To where do they go?”
“On vacation.”
“On a bus, like you?”
“Yes, but the bus only goes one way.”
The little boy thought about this before he gave a little shrug.
“Then buy my Chiclets and that way you make new friends.”
“Ya, leave me alone.”
“Don’t be mean, sir. Buy my Chiclets.” He turned his face to one side and blinked his big doe eyes at him. The old man knew this must have been something they trained all of them to do before sending them out with their first box of Chiclets. 
“I have no money.”
“And that?” The boy pointed toward some coins the girl had left behind after she bought the coffee. His brother had also given him a couple of small bills, but those he was smart enough to stuff in his pocket. 
“That’s not my money. It belongs to a friend.”
“You said you had no friends.”
The old man glanced around to see where the hell the girl and his brother might be. When he turned back, the security guard had the little boy by the arm, forcing him to stand on both legs and drop a purple packet from his carton. 
“He was going to buy my Chiclets,” the boy said. “Right, sir?”
“Was he bothering you?” the guard asked. “Already I had told him to not be bothering the passengers. But they keep coming, like the flies. You chase them out one door and they come in through the other one. They don’t understand anything about rules, no matter how many times you explain the way things work around here.” 
“He said he was going to buy lots of them, but he couldn’t decide which ones he liked more — right, sir?” The boy reached for the old man’s arm, but the guard pulled him back. “I told him, ‘Pick the green ones, my favorites’ — right, sir? Right, you said you wanted to buy?” 
Don Fidencio looked at the boy and then up at the guard.
“Come on,” the guard said, yanking on the boy’s arm. “You come here only to tell me more lies, so you can do what you want. Maybe someday you can learn the rules and how to respect other people.” 
“But he said he wanted to, I heard him.” The little boy was dragging his feet, making his body go limp.
“Yes, like the man and woman you were bothering earlier.” The guard pulled harder now. “Everybody, everybody wants to buy your gum.” 
“Wait,” the old man called out.
“What is it?” The guard had the boy halfway out of the café.
“I told you he wanted to buy, I told you,” the young one responded.
“How much did you say they were, the green ones?” He gestured for the boy to come closer.
“Only one peso, sir, that way you buy lots of them and give them to all your new friends. You will see how many friends you can make with the Chiclets.” 
Don Fidencio gazed at the coins on the table, unsure what denominations they might be. There was a larger goldish-looking coin with an eagle on it, then a copper coin with the image of a man, an indio, it looked like, and finally several smaller coins with what looked like wreaths of some sort. “This,” the old man said, “whatever this will buy.” He slid the coins across the table as though he had more important things to do than to be counting dirty coins in a bus station. 
“All of it?” The boy was back to standing on one leg.
“Some for now, and the others I can save.” He waited for him to take the coins.
“Yes or no?” the guard demanded. “We’re not going to stand here all day, selling your Chiclets.”
After the boy added up all the money, he looked back at his carton and started counting the packets, but then stopped suddenly and placed the whole carton on the table. “You see?” he said to the guard. “He wanted to buy all of them.” 
“Now at least say ‘thank you’ to the man.”
“Thank you, sir,” the boy said, and scurried off from the table and the guard.
The old man bent over to recover the packet that had fallen earlier. He was returning it to the carton when his brother and the girl walked up. 
“I thought you didn’t like Chiclets,” she said.
“I bought them just to pass the time.”
“Well, now you have more time,” his brother said. “The next bus leaves in an hour but doesn’t get to Linares until after dark. We should just find a hotel so we can rest, then leave early in the morning.” 
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After staring at the grimy keypad for a couple of minutes, Socorro finally took out a pen and, on the palm of her hand, jotted down her mother’s number. She was standing on the corner outside their hotel, which had fifty channels on the television but no phone in the room. The noise from the traffic and the nearby torta stand was loud enough that she wondered if she shouldn’t have walked an extra block to the plaza and found another pay phone. Before this, she had gone to the pharmacy so she could buy the calling card she was now inserting into the card reader. The number on her palm still looked strange to her, like she was off a digit, but she couldn’t say which. She blamed her forgetfulness on all the traveling they had done that day. Who wouldn’t be a little disoriented so far from home? 
As the phone rang, she imagined, as she had most of the day, how exactly she would go about telling them where she was. It was still too early for her mother or her aunt to be missing her. She had thought she would ask her mother about her day, how she was feeling, if the swelling in her feet had gone away, if she had taken her afternoon nap and remembered to keep her feet elevated. There was no need to rush into the news about the trip. It would be like peeling an onion, layer by layer, and slowly revealing what had occurred and how, so her mother could see that the sudden trip actually wasn’t so sudden. There was the news of Celestino’s brother, the poor man living in a home filled with the elderly and infirm. There was the news of their grandfather and how he was kidnapped as a child by the Indians and taken from his ranchito in Mexico to the United States. There was the news of the terrible things that had happened to the other people in their family. There was the news of Don Fidencio’s promise to his grandfather to someday return to the ranchito in his place. There was the news of his need to fulfill this promise but also the unfortunate condition of his health (something her mother would surely be able to understand), and how if the poor old man were going to make the trip, he would need help. There was more, but with these details she thought her mother would accept the rest of what she needed to tell her. And perhaps her plan would have worked if she hadn’t blurted the whole thing out as soon as her mother answered the phone. 
“And then, what do you want from me?” her mother said, only after what seemed like an interminable pause. “What did you call here for? Not to ask for my advice, not to see if this was a good idea.” 
“Just to let you know, that’s all.” Across the street a taxi driver blasted his horn at another driver who’d tried to cut him off. “So you wouldn’t be worried about me.” 
“And now you want us to relax, knowing you ran off with two little old men?”
“We didn’t plan it this way,” she said, then repeated herself over the traffic and the flush of heat she could feel spreading across her chest. 
“You also never said anything about taking a trip,” her mother said. “What you want is to go have your fun, leave us here, and then come back whenever you feel like it because here you always have a bed.” 
“Are you saying not to come back?” The remaining minutes on her calling card were counting down on the digital screen above the keypad, and she was glad she bought only enough for a five-minute call. 
“Not if you are going to act like a woman who any man can take to sleep wherever he decides you will lie down, and you run off with him.” 
She rubbed the nape of her neck and could feel a feverish sweat soaking through her hair. “Celestino is not just any man.”
“He is to me, he is to your tía. We only know him from looking through the window when he drops you off across the street. For us, he is any man.” 
“Like bringing him to the house would change things, after the way the two of you talk about him.”
“At least then we would know who you ran away with.”
“Maybe later I will bring him to the house.”
“And when will that be, when you come to tell us that already you married him?”
“I never said we were getting married, that things were that serious.”
“Not serious for getting married, but serious for other things,” her mother said. “And if he gets you in trouble?”
“Trouble how?”
“Trouble the way old men can get young women in trouble.”
“You know if that was even possible for me, it would have happened years ago.”
“With a little faith, it would have.”
“I had faith.”
“If you had waited.”
“I did wait,” she said. “He was the one who didn’t wait, remember?”
“You never stop blaming the poor man, dead so many years.” Her mother had more to say on this matter, but by now the automated voice had announced that only a few seconds remained on the calling card. Socorro thought about going back to the pharmacy to buy another card so they could finish their conversation, then realized they’d been having the same conversation for years and would probably continue to do so. Now she only had to wait for the seconds to tick away. 
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The restaurant at Hotel de los Monteros overlooked the plaza and a corner of the church. Since it was barely five o’clock, the hour Don Fidencio normally ate his dinner, they were the only customers in the place. The waiter had sat them at a table near the large picture window, smudged from people stopping to peer through the tinted glass. The old man was sitting closest to the window and next to the new shopping bags that sat on the extra chair. 
They were still looking out the window when the waiter came around to their table. His gaunt and slouched posture made him appear to be much shorter than he actually was. He was dressed in a white shirt, black pants and vest, and a faded bow tie that tilted upward like a broken weather vane. 
“Would you care to order something to drink — coffee, maybe a drink from the bar?”
“A mineral water,” Socorro said.
“For me, a coffee,” Don Celestino answered.
“And something for the gentleman?”
Don Fidencio looked up from the menu and then turned around to make sure he was talking to him.
“Bring me a Carta Blanca.”
The waiter nodded and walked into the back.
“Are you sure you should be drinking?” Socorro asked.
“What’s so wrong with drinking one beer?”
“Because of your medicines,” Don Celestino said. “All the trouble of going to the pharmacy, and now you want to be drinking?”
The old man placed a hand on either corner of the table. “In the first place, it was your idea to buy a bagful of medicines, not mine. And in the second place, it has been forty years that I’ve been taking medicines and it never stopped me from having a beer.” 
“Before you weren’t ninety-one or living in a nursing home.”
“So far you’ve told me all the reasons that I should be drinking.”
“Say what you want, Fidencio, but you need to take care of yourself, at least for this trip.”
“What you want is for me to stop living,” he responded. “If I keep taking the medicines that you bought me, what does it matter? Just let me take care of the rest.” 
The waiter returned with the order and made a display of pouring the beer into the small glass. He set a tiny bowl of limes to one side of the drink. 
When the waiter left, Socorro reached over to the extra chair and set the three shopping bags on the table. “Don’t you want to open them?” 
“You found everything?” the old man asked.
“Almost,” she said. “We had to go to two different stores for the toothbrushes and the deodorant and the shavers.”
Don Fidencio glanced again at the three medium-size shopping bags propped up in front of him. “And the other thing?”
“Look inside the bag,” his brother replied.
“Unless you bought one for a baby, I don’t know where you could have put it.”
Socorro opened one of the bags and handed him a clear plastic package, a little bigger than a manila envelope. He turned it over several times. “And this?” 
“Open it.”
He tried to undo the snap buttons at one corner, but his fingers weren’t cooperating and she finally had to pull it open for him. The three aluminum bars, zigzagging end over end, reminded him of the security grille they used at night to close the post office. He wondered what he was supposed to do with a mangled cane. But then she quickly extended the three parts and the handle into a full cane. “See if you like it.” 
“And if it comes apart?”
“I tried it in the store.”
“For you, a young girl, but just imagine a grown man.” He leaned the cane against the table. “I try it, I fall, I break my hip, my leg, my head, something, and from there I go back to that place.” 
“You’re not going to fall,” Don Celestino said.
“Then let me see you who knows so much. Try it, see if it doesn’t give out on you.”
“I don’t need to try it.”
“Only because you’re afraid,” Don Fidencio said. “That, I can see from here.”
“If I can walk without a cane, why would I be afraid of falling?”
“Not afraid of falling, afraid that people will see you with a cane, like a little old man.”
Don Celestino flicked his wrist at this idea. “Believe me, I’ll use a cane if that day ever comes, and I’ll use it without so many protests, like somebody I know.” 
The old man took a sip of his beer. “Then don’t expect me to be the first one to try that thing.”
Don Celestino turned to Socorro, but she was already looking at him, waiting. Finally he stood up and tossed his napkin on the chair; he didn’t know how it was he let himself get talked into so much. He jiggled the cane in front of him as if it were a divining rod. As he took his first steps, he tried to remember if he had ever needed any help walking. With the exception of the diabetes, he had been healthy all his life, which made using the cane all the more ridiculous to him. What would they want him to do next? Go to the restroom every hour? 
“You walk like it was a rake and not like a cane in your hand,” his brother called out, loud enough to be heard across the room. “At least put some weight on it.” 
Don Celestino spread his legs now, so his stance would be similar to his brother’s. Then he leaned forward some, like a man looking for his keys in the grass. He tightened his grip to make sure his hand didn’t slip when he leaned on the handle. The lights had been dimmed around the other half of the restaurant, so he took his time maneuvering around the table and chairs in his way. The waiter had left a tray stand in the narrow aisle, and Don Celestino considered taking another route but then managed to get through the narrow gap. With the tip of the cane, he flicked away a cigarette butt. He imagined that if someday he did have to use a cane, he would walk as normally as he had without it, using it more as a precaution than anything else. His brother liked to exaggerate things. The walker probably wasn’t as bad as he had made it out to be. 
When he reached the far end of the restaurant, near the doors to the kitchen, he turned around. Socorro waved to him while his brother only motioned for him to come back. 
“I knew he would try to make it look so easy,” Don Fidencio said. “What does he know about needing it to go everywhere?”
“He was just trying to help,” she said.
“To make it look like there was no reason for me to be worried and that anybody could do it. Watch him, how he pretends to know how.” 
He was walking back in the same crouched manner and paused when one of the kitchen doors swung open. A different waiter walked out carrying a broom and dustpan but stopped and held the door when he noticed someone nearby. Then he rushed over to assist the older gentleman with the cane, obviously lost to be off in this dark corner of the restaurant. 
When Don Fidencio had finished off the last bit of his enchiladas verdes, the waiter removed all the plates from the table.
“Can I offer the travelers a dessert?”
“Nothing for me,” Socorro answered.
“Coffees for the gentlemen?”
Don Celestino shook his head. “Just the check, please.”
“And for me, another Carta Blanca,” the old man said, ignoring his brother’s gaze. “I want to make a toast.”
“We don’t need to be making toasts, Fidencio.”
“Me, not you,” he replied.
The waiter returned with the beer, poured it with the same flair as earlier, and left again. Don Fidencio raised his glass and waited for his brother and the girl to do the same. “To Celestino,” he said, “the brave one who kept his word about the trip and this morning rescued his brother.” 
His brother and the girl raised their glasses and drank.
“There’s more.” He kept his glass in the air. “May he live a long and happy life with such a lovely companion by his side.”
Socorro reached for Don Celestino’s hand.
“And at last, I raise my glass to my little brother for finally believing our grandfather’s story and for helping me to keep my promise to him.” Then he leaned back and swilled the drink. 
“Because I said I would take you there doesn’t mean I believed it,” his brother responded.
“Then what?”
“That I would take you, that was all. Why does it always have to be more with you?”
“It sounds like you’re taking a child, only to amuse him.”
“What does it matter why I said yes?”
“It matters,” the old man said. “I was going to tell you what else I remembered today on the bus.”
“Tell us tomorrow on the way to the station,” Don Celestino argued. “I want to get some rest.”
“At seven o’clock?”
“I woke up early to go get you, and I wasn’t the one who slept most of the way on the bus.”
“Bah, now you want to blame me for being able to sleep. If tonight is like most nights, I’ll be lucky to sleep a few hours.”
“Go on and tell us, and after that we can go rest for tomorrow,” Socorro said.
The old man looked at his brother and then over at the girl.
“I’m only telling it for you,” he said. “Whoever else can listen if he wants.”
He took another swig of his beer and then poured the rest of the bottle into his glass. “Papá Grande had only ever been on an old mule that belonged to his uncle. La Chueca, they called it, because it walked with a limp. You can imagine how slow the poor animal must have walked?” He jounced about on his wooden chair to demonstrate to her how it might have been to ride the gimpy mule. “And now here he was, this little boy on a real horse, being taken by the one who had killed his father.” 
“With the arrow?” she said.
“Exactly, and already you know where.” He checked to see if his brother was listening. “But that wasn’t all of it, because he had also seen almost everybody at the circus killed, even his mother, who had been hit across the face with the back of a small ax. Then there was the midget that they scalped. And not just scalped, because this one was still alive when they peeled back the top of his head.” 
“And so now he’s a midget?” Don Celestino asked.
“He was always a midget, that’s the way he was born.”
“All the other times it was Papá Grande’s uncle or just a man in the circus, nobody else.”
“So now I remember the circus man had a midget with him. Somebody had to help him with the bear. What difference does it make?”
“It sounds like you’re making up the story as you go.”
“Why would I say he was little if he wasn’t little? This is only what Papá Grande told me.”
“Maybe he remembered wrong — maybe you remembered wrong.” He looked at Socorro but found no support. “Before, you said the circus man came alone. You never mentioned anybody else. Now you made it the helper and maybe one of our uncles who got scalped. Next you’re going to tell us that it was our uncle who was the midget.” 
“Then tell me how you remember it.”
“I don’t remember any midget, that I do know.”
“By then they had killed and skinned a small bear that was in a cage.”
“Now the poor bear?” Don Celestino glanced up at the ceiling. “What more, a lion?”
“He never said anything about a lion, just a small black bear.” Don Fidencio stared at his brother a moment longer before turning back to the girl. “And after that they rode away as fast as the horses would go, crossing fields and small riverbeds and valleys. All night they rode this way. Papá Grande had never been any farther than Linares, and now they were taking him from everything he knew. Already he had some idea that this would be the last time he’d see his home and that there was no one left. But still he couldn’t help looking back, wondering if anybody was following them. The sun had gone down, and the world around him had started to grow dark.” He paused to sip his beer. 
“The Indians kept going and only stopped for the horses to drink water. There were times when Papá Grande thought he was going to fall asleep on the horse. He felt weak because since that morning he hadn’t eaten and only chewed on some kind of beans that the Indian had given him from a tree they passed. It was when they were climbing a large hill that they saw what looked like twenty soldiers following their trail, maybe only a mile behind them. This gave Papá Grande a little bit of hope, but they were still so far away.” Don Fidencio noticed his brother wanting to interrupt. “Now that I think about it, I remember he told me that it was just before dark that they saw the soldiers. How else would they be able to see so far?” He took a sip, then wiped the edge of his mouth with his cuff. “But whatever time it happened, it was right then that one of the other children, a little girl, she thought it would be a good idea to scream so the soldiers could hear them. And without thinking about it, the Indian she was with reached around and cut her throat, from one ear to the other. The screaming ended right there. No more screaming, just the horses running. The Indian tossed her body to one side without slowing down. And what could they do now but stay quiet-quiet and pray that the soldiers would catch up? Papá Grande said those Indians knew about horses better than most men, probably better than the soldiers.” 
“I thought you said he had never been on a real horse,” Don Celestino said.
“I knew you wouldn’t stay quiet forever.” The old man used the interruption as an opportunity to take another drink. “Papá Grande knew they were good because he was there, on the horse, and saw how they controlled the horses, how they rode them.” 
“Yes, but how could he know they were better than most men if he had never climbed onto a horse?”
“I thought you were sleepy?”
“Until you kept me up with your story.”
“The way I remember it, they rode through the night,” Don Fidencio replied, surprised his brother didn’t object. “The Indians stopped only two times to water the horses, but they wouldn’t let the children get down, maybe because they were afraid one of them might escape.” 
“Those poor children, all that time without eating or sleeping?” Socorro turned toward Don Celestino, but he was staring out the window as if they were still on the bus. 
“The worst of it was that, after a while, he felt like he had to make water, but there was no way for him to tell this to the Indian, not that he would have stopped anyway.” The old man shook his head. “The whole night that way. Not until they crossed the river did they let him go free.” 
“Only him?”
“The way Papá Grande told me, only him. The rest of the children, they took with them to the north. Maybe they thought leaving one little boy would force the soldiers to stop or that they would be satisfied with only that one child. But who knows, why him and not the others?” 
“He was lucky, no?” Socorro said.
“Lucky that they freed him, but not so lucky with what had happened earlier.” He took the last sip of his beer.
The waiter, who had been standing off to the side and halfway listening, stepped up now. “Another cold beer for the gentleman?”
“No, just the bill,” Don Celestino said before his brother had a chance to answer.
After paying, they walked out of the restaurant and through the lobby. Don Fidencio kept testing his new cane by stabbing it into various splotches and cigarette burns on the carpet. Don Celestino had rented two rooms, his brother’s located on the ground floor, and a bigger room upstairs for him and Socorro. They agreed to meet for coffee and a quick breakfast at seven and try to be in the taxi by seven thirty. If they were still hungry, they could buy a snack at one of the stores inside the terminal or wait until they arrived at their destination. It was only a two-hour bus ride to Linares. 
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The same waiter unlocked the doors early the next morning. His shirt was still untucked and he held the tail ends together as if they were part of his bathrobe. Don Celestino pulled a chair out for Socorro. As it had been the evening before, they were the only customers in the restaurant. 
A few minutes later the waiter brought out some coffee for Don Celestino and an orange juice for Socorro. He placed a basket of fresh bolillos on the table, turning back one corner of the checkered cloth they were wrapped in. 
“I knew this would happen,” Don Celestino said. It was now quarter after seven.
“It must take him longer to get dressed,” she said.
“Then he should get up earlier.”
A man not quite as old but using a cane walked into the restaurant. He wore a black guayabera and a pair of gray pants with sharp creases. He surveyed the surroundings until he saw the waiter motioning that his table was ready. When he arrived at the table, he hooked his cane on the backrest of one of the chairs and then tugged on it to make sure it was secure. 
“Maybe he couldn’t sleep,” Socorro said.
“He can sleep more on the bus if that’s the problem.” Don Celestino glanced at his watch again.
“What if something happened? Maybe we did wrong in leaving him alone in his own room, not even on the same floor.”
“Where else did you want him?” he asked. “Sleeping between us there in the bed?”
“If you want, I can go check on him.”
“No, you wait for us here.” He pushed away from the table and stood up.
“Remember his age, Celestino.”
“You think I might forget?”
A cleaning girl in bleached jeans and T-shirt was emptying an ashtray container down the hall from the room. She didn’t seem to notice or care when Don Celestino pressed up against the door. The room was silent as far as he could tell. No television. No shower. As he had suspected, the old man was probably still asleep or barely getting ready, maybe sitting on the toilet. 
He stayed listening for a few seconds before he knocked.
“Fidencio?”
He knocked harder the second time and then tried the doorknob.
“Fidencio, are you asleep?”
The third knock was loud enough to hear in the bathroom, if that’s where he was. Don Celestino told himself there were plenty of reasons why he might not be opening the door, though he couldn’t see why he wouldn’t at least answer, let him know that he had heard him knocking. 
When it was clear that his brother wasn’t going to open the door, Don Celestino asked the cleaning girl for help. She walked over, dragging a plastic trash bag as if someone might take off with it when she had her back turned. Her dark hair, still wet from her shower that morning, was pulled back into a high ponytail. 
“And your key?” she asked.
“I have my key.” He dangled it from the wooden slat with his upstairs room number written on it. “But my brother’s not answering his door.” 
“Maybe because he doesn’t want to come out or wants you to leave him alone.” Her slew of keys hung off a large metal ring like a jailer might carry. 
“Yes, but he’s an older man.”
The girl stared at him for a moment, as if she were attempting to do the math in her head. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” she said as she inserted the key. “The manager is the one you should go tell.” 
She knocked as she was turning the knob, and then into the door frame called out, “Hello? Cleaning!”
She pushed open the door less than an inch before the security chain pulled taut and then someone pushed back from the other side. “I knew this was a mistake,” she said, and moved over. 
“Fidencio,” his brother said into the tiny crack between the door and the door frame. “Open the door already.”
“Go away!” the old man shouted from somewhere inside the room.
“What happened to breakfast, like we said?”
“Nothing, leave me alone.”
“What do you mean, leave you alone?” Don Celestino was now talking down at the doorknob as if it were some type of transmitter. “We need to catch a bus, remember, to Linares?” 
“Go yourself!”
“Are you sick?”
“Ya, I told you to leave me alone!”
The door to the next room opened and a bare-chested man peered down the hall. He cocked back his head as if to ask what exactly the problem was at 7:23 in the morning. The cleaning girl waved hello to him. 
“Now let’s see if he doesn’t call the manager and they run me off,” she muttered after the man had gone back inside.
Socorro walked up as Don Celestino was pressing his shoulder against the door. It took some convincing that he was going to hurt himself before he backed away and finally agreed to go wait in the restaurant. Maybe she could get the old man to open the door. The cleaning girl returned to her work down the hall but kept looking back every so often. 
Socorro leaned into the closed door. “But you don’t feel sick, right?”
“No, you can go and leave me, there’s nothing wrong.”
“And you took your medicines again today?”
“Yes, all of them,” Don Fidencio said, tired of all the questions. “Just like yesterday.”
“You slept good?”
“All night, like a baby.”
“Then?”
“Please, just leave me.”
“Take as long as you want, but I’m not going anywhere.”
“And then what, you think you’re just going to be there, standing in the hall?”
“I can sit if I get tired,” she said.
“How will that look, a young lady sitting on the floor outside a hotel room?”
“If you can stay in there, I can stay where I am.”
Don Fidencio considered what she was saying. He was sitting in a plastic chair against the far wall, as he had been doing since four that morning, when he woke up in bed with his clothes still on. It was now close to eight. When he ducked his head, he could see the very edges of her sandals under the door. 
“And my brother?”
“He went back to the restaurant, but I know he’s worried.”
After a while he leaned on his cane until he could push himself up. He was wearing an undershirt and a bath towel, which he was doing his best to keep knotted. A trace of light from under the door helped guide him. He shuffled in her direction, using the cane to clear a path, first pushing his shoes to one side and then the pile of clothes to the other. 
“Wait until I tell you when,” he said, then unchained the door and shuffled back to the plastic chair. “Ya.”
Socorro edged open the door as if he might have suddenly fallen back to sleep and she didn’t want to wake him. The bathroom light was on and added to the sliver of daylight pouring in from between the curtains. The old man was sitting with an extra towel on his lap, where he kept the plastic bag with his medicines. Once she shut the door, he leaned back so he could adjust the position of the bag. Then the curtains blew open and the air in the room seemed to change. 
“I better close the window,” she said.
“No.”
“Something smells bad.”
“But not from outside.”
She noticed then that the bed was stripped bare and the sheets were lying near the entrance to the bathroom. A dark stain spread out from the center of the mattress, fading as it made its way toward the edges. She held her place as she glanced around the dim space, trying to avoid the mattress and then understanding that the only other direction for her to look was toward the old man. 
“Don’t go telling him,” he said.
“He worries about you.”
“Say whatever you want, just not this.”
“You want me to lie to your brother?”
“It matters more to me than it does to him,” he said. “He only cares that I’m still alive.”
When she finally nodded, Don Fidencio thought about making her swear to this, but he let it pass when she pulled up a chair and sat next to him. 
“You should have called us.”
“For what, if it was too late?”
“It was an accident,” she said. “People have accidents.”
“But how many times?” he opened his hands to ask. “Old people who are supposed to be in nursing homes, those are the ones who have the accidents.” He paused as he glanced at the bed. “He never should have taken me out of that place. He should have left me to die there with the rest of them.” 
“Please, stop saying those things.” She tried to reach out to him, but he pulled away.
“And why not, if this is only the truth — my body is useless, the same as I am. So young, what do you know about these things, about your body not doing what you wanted it to do, what it was supposed to do?” 
Socorro looked the other way, then down at her lap. She wanted to say something to him, offer some words of hope or a way to restore his faith that things would get better, but instead they stayed like this, each of them realizing there was nothing left to say. 
“Let me help you,” she said, kneeling beside him.
He raised the sleeve of the undershirt to wipe at his nose. “I want to stay alone, without any help.”
“We can’t leave you here,” she said.
“So that he can take me back there, leave me like they did already once, this time for good?”
“Nobody’s going to take you back,” she said, now standing next to him. “Your brother promised to take you to Linares.”
“How, then?” he said, and with his chin he motioned toward the pile of clothes.
“Leave it,” she said. “Just clean yourself, and I can go buy you new pants and a shirt to wear, like if it was another trip.”
“And if it happens to me again?”
“It won’t,” she said.
“And still, if it happens?”
“It won’t, I told you.”
“Now you sound like me when I was trying to convince Amalia and her husband.”
“Maybe I do.” She helped him stand up. “Maybe you were right to call him that ugly name you like to call him.”
“The Son Of A Bitch?”
“That one.”
They ended up staying an extra day in Ciudad Victoria. Socorro explained to Don Celestino how his brother had been sick during the night, probably from something he ate at the bus station, and was in no condition to be traveling. He hadn’t opened the door because he’d been embarrassed for anyone to see him that way. 
She spent the rest of the morning shopping for the clothes the old man would need for the next couple of days. By the time she returned to the hotel, she found that Don Fidencio had used one of the plastic chairs to sit in the shower while he cleaned himself. And meanwhile, Don Celestino had gone out for a walk and, as she discovered later that afternoon, located a pharmacy that sold those little blue vitamins he was so fond of. 
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Two men, both short and dark, stood alongside the lonely highway. They wore straw cowboy hats, the bands soiled a dark hue as evidence of their labor. Earlier it had drizzled, and their bright long-sleeve shirts, one yellow and the other red, were still dripping from the cuffs. Next to them stood a nylon sack thick with bristling ears of corn. Empty soda bottles of various colors, potato-chip wrappers, and cigarette butts littered the gravel patch where they had come to wait for their ride. 
Don Fidencio leaned back against the headrest as the driver edged the bus onto the shoulder. This would be no less than the tenth stop he’d made in the last two hours since leaving the station. They had missed the first-class bus earlier that morning and, in order to not waste any more time, his brother insisted they take the next direct bus, which, as it turned out, was direct but not nonstop. 
Behind the two men, the shoulder dipped and then farther on extended toward what appeared to be a grove of some sort. One of the men turned and called to someone behind them. A moment later, as the dust and empty wrappers were still settling back to the ground, two young women emerged from where the earth dropped off. The same man held out his hand to a woman carrying a baby swaddled in a pink blanket; the second woman carried a wet tarp and a pair of plastic shopping bags filled with groceries. The four adults boarded the bus with the sleeping baby and the nylon sack. Once the bus pulled back onto the road, the old man yawned and turned toward the window again. The bus slowed for a curve in the road and then accelerated again on the straightaway. A wet goat stood tethered to a metal stake near the shoulder. Across the dense countryside there was no sign of a house or a farm or so much as a dirt path leading to the metal stake. Just a goat getting sprayed with the rainwater still on the highway. 
They crossed a truss bridge with only two lanes and a while later passed a sign that read, BIENVENIDO A NUEVO LEóN. At least they were getting closer; the next sign indicated that it was thirty kilometers to Linares. The clouds from earlier had lifted, and what remained of them was covering the very tops of the mountains to the west. The blossoming huisache roused the countryside with alternating splotches of green and a yellowish-orange. Less frequent were the yuccas’ lush white flowers blossoming high above the rest of the scrubland. Even an old man with poor eyesight could tell the land had changed the farther from the border they ventured. He wondered if his grandfather had ridden past these same thickets when he was taken from his home. This thought sat with him for several kilometers until he tried to recall the last thing he had seen of his own house, but he moved on when he realized that all he could recall was the dank hotel room he had been in the last two nights, which he was trying his best to forget. They hadn’t arrived yet and he was asking himself what the point of it was. All this way to wake up dirty in his own bed? It didn’t matter how far they traveled because this wasn’t going to change his condition. Tomorrow or the day after tomorrow or the day after, the same thing might happen again, and if not that, then something worse. How far could he be from another stroke or from having to be fed and refed because he couldn’t so much as remember to swallow? And more unbearable things, those that he had heard happening down the hall — he could only imagine what the shouts and gurgles and sobbing were all about. If anything, the worst of it was probably more likely to happen than not happen. And so the shame he felt that early morning in the hotel had since been replaced with the simple and irrefutable truth that this was where his life was headed now; he had escaped one prison only to discover that there was no way of escaping his own failing body. 
The old man had fallen asleep by the time the baby started crying. Only with the hum of the tires on the road and the soundtrack to the most recent romantic comedy did he manage to sleep through the wails. 
The baby was still sobbing when Socorro caught the infant’s attention by opening her eyes and mouth wider than he had seen anyone do in his short life. He seemed confused now, not sure if he should return to crying or pay more attention to the lady with the curious face. 
“Did you hear me?” Don Celestino asked.
She ducked just below the seat back and then peeked over the top, which caused the baby to giggle and hide in his mother’s shoulder before they started the game all over again. 
“Socorro?”
“Why don’t we talk about it later?” This time she peeked around the side of the seat and sent the baby into a fit of laughter. “I think we are almost there.” 
“Because already it’s been two days since we left.”
“I called her once, she knows where I am. What more do you want?”
The baby’s mother turned to see what was so funny and then stared at Socorro until she sat back in her seat. The mother placed the baby against her other shoulder, which did little to calm him. Finally she rearranged the blanket to cover the child and give him her full breast. 
“She’s going to think I wouldn’t let you call.”
“Why are you so worried?”
“You ask me that question when you know the woman doesn’t like me?”
“And you think a phone call is going to change that?”
“Maybe one of these days she’ll change her mind about us being together.”
“Let me worry about my mother, and you worry about your brother.”
Don Celestino turned away, as if he were gazing out the opposite window at something he had spotted on the countryside.
“I don’t know why you want to make it worse,” he said when he turned back.
“And I don’t know why you always have to worry about how things look to everybody else.”
He glanced over his shoulder, as if he might need to go to the lavatory. Then he turned back toward the seats in front of him. At least his brother was snoring loud enough that he had little chance of hearing them. 
“Sometimes it seems like you’re afraid,” she said.
“What is there to be afraid of?”
“Nothing.” And now it was Socorro who turned away. They were passing in front of a brick schoolhouse, long and narrow, with a chain-link fence surrounding it. Schoolgirls dressed in gray skirts and white knit shirts gathered in a large circle near one corner of the yard, while the boys, in their darker pants and white shirts, chased a soccer ball at the other end. 
“How can you say I’m afraid?”
“Then tell me why it all has to be a secret with us.”
“How much of a secret can it be, if your mother knows and my brother is here with us?”
“And the rest?”
“We’re together,” he said. “Going places, seeing things together, like a couple. What does it matter, the rest of them?”
He was still searching for a way to make her understand when they pulled into the central station. They waited for everyone to exit before he helped his brother to stand up and make it down the aisle and off the bus. 
Don Celestino carried their change of clothes and the toiletries in a small backpack they had bought the day before. He would have put his brother’s medicines in there as well, but the old man said he didn’t want to arrive in town with his hands empty, like some trampa. They walked in halting steps as they avoided the direct path of the travelers exiting the terminal and the candy vendors who were waiting for them with wicker baskets balanced atop their heads. As they entered the building, two little boys wearing identical red-checked shirts raced around the rows and under the seats, neither one paying much attention to their mother, who was yelling for them to come sit down. The bus driver, his tie loosened, entered the small, sparsely lit café at the far end of the terminal. Most of the turquoise-colored seats in the sitting area were filled with travelers waiting for their destination to be announced. Three bus lines operated out of Linares, but only two of these counters were open. According to the schedules listed on the wall behind the counters, each of the companies offered service back to Ciudad Victoria at least once every hour. If they were lucky, Don Celestino thought, they might be able to head back north as early as tomorrow afternoon. 
Socorro held his hand while he kept a close eye on Don Fidencio ambling forward with his cane. They had barely arrived at the exit before a couple of taxi drivers began jockeying for their business, each offering to carry their bags for them. Outside, a row of six taxis stretched the length of the building. The drivers let their conversations trail off when they noticed the possibility of a new fare. Don Celestino led them toward a small green-and-white taxi with spoked hubcaps. The driver, a young man no more than twenty-five, wore baggy blue jeans and a white T-shirt underneath his Chicago Bulls jersey. He was sitting on the edge of his open trunk, talking to another driver leaning against the hood of his car. 
Before they reached the taxi, though, the old man stopped suddenly and looked around. “I say we should go with another one.”
“For what, if they’re all the same?” Don Celestino tugged on Socorro’s hand, but his brother had already pulled away and was walking to the end of the line. 
“That’s not how it works here,” the young driver complained. “The first one in line goes before the rest.”
But Don Fidencio had no interest in what he or the other drivers were saying or in stopping to respond. With the rubber tip of his cane he knocked on the door of a faded red taxi. The driver was an older man who had been napping in the front passenger seat. He quickly opened the back door and trunk before he realized his new customers had no real luggage. 
When they were all situated, he swung the car around the long row of taxis, ignoring the shouts from the other drivers. “And to where can I take you?” 
“You know this town?” Don Fidencio was sitting up front with his cane hooked on the seat; he still hadn’t learned how to fold it up, so it was best to leave the thing as it was. 
“You ask if I know this town?” The driver took hold of the steering wheel with both hands, then shook his head and rolled his eyes up toward the material drooping from the ceiling. “I have spent all my years in this one place. Nobody knows Linares better than me. Nobody, nobody — that I can guarantee you.” 
Don Fidencio made sure to glance over his shoulder at his brother.
“Those other boys with their new cars don’t know the half of what I have up here.” He pointed to the side of his head. “Now tell me, with what can I be of service?” 
“We came to look for a ranchito that’s supposed to be somewhere around Linares,” Don Celestino said.
“Of those we have no shortage,” the driver replied. “Which ranchito is it?”
“Fidencio?” his brother said.
“Eh?”
“The name of the ranchito?”
“Wait so it can come to me,” Don Fidencio said. “I heard it so many times, every time he wanted to tell me the story.”
“Then you should know it.”
“It had a funny sound to it.”
“Yes, but tell him the name.”
“You want me to remember every last detail?” the old man said. “Like if it wasn’t enough that I can still tell you what happened to our grandfather.” He rubbed at the back of his neck for a few seconds, then ran his fingers across the stubble on his chin. 
“If all you were going to remember was the story, we should have gone to some other place that was closer.”
“Maybe if he heard or saw the name,” Socorro said.
“Excuse me,” Don Celestino said, “but is there someplace where they have all the names of the ranchitos?”
The driver glanced into the cracked mirror, but he had to adjust it to find the passenger’s face. “At the municipal building, there they would have the records and names of the ranchitos, if that’s what you are looking for.” 
“Then to the municipal building.”
On this command the driver turned sharply to the right and drove several blocks before he slapped the steering wheel. “Only that today is Saturday, and Saturday is one of the days when the municipal building is closed. If you had come yesterday, Friday, then they were open all day. Now they don’t open until Monday. Closed Saturday and Sunday, open on Monday. That’s how they do it here.” 
“One more day is nothing,” Socorro said.
“You mean two days — today and Sunday.” Don Celestino counted them off on his fingers. “And then another day to travel back.”
“If all of you would be quiet, allow for a man to think,” Don Fidencio said.
The driver pulled over next to an open-sided furniture store that faced the street. A salesgirl came to the front and waited for her first customers of the afternoon. She was standing next to a brand-new bedroom set. Lamps, nightstand, and a queen-size bed with a carved headboard of an eagle in flight. She smiled at the old man in an inviting sort of way. Her lavender skirt accentuated her dark legs as far up as he could see. She’d either forgotten to button her shirt all the way or the poor button at the top had simply busted from all the strain. He finally had to force himself to shut his eyes so he could concentrate. Then he tapped his hand on his knee just to make sure he didn’t doze off while trying to recall what he had been told. He went over it from beginning to end — the news of a circus arriving in town… the trip into town on the limping mule… the muzzled bear in its cage and the midget man who went around collecting money from everyone… Papá Grande first hanging on from his uncle’s back and later from his father’s back, and seeing more because his father was taller, but also seeing the horses so far away and up on the bluff… then not seeing the horses on the bluff, but having a sense he would see the horses again… and not knowing what to say to his father, especially since the horses were gone and the bear was standing on its hind legs and following the midget in a circle… everyone laughing and laughing, and then screaming because the horses had finally arrived, but not alone… dropping down from his father’s back and hiding under a wagon… but then pulling away in time to see them kill the bear, and scalp the midget and then his uncle, and finally shoot his father down below, and him lying in the dirt, bleeding to death… and then the Indians gathering all the children, and his mother fighting to stop the one that had grabbed him, and then her front being covered in blood… and then they were riding away, faster and faster, from the only place he had known — all of what he thought he remembered from his grandfather’s story. 
“It was either El Rancho Papote or El Rancho Capote.”
“That first one, Papote, isn’t even a word,” the driver said. “And the second one, if it is a ranchito, I never heard of it.” He looked into the backseat for some indication of what they wanted to do. “What if I drive around some more and see if it comes to him?” 
They crossed through the middle of town, along the way passing the municipal offices. An army jeep rumbled off in the opposite direction as one of the three soldiers stood in the back of the vehicle, holding on to the roll bar with one hand and his Uzi with the other. The taxi driver had just passed a Pemex station when he slowed down and pointed to a street that rose as it approached a small bridge. “Over there is where we have the festival every year. If you want, I can show you where.” 
“I want to see it,” Socorro said.
Don Celestino was staring out the window and didn’t seem to care one way or another about the festival grounds. His brother had his eyes closed again and was hoping he would fall asleep so the name of the ranchito might come to him in a dream. 
The driver turned left and slowed down for the first of many speed bumps that awaited them every few hundred feet. The brick and cinder-block houses were set close to the street, each with its own fence of unpainted pickets or metal bars that had chicken wire near the bottom. The one or two larger houses had stone walls with shards of green and brown glass mortared along the top. Here and there bright-eyed bougainvilleas peered over the shorter fences. The smell of masa wafted through the car as they passed a tortillería every few blocks. In between were tiny family-run stores where men gathered outside to talk about their work or lack of it. The driver honked at a man in a cowboy hat who was riding a green bicycle in the opposite direction. Later he tapped the horn at a young woman wearing those blue-jean pants they liked to wear now. 
As they crossed the bridge, down below they could see the thatched roofs of several ramshackle houses that edged toward the slow-moving creek. Chickens walked about freely and a hog remained tied to a utility pole. The houses became scarcer as the paved road turned to caliche and later to hardened dirt. They knocked about as the taxi heaved itself in and out of potholes or jerked to one side to avoid a large stone and, in the process, hit a larger one. Finally they came to a clearing where a dozen empty concession stands, painted in bright reds and pinks and yellows, extended across a small valley like a ghost town only recently abandoned. At the far end of the lot stood a small Ferris wheel, one of its top seats rocking back and forth with the light gusts of wind. 
“What you see here is for the harvest, so the crops will be good,” the driver explained. “Every year for as long as I can remember, they have made the festival in the months of July and August.” 
They drove over a low-water crossing made of concrete and wide enough for only one vehicle to pass at a time. On either side of the flat crossing, stones that once lined the creek lay now like dead fish washed upon the shore. From there they climbed up the embankment and found a paved road leading toward a church and then a fountain that appeared as if it had been dry for several years. 
“That was about when it happened,” Don Fidencio said. “July or August, I remember now.”
“What if I drive out to the country like we were going to the dam?” the driver asked, glancing at his fuel gauge. “Maybe then the name will also come to you.” 
For some time they traveled the same highway the bus had traveled earlier. On the road they passed a peanut field budding with hunched-over workers. The rising sun cast these truncated shadows in the direction of the road and the passing cars. A Ford car dealership gleamed brightly in the distance, followed by a larger farm-implement business displaying various tractors and combines. They reached a crossroads where a tall chain-link fence separated the edge of the road from two large factories, each with its own smokestack pumping grayish clouds into the sky. 
“And those?” Socorro asked.
“In one, they make cereal for people to eat in the morning,” the driver said, “and in the other one, they have a dairy — the two of them, the cereal and the milk, right next to each other.” He pointed back and forth at them. “We only cared that they brought work.” 
“So they hired many people?”
“The ones who hadn’t left already.”
Don Fidencio gazed out at the cinder-block houses and small lots, hoping to see something that might stir his memory. One woman appeared to be washing clothes in a white bucket, but then pulled out a goatskin and wrung the discolored water back into the container. At the next house a shiny new truck with Michigan license plates was parked sideways in the front yard. Two men were setting fence posts and looked up when they heard the approaching car. They waved to the old man in the passenger seat, but it seemed more out of curiosity from seeing a taxi so far from town. He was beginning to think he might not ever remember the name of the ranchito, or maybe his grandfather had never actually mentioned it. 
The driver coasted around a wide curve and brought them in the direct path of the sun. He pulled on the visor, but it came unhinged before he could put it back in its original spot. “And can I ask why you are looking for this ranchito?” 
“We wanted to see where our grandfather was from,” Don Fidencio said. “When he was only seven, the Indians came and stole him from his family, took him to the north.” 
“They used to tell stories like that when I was a young boy.”
“After the Indians crossed the river, they left him there, and from then on he lived with another family over on that side. This was back about eighteen fifty, more or less.” 
“Right around the time when it became the other side.”
The driver slowed down when they came upon a man riding in a cart. The wide brim of his straw hat cast a shadow across the hindquarters of the gray mule. When the driver reached the cart, he stopped along its right side, but then had to put the car into reverse when he realized the farmer had no intention of stopping. 
“Excuse me,” the driver inquired, craning his head out the window, “but would you know where we could find El Rancho…”
“Capote,” Don Fidencio said.
“El Rancho Capote, sir. These people want to find El Rancho Capote.” He was having trouble guiding the car backward in a straight line and not dropping off into the ditch or, on the other side, hitting the mule. 
“El Capote?” the farmer repeated without looking down, as if the words had suddenly crossed his mind. He was an older man, with sunken cheeks and a dark mustache that angled out from the corners of his mouth. When he shifted his weight in the cart, his tan pants rode up his leg a bit and revealed ankle-high boots, only recently shined by the looks of them. A young boy sat next to him, dressed almost identically. 
“Yes, El Capote.”
“Never heard of that one.” He shook his head and then so did the little boy.
“Then what about El Rancho Papote?” the driver asked, jerking the wheel to the right when the car hit a pothole.
“Even less.” The mule swished its tail as if to agree with the farmer and the little boy. “Tell them they should look for something easier to find.” 
“These men and the young lady have come from the United States and are looking for the home of their grandfather — the men say that the Indians took their grandfather.” 
The farmer allowed his vision to drift away from the dirt road so he could peer into the taxi, the front and then the back, and then the front again. 
“You say it was their grandfather who the Indians took?”
“He was a young boy when it happened, only seven,” the driver explained.
But the farmer was leaning over at the time, listening to something the little boy was telling him. When he finished, the farmer sat back up and twitched the reins to make the mule go faster. “Why not take these people to the municipal offices, where they know more and could help them?” 
“Yes, I told them,” the driver replied, “but today is also Saturday.”
“What they should have done was come a day earlier.” The farmer was now looking only straight ahead. “Who would think to come on a day when people are supposed to be resting?” 
The driver parked in the taxi zone and quickly stepped out of the car to unload the luggage, forgetting they had only a backpack and a plastic shopping bag. With little else to do, he came around and helped the old man out of the front seat and up the three marble steps leading to the front desk. Hotel Los Laureles came with the driver’s highest recommendations. They would be near the center of town and just across the street from the municipal offices, which they would want to visit first thing Monday morning. 
“Here I am bringing you these travelers from the United States,” the driver announced with a wink. The clerk had been sleeping in an overstuffed recliner behind the counter and was now using his fingers to comb his hair back into place. 
He pushed a clipboard and registration form across the counter. “Your information, please,” the clerk said, pausing halfway through so he could yawn. 
The hotel lobby was attached to a women’s shoe store, which shined brightly through the adjoining entrance. A little boy sat on a purple sofa in the lobby, watching cartoons on a wide-screen television. His younger brother rode a Big Wheel around and around the sofa, changing his direction only when his mother yelled at him from the doorway of the shoe store. 
This time Don Celestino made sure the two rooms he reserved were on the ground floor, next to each other. He paid the fare and added an extra twenty pesos for the man’s efforts. 
“Then I will leave so you can rest,” the driver said once they were checked in. “If you need anything else, you can find me around the corner at the taxi stand. Just ask them for Isidro.” 
After resting from their bus ride and misadventure through the countryside, they headed out to a restaurant the taxi driver had recommended. Socorro walked between the two brothers, holding on to each one by the arm and slowing down enough for Don Fidencio. Along the way they crossed in front of the municipal offices and only glanced toward the darkened windows. A security guard leaned back with his foot against one of the columns outside the two-story redbrick building. He was smoking a cigarette and chatting with a young woman who had stopped as she was walking by with her groceries in hand. 
A pair of splayed goats roasted over an open fire in the front window of the restaurant. The hostess showed the lady and two gentlemen to a table in the center of the empty dining room. After having seen the open fire, they decided to share a large order of cabrito, which the waiter later brought out on a hibachi that he set up on a metal stand. Other than a light breakfast and what they had snacked on during the bus ride, this would be their first actual meal of the day. 
“Please,” the old man answered when Socorro asked if she could serve him. “I don’t know how long it has been since I had cabrito. Sometimes me and Petra would go across to the other side to eat.” 
“I remember you used to go on Saturdays,” his brother said.
“It must have been for our anniversaries, when we still celebrated them. We would go to the Matamoros Café because she liked a group that played there. Not that I really liked to dance so much, but you know how it is. That was the last time we went together, when we were still married, before she died on me.” 
“How long were you married before she passed away?” Socorro asked.
“First she left, then she died years later, but for me she died the day she took her valises from the front door and left. Like that, I thought of her.” 
“It must have been hard, no?”
Don Fidencio continued chewing the meat until he could swallow. “Maybe it was,” he said. “But to tell you the truth, her leaving is one of those things I don’t remember so good anymore. Not that I would want to, but that’s how it is. God doesn’t give me the choice of what I can remember and what to forget. In that way I was lucky, to not remember the things I could never change.” 
Socorro waited for him to finish eating.
“And of what you can remember, what would you change?”
“Nothing,” Don Fidencio said, and set down his fork.
“Not one thing?”
“Only that I wouldn’t be here, still alive and giving people trouble.”
“Nobody here thinks that way,” his brother said.
“And later, when we have to go back across and I have nowhere else to go, you still think I won’t be giving people trouble?”
“Maybe when we get back, your daughter will change her mind and take you home,” Socorro said.
The old man turned and looked at his brother.
“You never know,” Don Celestino said, and shrugged.
But he did know, and so did the girl, and, of course, so did Don Fidencio.
It was still early in the evening, not yet dark, and people were just beginning to arrive in the jardin. An informal group of musicians carried their instruments up the steps of the gazebo. The French-horn player still had on a shirt with grease stains just below his name patch. One of the two female violinists held a toddler on her lap as she opened her case with the other hand. 
Don Fidencio sat on one of the metal benches that was close enough for him to watch the musicians. Pigeons of all shapes and colors waddled dangerously close to his feet. They were lucky he had his hands full at the moment. His brother had bought him the ice cream earlier, just before he and the girl went for a stroll. The old man was taking great care in how he placed his warm tongue up against the frozen treat for a second and then slowly drew it back into his mouth. He didn’t know what his brother was thinking to bring the ice cream to him in a cone, when he should have asked for it in a paper cup. And not just a cone, but a cone the size of one of his shoes. Most of the ice cream sat inside the cone, but it was the top scoop that teetered about whenever he licked a bit too eagerly, which was the only way he had ever known to eat ice cream. 
The cooler weather had brought out the sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers, and so on who filled the square and together strolled or sat on the benches. Don Celestino angled his hand up toward his chest and secured her hold on his arm as they walked along with the other couples. In front of them a ranchero clomped along with his woman at his side. She kept her arms crossed over her chest while he rested a firm hand on the shoulder closest to him, as if she might suddenly try to run off. Some of the other couples carried infants in their arms or in strollers. A few paces ahead of them, an elderly couple walked holding hands as the gentleman used a tortoiseshell cane to make his way. His wife was wearing a stylish rebozo wrapped loosely around her neck. When they turned at the corner of the jardin, they stopped and she pointed at something across the street, then leaned over so she could repeat whatever it was she’d said, this time directly into his ear. 
“Look,” Socorro said, motioning in the same direction.
A large group of well-dressed people had gathered outside the church. Seven or eight mariachis were forming a half circle in order to serenade the bride and groom. 
“Do you want to go see?” she asked, pulling a little closer to him.
“For what,” Don Celestino said, “if they’re all the same?”
“Not all of them. This one looks like it would be fun to watch.” The bride and groom were taking their first dance in the courtyard as their guests clapped in rhythm to the music. 
“We don’t even know them.”
“Other people are watching,” she said. A small group, including the security guard from earlier, had gathered along the edges of the courtyard. 
“Maybe they like to see weddings,” he said. “Maybe they haven’t seen one with music.”
“And if someone invited you to one, you wouldn’t go?”
“Maybe, it depends.”
“What about for yourself, if you were to get married again someday?”
She had caught him off guard, and he had to think about how to answer her. “If I were to get married, then yes, I guess I would have to go.” 
“But not because you wanted to?”
“Then for what other reason?” he said. “It would have to be because I wanted to.”
She looked at him for a moment, then turned her attention to the celebration across the street. The bride and groom were waving good-bye as they stepped into the back-seat of a black sedan adorned with a wreath of flowers across its hood. 
“Why don’t we just keep walking?” Don Celestino tugged on her hand, but she stayed where she was.
The sun had dipped below the cathedral tower, leaving most of the jardin in the emerging shadow. Don Fidencio reached over and pitched the bottom half of his cone into a trash can. All he wanted now was to go lie down in his room. If he could remember which direction the hotel was, he would head out by himself. The musicians were ready to start their performance, the last strums of the mariachis growing fainter. Only when the jardin lights flickered on was Don Fidencio able to make out his brother and the girl. They were standing a few feet apart, and she had turned her back to him. And around them drifted all the other couples, arm in arm, hand in hand. 
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The next morning Socorro waited outside in the hall while Don Fidencio finished getting dressed and taking his medicines. A few minutes later he opened the door and asked her to please come reassemble the cane; he had been looking at it before going to sleep and had managed to fold it but now couldn’t make it extend all the way back to its original setting. A cane two feet tall would be of no use to him. 
When they finally made it out of the room and down the hall, his brother was at the front desk, paying for one more night. A young boy, standing on a milk crate, was working the front desk for his father. He smiled when the old man ambled up to the counter. 
“You have a message, Señor Rosales,” the boy said, holding up the small piece of folded paper as proof. “I wrote it down myself.”
“For which Señor Rosales?”
“The man told me it was for the one who couldn’t remember where he came from.”
Don Fidencio handed the boy the tip he was obviously waiting for and then opened the note.
I found what you were looking for.
—Isidro
_______
They traveled in the same direction as the previous day, passing the furniture store and Pemex station, but once they had left the center of town, the driver veered onto a country road and a mile or so later crossed a wrought-iron bridge. Don Fidencio rolled down his window to get a better look at the low-flowing river. Two enormous Montezuma cypresses, their trunks flared at the base and ending in long horizontal roots, rose from the muddy shore on either side. Farther downstream a rope bridge hung high above the water, with a couple of slats missing and others dangling like loose teeth. The window had been down only a few seconds when Don Fidencio caught a whiff of the putrid water and hurried to roll it back up, but then stopped midway when they were across the bridge and he sensed something else lingering in the air. With his nose wedged in close to the top of the window, the old man took a couple of cautious sniffs before he allowed himself to breathe deeply. 
“Oranges?”
“Over there.” Isidro pointed to a grove that now bordered the dirt road. Young men leaned forward on rickety ladders that edged up to the trees. “When I was a boy, that was all they grew here.” 
“I used to have one in my backyard,” Don Fidencio replied. “An orange one and a grapefruit tree, but the grapefruit went with the hurricane.” 
“Those are bad, the hurricanes,” Isidro agreed. “What year was this?”
“In the year nineteen sixty-seven, that is one detail I never forget.”
The driver was about to ask another question when Don Celestino leaned forward. “And you trust this woman’s directions?”
“My tía, the only sister left from my mother’s side of the family, was born not so far away from there and only moved closer to town when she married my tío.” 
“Maybe you should have brought her with you.”
“I invited her, but she was already going to mass. No, it was better that way, for you to have more space.”
“We could have left my brother behind,” Don Fidencio said. “He never believed the story anyway.”
“My tía said that she had also heard stories like the one about your grandfather.”
“You see, everyone believes the story except for my little brother.”
“But that it happened in this place, El Rancho Capote?” Don Celestino asked.
“No, only that there used to be a ranchito by that name, but with time, more and more people left and then they changed the name to El Rancho De La Paz. For that reason, we couldn’t find it.” 
“And these people who left, did she say the Indians took them?”
“No, those ones, the gringos came and took.” The driver glanced into the rearview mirror. “You know, to go work on the other side.” 
The grove ended and the dirt road turned to caliche. They could feel the rocks and pebbles ricocheting off the rusted chassis, at times hitting just below their feet. Don Fidencio placed both hands on the dashboard to keep from bumping against the door every time the driver jerked the car this way or that way to avoid a pothole. He slowed down some when they came across a large pen with a pair of sheepdogs keeping a vigilant watch over a flock of goats. Up the same road, a lone coyote trotted out of the brush and across the way, ducking under a barbwire fence into a cleared field, and then pausing to look over its shoulder at the old man in the passenger seat. 
The road ended at the edge of a scorched field that stretched out as far as they could see. To the right a pair of tractor tires formed arches on either side of the dirt road leading toward a dozen or so cinder-block houses. As soon as they crossed into the ranchito, a small pack of dogs of various sizes and mixed breeds rushed toward the taxi. A mangy chow barked at Don Fidencio’s door, causing him to reach for his aluminum cane until he realized the window was rolled halfway up. 
At the first lot, a skinny woman was hanging her laundry across a clothesline to one side of the house. She stayed looking at the idling taxi, a clothespin dangling from the corner of her mouth. 
“Buenos días,” the driver called out.
The woman responded to his greeting with a half nod.
He waited to see if she would approach the car or at least call the dogs off, but she stayed put. The clothespin shifted slightly, as if she might be gnawing on its end. 
“What a good day to be washing clothes, no?” The driver pointed up at the clear sky. “There’s a good breeze. Already I can see the sun will dry your clothes very fast, maybe not even half an hour.” 
“You want her to wash your socks?” Don Fidencio said.
“I was only trying to be pleasant.”
“Be pleasant some other time,” the old man said. “For now just ask her if this is the right place.”
The driver turned back toward the woman. “These gentlemen and the lady are looking for El Rancho De La Paz.”
The clothespin bobbed slightly, which he took to mean yes. A black goat was now sniffing about the basket of wet clothes. 
“The one that used to be El Rancho Capote?” he called out.
The woman only stared back and, without turning, kicked the goat just as it started chewing the edge of her wicker basket.
“Ask her if there’s a family by the name of Rosales.”
The driver did, and the woman cocked her head back while using the tip of her clothespin to point somewhere down the road. He waved to her before easing off the brake and coasting away. Most of the remaining cinder-block houses were single-story, each with its own fenced-in lot. After a while the dogs fell back and quieted. At the end of the dirt road, they came upon a two-story house with a corrugated metal roof that was roughly thatched over with dried-out palm fronds. A cypress with a trunk more than half the width of the house filled most of the lot. In its sprawling shadow rested a small gray truck with a rusted-out bed and a front grille guard made of metal pipes. Lying beneath the engine, a German shepherd mix raised its head from the cool dirt and let out the first of many aimless barks. A woman wearing a black skirt and a washed-out Six Flags T-shirt was picking chiles near the front gate. 
“Excuse me,” said the driver, “these people have come from the United States and are looking for El Rancho De La Paz.”
“This is it here,” the woman said, clutching the chiles in her apron. “What are they looking for?”
“Just to see it,” the driver answered. “They say their family came from here.”
She stayed where she was and ducked so she could peer into the front and back seats. “From which family, there are only a few of us that stayed?” 
“Rosales,” the driver replied. “They say they come from the Rosales family.”
“I used to be Rosales many years ago, but I became Rosales de Gomez, by my husband.” She stretched her neck as she stood back up. “Only he was one of them that left.” 
“Can they speak to you?”
“Maybe it would be better if they talked with my grandmother,” the woman said. “Let me go see if she can come outside.”
They waited for the woman to call off the dog before they opened the doors. After being in the taxi so long, Don Fidencio took a while to unbend his legs and get to his feet. 
“Feo!” the woman called out. “Feo, come here!”
On its stiff and bowed legs, the dog finally lumbered over to where she stood. Since the animal had no collar, she grabbed it by the scruff. 
“He bites?” the old man asked.
“Not anymore.” She pried open the dog’s mouth so he could see the gaps between its missing teeth. “Those days have passed.”
The old man wasn’t so convinced and kept his distance.
“Don’t be afraid,” the woman said, then took his unsteady hand in hers and together they stroked the dog’s head and back. “You see?” The dog sat with one leg curled under and sticking out between the other three legs, and then after a while it let itself drop to the ground and lay in the dirt. 
Socorro and Don Celestino sat under the tree on a wooden bench while Don Fidencio sat on a kitchen chair with its front legs wrapped with duct tape. Isidro had stayed in the taxi, where he was now resting. With most of the clouds having drifted, the large tree provided enough shade for them to sit comfortably. The old man gazed at the massive trunk and its horizontal roots that stretched outward from the base like the hoof of some prehistoric creature that had come back to roam the earth. 
“But last night you said you would call in the morning,” Don Celestino said, continuing their hushed conversation from the car. 
“If it was so important, you should’ve called her.”
“She’s your mother. She’s not related to me, remember?”
“Yes, I know,” she answered, though not as hushed.
There was more they both wanted to say, but just then the screen door opened and the woman came out, guiding her grandmother by the arm. The two women shuffled forward in halting steps, as if the grandmother were dragging a heavy load and having to gather her strength between each stride. At first her milky eyes stayed pointed downward, until the left one began drifting over to one side and then up toward the thick branches of the tree. Her silver hair was parted in the middle, and in the back formed into one long braid that reached her waist. The flowery housedress fit loose around her body but stretched out for her sagging arms. 
Her granddaughter helped her to sit down in the one remaining chair and then find the first waiting hand. “Socorro De La Peña,” her guest said. “Thank you for coming outside to meet us.” 
“How rare it is for people to come visit our home.” The old woman glanced over her shoulder, unaware that she was looking at the tree. 
“And your name?” Socorro asked.
“I have been here so long and raised so many children that everyone calls me Mamá Nene.” She seemed to want to say more but stopped so she could reach out for a cobweb she had noticed hanging in front of her and then did it again, several more times, gently plucking at each thread of the web, before her granddaughter could take hold of her hand and bring it back down so she could continue greeting her guests. 
Don Fidencio looked over at his brother, who was staring back at him. He could already imagine what he would be saying in the taxi, that the whole trip had been a waste of his time, all this way so they could meet an old blind woman who didn’t make any sense, especially when there was a building full of them back where they had started the trip. 
“We just stopped by to see the ranchito and meet some people,” Don Celestino said, “before we have to head back.”
“Why rush off so fast, after all the effort it must have taken for you to get here?” the old woman replied, shaking his hand. “Besides, Carmen says that you’re a Rosales, like us.” 
“Yes, Celestino Rosales.” He patted her hand before making room for his brother. “This was something we all wanted to do, to come and visit where our family came from.” 
“And you are right about the effort to get here,” Don Fidencio said as he took his turn shaking her hand, “but I knew we would find it.” 
“You traveled a far distance, then?” Mamá Nene was still holding on to his hand with both of hers.
“Yes, for me, very far,” he answered. “I am not so young anymore to be traveling these long distances. You know how it is, getting on and off these buses, never stopping long enough to rest.” 
“Then you should sit for a while, no?” she offered. “When Carmen told me there were some people by the name of Rosales, I said to her, ‘Since when has a Rosales come this far to visit us?’” 
“And to think that at first these two wanted to stay and not come. ‘But how can we, Fidencio? Look how far it is, and then at your age!’ As if I were already dying. I had to lower my head like a calf they wanted to drag away from its mother. And this I told them from the beginning, that we needed to go, no matter what, that it was important, that I had made a promise to come back. If they’d let me, I would have walked all the way here. In my life I’ve walked farther than most people will ever know.” 
Mamá Nene reached out for her granddaughter’s hand. “Did you hear him?”
“Yes, what a journey to make, and so far.”
“More than two days on the bus,” Don Celestino added. “There was no direct service from Matamoros, so then we had to go part of the way on one bus, and without papers because the office was closed, and then stay in a hotel because there were no buses until later that night.” 
“No, the name, the name.” The old woman turned back toward her granddaughter. “I thought you said you were listening?”
“I heard him,” Carmen said. “How funny, no?”
“And why funny? You say it like it was just another name, another Rosales.”
The granddaughter rubbed her shoulders and smiled at their guests. “These people only stopped by to say hello.”
“Of all the places they could have stopped to say hello, and then with such sacrifice to get here?” she answered. “You think I would not recognize the name Fidencio Rosales?” 
“Yes, but you are confusing the man with someone else. Remember that the one they took was many, many years ago?”
“Then why did he come back? For what?”
“That was our grandfather, the one you want to remember,” Don Celestino tried to explain. “We came to see the place where he was from.” 
“We never stopped from hoping, always waiting for this day,” the old woman said, her voice quivering as if she might not be able to continue. “My father, he always told us that the boy would come back.” 
“We can leave if this is going to upset her.” Socorro was standing near the granddaughter. “We didn’t know this would happen.”
“She gets confused, but then it usually passes.”
“I know who you are.” The old woman groped about until Don Fidencio again offered her his hand. “I know, I know.”
“No, señora,” Don Celestino said. “The boy you are thinking of was our grandfather. My brother was named after him. There are two Fidencios, you understand? The one who went away, and my brother, who is the grandson of that boy. Two different Fidencios, the old one and the young one.” 
The old woman nodded and smiled but without looking in the direction of the person speaking. “My father was also named after you. That was why he never lost the hope that the uncle he had heard so much about would one day escape and return to this place.” 
“Forgive her,” the granddaughter said. “Sometimes I have trouble changing her mind.”
“And you, talking to them like if I wasn’t here!” She brushed her granddaughter’s hands away from her shoulder. “I know what I’m saying.” 
Don Celestino stood up first and signaled to his brother that it was time to leave. Socorro grabbed her purse from the back of the chair where it had been hanging. 
“We waited,” the old woman mumbled. “That I do know, that we waited.”
Don Fidencio looked at her for a moment. It did seem such a far distance to travel only to now turn around and head back. They’d been rushing for the last four days. Rushing to leave the nursing home, rushing to pick up the girl, rushing to cross the bridge, rushing to the pharmacy, rushing to the bus station, rushing to get ready in the morning, rushing to find this place. What would it hurt to stay for a while longer and visit? She was still holding his hand. 
“How nice to arrive somewhere and know people have been waiting for you,” he said.
“We knew that with time you would find your way back. I remember they used to talk about how smart a boy you were.”
Don Celestino motioned to his brother, trying to get his attention, but the old man ignored him altogether.
“So many years since the afternoon they took me from my home. It was difficult, a long journey back to this place. But I needed to return before it was too late.” 
“My grandfather was Magarito, your younger brother — the one they were able to hide when the Indians came. His son was my father. I remember at the end of every day he would look in that direction, to the north.” She paused to point off into the distance. “One day I asked my father why, ‘Why always that way?’ and he told me it was an old habit, from watching his own father do the same thing. He would stand there and wait until it was dark and he could see no more.” 
“Yes, of course, my little brother. At least he was able to escape.” He glanced over at Don Celestino, who was sitting again since it appeared they weren’t leaving anytime soon. “But how many were there that died the day they took me from the circus?” 
“You mean to say the festival for the harvest?”
“There was a bear, I remember,” Don Fidencio said. “A black one they kept on a rope and that did tricks, made the people laugh.”
“A stranger, a foreigner that nobody had seen before or knew from where he came, some said he was a Russian and others said he was French, but it was on the last day that he showed up. My grandfather said he spoke another tongue nobody had heard, and the only way he knew for how to communicate was to pass around his dirty hat. He had brought the animals, but it was for the festival.” The old woman tilted her head down toward her dress and held a piece of frayed fabric between her thumb and forefinger. 
“And the others?” Don Fidencio asked.
“They tore off the top of tío Osvaldo’s head, and when he was still alive, I heard, but from other people, not from my grandfather. There were some things he would not talk about.” 
“Of what he saw?”
“That, and that your mother had hidden him in the hay that the stranger had brought for the animals. He always felt bad that she’d had time to do this for him and not for you. Maybe both of you would have been safe.” 
“She did what she could, my mother. She held on to her children the best that she could. I never blamed her or my brother for how things turned out. There was nothing more they could have done.” 
The old woman smiled. “But tell me, why did it take you so long?”
He looked over to Don Celestino for some idea of how to answer, but his brother only raised his eyebrows, the same as the old woman. 
“No, if someone should have felt bad, it was me. I was the one who saw the Indians when they were far away, but for some reason I stayed with my mouth shut. I watched them getting closer and closer until it was too late, and then they took us away. A cousin of my father had moved to the other side, and he was the one who took me in. As far as we knew, nobody had survived the tragedy that day.” He paused to shake his head for emphasis, then realized the old woman wouldn’t know either way. “And by the time I was old enough to come back, I had already married and made a life for myself. But I never stopped telling the story to my family, to my children, to my grandchildren. Even then I kept wanting to come back, but the years, they got away from me.” 
The old woman half smiled and made as if she were gazing toward the sky. “Still, late or early, I give thanks to God that He brought you all this way.” 
Don Celestino stood up and held his hand out for Socorro. “I wish we could stay longer, but we only came for a short visit.”
“All this way and so quickly you want to leave again?” the old woman said. “I was thinking you would stay the rest of the day, maybe even spend the night. We have room for all of you. Tell them, Carmen. Take them and show them where they can rest after coming so far.” She turned to one side and then the other, as if unsure where she’d left her granddaughter. 
Socorro was helping the old man to his feet. “We would stay longer, but now after four days we need to go back.”
“And how can you compare your four days to how long ago it was that they took the boy away from here?” The old woman shook her head. 
“Why not at least stay for lunch?” Carmen asked. “I can make more nopalitos con papas for everyone.”
“That would be nice,” Don Celestino said, “except we have a driver who brought us here and he must be in a hurry to get back.”
But when they looked toward the road, Isidro had reclined his seat and was sleeping peacefully behind the wheel.
Most of the small kitchen was visible with only the light from the faint bulb above the sink. Carmen lit the gas stove and heated the two covered pans that sat on the burners. With a match she lit a third burner for the comal so she could make the corn tortillas. On the counter sat a molcajete half full with a pulpy chile verde. 
“If we had more people come to visit, maybe her mind wouldn’t get away from her as much.” She handed Socorro one end of a tablecloth so they could spread it over the long wooden table. 
“For things that happened so long ago?”
“More because she has trouble remembering what was good.”
Together they scooted the table across the cement floor until it was more toward the center of the room.
“But all of us pass through times like that, no?”
“Yes, I suppose, but it gets worse when it feels like all you can remember was what made you sad.”
Socorro took care of setting the plates and glasses on the table, and adding a fork and paper napkin from a roll on the counter to each setting. When the food was almost ready, Carmen brought out a pitcher of fresh orange juice from the refrigerator. She was about to call the others when Socorro asked to use her bathroom and then followed her upstairs, taking care with each step since there was no railing or anything to hold on to until the cement stairs reached the beginning of the second level and the door to the bedroom. A brand-new air conditioner, its thick cord lying unplugged to one side, jutted out from one of the windows. On the night-stand sat a portable stereo the size of a small suitcase, and at the foot of the bed two fruit crates held up a brand-new television. The music was turned down on the stereo, but the display panel continued to pulsate with a prism of colors. The only other piece of furniture was a small dresser topped with six or seven framed photos. 
“Is this your family?”
“My son and his wife in Chicago, but the baby I still need to meet. And this one over here is my husband from the last time he came here for a few days.” 
In the photo they were standing outside near the tree and he had his arm wrapped around her shoulder, though neither one of them was smiling for the camera. 
“It must be hard to be so far away.”
“I had to accept it. Worse was when my sons told me that they wanted to follow him. And what could I do, if already they were men? Sometimes it feels like that’s all I do, wait and wait for them to come back.” She ran her hand along the edge of a smaller frame. 
After she showed her guest the bathroom, Carmen walked back down to finish preparing the meal. Socorro washed her face and neck in the sink and then used a little water to pat down her hair. With the taxi ride and sitting out in the yard she could feel the thin layer of dirt, most of which was gathering into a grayish soapy water in the sink. Before long she heard Carmen calling everyone inside. As much time as it usually took Don Fidencio to eat, she wondered how long they would be here. She thought that later, when they got back to town, she would go ahead and buy a phone card. Her mother would be upset that she hadn’t called again, but more just because she had gone on the trip. She wasn’t interested in discussing this with her; she was calling only to let her know that they were coming home tomorrow. Later she would have to promise never to do anything like this again. For a few weeks she might have to come home a little earlier, before dark, just to not worry her. She could take care of herself, but her mother must have still been concerned those times she arrived after dark, as she had been doing for the last few months. 
She ran her fingers through her hair one last time and was about to use a plastic clip, but then remembered that he preferred her hair down. As soon as she had it down, though, she wanted it up. She brushed it back and for a while tried to find some way to keep her hair up but also down, neither one of which was pleasing to her now. 
They sat on long wooden benches that were on either side of the kitchen table. Sunlight now flooded in from the side door, which had stayed open with only the screen to keep the flies out. Carmen served each of the plates with the nopalitos con papas, then pulled the last two tortillas off the comal, wrapped them in a kitchen towel, and placed them at the center of the table. Her grandmother waited patiently for her to explain where everything was on her plate. 
“There’s no comparing a meal made at home,” Socorro said once she had taken her first bite. “All these days we were going to restaurants or buying food to take on the bus.” 
“Maybe this will convince you to stay longer,” Mamá Nene said. “We have waited such a long time for this man to return and you want to take him away again so soon.” 
“Believe me, I am in no hurry to leave, not after what it took us to get here,” Don Fidencio said.
“Then stay the night and you can rest here. Carmen will fix up the other bedroom for you.”
He looked to his brother.
“Remember that we need to get back, Fidencio.” He motioned toward the side door and the road, where Isidro was still sleeping in the taxi. 
“But this afternoon?”
Don Celestino glanced over at Socorro and then finally looked back at his brother. “No, probably not today. But for sure in the morning.” 
“So you come for him early tomorrow, now that you know how to find the house, and from here you can leave to the bus station.” The old woman cuffed the table with the palm of her hand. “That way at least we can hear more of his story.” 
“There isn’t that much to tell really,” Don Fidencio said, and continued chewing.
“The Indians take you with them and you come back here so many years later, and there is nothing else to say?”
He tried to stall, think of some way to change the subject, but the old woman was holding her milky gaze on him. He wondered how he thought he could ever get away with pretending he was his grandfather. And then he realized he had just accepted the old woman’s offer to spend the night. 
“I wish there was more I could still remember, but so many years later.” He shrugged with his palms open to everyone else at the table. 
“You remembered how to get back here to this place,” the old woman said.
And what was he supposed to say to this? He kept chewing his food, hoping that if he took long enough the old woman would forget she’d asked him a question. 
“The other day you told us some more of the story,” Socorro said. “Maybe you can tell her how you rode on the horse with the army chasing you.” 
The girl must have thought she was being helpful. He set down his fork and looked toward the door at the light streaming into the room. A moment later he shut his eyes as he began to speak. “They had run the horses most of the night and stopped only two times to let them drink water. I had to ride on a horse with the same Indian who had shot my father with the arrow. This one must have been the leader because he rode in front and told them what to do. I wanted to jump down and run away, hide somewhere in the dark, but a little girl had screamed earlier when she saw that the army was following us. She stopped screaming when they cut her throat and threw her body down. I could hear the other horses trampling over her, how it sounded when her bones were breaking under the hoofs.” 
“Desgraciados,” the old woman said. “For that reason they had wanted to run them off. That, or kill them all. Nobody wanted them around, not here or over on the other side.” 
“And later when they stopped, maybe because of what happened with the little girl, the rest of the children, they wouldn’t let them get down from the horses, not to drink water or just to stand up, for nothing. And what could we do, if none of us spoke their language?” Don Fidencio quieted after this. The others assumed he was trying to recall more details of his story, but after a long pause he opened his eyes. 
“And the rest?” the old woman asked.
“Who knows?” he said. “That’s all I can remember, after all this time.”
“But you said the other part like it happened only yesterday.”
She had stopped eating and was facing him again. It was clear to him that she wasn’t going to let it pass until she heard everything that happened, whether it actually did or not. 
“What I can remember is that as soon as they crossed the river, they left me there and rode off. And from then on, my life was on the other side.” 
“And the others?”
“Those ones, they took with them to the north. I stood there and watched the dust rise from the horses galloping away. The army crossed the river later, but they were still too far behind.” 
“But tell me why you, if they had taken so many other children?” she asked, her palms open now as if she were waiting to catch something in her arms. “Why not one of the other boys or girls? You said there had been at least six more.” 
Don Fidencio rubbed at the stubble on his chin. Now she was asking him questions he had few answers for. It seemed reasonable to want to know and yet he couldn’t recall if his grandfather had even told him this part of the story. 
“Sometimes God has a plan for us,” Socorro offered.
No one disputed this, but as the moment passed so did any of the influence her words might have had.
“Maybe it was so the army would stop to help when they saw a little boy that was left behind?” Don Celestino said. “They couldn’t keep chasing after them and just leave him there. At least one or two of the soldiers would have to stop for him.” 
The old woman crossed her arms. “Maybe so, but it still doesn’t answer why this little boy.”
“If he was older than the rest, maybe they only wanted to keep the younger ones that were easier to control,” Carmen said, though barely loud enough to be heard. 
“And tell me, since when has it been so difficult for a man to control a young boy?”
Except for the old woman and Don Fidencio, everyone had managed to eat all of his or her meal. Carmen offered to pick up his plate with the others, and though he could have kept eating, he slid it toward her. What was the point? Without so much as looking in her direction, he could feel the old woman’s eyes fixed on him. 
“Ya, some more is coming back to me,” he said finally, then removed the paper napkin from his shirt collar and again closed his eyes. 
“I told you that they wouldn’t let us get off the horses. Riding and riding, it must have been more than twelve hours without eating or sleeping or stopping to make water, and that last one was something I had needed to do for a long time. My father had bought me an agua de naranja earlier that day. Imagine how hard this was, and then for me, who before then had never been on a real horse. At first I thought that I could last until we got to wherever they were taking us, but things changed when the sun started coming up.” He paused at this point, as if unsure whether to keep going. He could hear dogs barking off in the distance, but otherwise the room was silent, waiting. “I meant for only a little to come out, only to relieve some of the pressure from not making water for so long. But no matter how much I wanted to stop right then, it kept coming, until I could see my pants filling up like a balloon. Maybe it would have passed, but the Indian felt the sides of his legs getting wet. I had wet the horse, too, only it had been running all night and was already sweating. He grabbed me by the hair and yelled at me, telling me something in his words that I would never understand, but I knew it was bad. I thought he was going to hit me or throw me to the ground and I would get trampled like the little girl. How was I to know what he was capable of, and then so angry? We rode this way for at least another hour, with my wet pants stuck to my legs and other places where I could feel my skin rubbing against the sides of the horse. I thought there would be some relief when he reached the river, but it took time because they were looking for a good place to cross. It had rained hard only days before and the river was high. I could see the current was strong, taking with it tree branches and a large black dog that at first looked like it was swimming but then went to one side. With all that water rushing in front of us, I felt that I wanted to go again. From where, I don’t know, since they had not given me anything to drink and only an hour earlier I had let go a stream of water, everything inside me. I was afraid of what the Indian might do if it were to happen again. Throw me into the river to drown? I was lucky that before long one of them found a good place to cross and they all turned the horses in that direction. As soon as we entered the water, my pants began to fill up again, only now it was washing away what had happened to me earlier. The Indians were moving through the river slow and with much caution, waiting for the horses to get their footing before making them go forward. The animals were struggling against the current. I remember the Indian wrapped one arm around my chest and held on to me tighter than he had since he had put me on the horse. This man who had killed my family and now he was protecting me. And me, after thinking all night of how I might escape, I was holding on to him as if he were my father, the one who had brought me into this world.” He stopped to wipe the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. “The horses struggled more when we finally reached the other side and they had to climb out of the river. By that time the army was not so far behind. I thought the Indian wouldn’t be mad anymore because the river had rinsed everything away, but with the morning sun the smell was still there. Then he grabbed me by the hair and dragged me to the ground, and there he left me.” 
Don Fidencio sat back and crossed his arms. No one spoke for a long time, unsure if he would remember more.
Finally the old woman dropped her hands to the table. “At least we should give thanks that it turned out in this manner, that they didn’t take you away to live with their people.” 
“Still, the way it happened,” he said.
“Some other way and you might never have returned to this place.”
He knew he had made up most of what he’d said, but now he wasn’t exactly sure which part this was. Maybe his grandfather had told him some of these details. He wondered if he hadn’t confused some of his own story with the one he’d heard as a young boy. Or if it wasn’t the other way around. If it wasn’t really his grandfather’s story mixed up with his own, which would mean he might not have had the accident in the yard and then the other one in the hotel room. It was possible, he thought. And why not? Why couldn’t he have imagined one for the other, then mixed up which was which? If he had trouble knowing when his dreams weren’t real, why couldn’t the same happen when he was awake? But then he remembered that one of the accidents led to him being locked up in that place and all because of The Son Of A Bitch, whatever his name was. So no, it had happened to him at least once, that he could clearly remember. But the rest? 
No one had said anything for the last minute or so, making the silence and its uneasiness all the more obvious. It seemed the only thing left for him to do now was open his eyes. 
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On the way back to the hotel, Isidro remembered a shorter route that avoided the long loop around town and instead cut through the country, skirting alongside the orange groves that buzzed with workers up in and around the base of the trees. Don Celestino and Socorro held hands but spoke very little along the way. They kept all four windows rolled down in order to stay somewhat cool on what was easily the hottest day of their trip. Then later, when there was another vehicle on the road, usually a truck loaded with oranges, they would quickly roll up the windows on the driver’s side until the dust had settled behind them. 
Once they were back in town, Isidro took some of the less-busy streets until he pulled up in front of the jardin. Don Celestino paid him for his services, including a little extra for his efforts in locating the ranchito, and reminded him to come around early in the morning. After stopping for dinner in the same restaurant as the first day, they crossed the street and walked to a pharmacy so Socorro could buy a calling card. Back in the jardin, he waited on a bench near the pay phone while she dialed her mother’s number. The phone was still ringing when she smiled back at him, then cupped a hand over her other ear and turned away to say hello. 
As Don Celestino had missed his afternoon nap, he was having trouble keeping his eyes open. Their visit had lasted much longer than he had imagined it would. The lunch had led to coffee and more talking, mainly between his brother and the old woman. Twice more she invited him to spend the night, forgetting that he had already accepted her offer. Don Celestino finally stood up and excused himself and Socorro, saying they’d be back early tomorrow morning. Now he worried if he had done wrong in leaving his brother out there. If he fell or got sick in the middle of the night, they probably wouldn’t have a doctor nearby. Though his brother wouldn’t need his medicine again until the morning, Don Celestino would have felt better knowing he hadn’t left the pills back at the hotel. They had come all this way with him still healthy, and he could just imagine getting back the next morning and learning that something terrible had happened to him. Then how would he explain it to Amalia? Against your wishes we took your father from the nursing home and went to Mexico, but then left him to spend the night at a ranchito with a confused old woman and her granddaughter, and it just happened that he got sick on us. What did she care about some old promise her father had made to their grandfather a lifetime ago? 
“That was fast,” he said when she came back. “Was she mad?”
“She wasn’t the one who answered,” Socorro said, and sat next to him on the bench.
“So you talked with your tía?”
“No, with my brother Marcos. He came to visit the day after we left.”
“And he plans to spend some time with your mother?”
“He said two more days,” she said, “but that before he leaves he wants to meet you.”
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She hadn’t wanted to exactly, but she didn’t want to tell him no either. They were supposed to be packing, then checking out of the hotel, then finding the driver, then going for his brother even though they had promised to let him stay the night, and then finally heading to the station so they could take the next bus to Ciudad Victoria. Once they were back in the room, though, he had started with a little kiss on her cheek, followed by an innocent-enough hug, but then another kiss behind her ear and a longer one at the back of her neck, near her shoulders, and finally one on the lips as tender as the first. And once he had so easily undone the metal fasteners, she knew they wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. 
Only when the evening light had dimmed and he was holding her from behind did it seem there was time for her to say anything. “But I thought that was why we came back to the room?” 
“It was, but you saw how it got late on us.”
“You were the one who said it wouldn’t take long.”
“Yes, but if we leave now, we’ll be on the bus all night, then get there tired, and what good will that do us?”
“Then tomorrow, when we get back?”
“Maybe. Remember, I have to take Fidencio across. Who knows what kind of a fight he’s going to give me.”
“And after that?”
“If it’s not too late. You saw how long it took us to get here.”
“That was because we left late. If we leave early, there should still be light.”
He didn’t respond because it didn’t seem her comment needed a response. Right now what he wanted was to hold her in his arms. How was he supposed to know when the first bus would pull out of Linares and after so many stops arrive in Ciudad Victoria, only so they could wait around for the next bus to take them the rest of the way to Matamoros? After being intimate, his favorite part was the time when he could relax and be grateful they had found each other and could be together in this way. Was that asking so much, to be able to enjoy this quiet moment? 
“Then you don’t want to?”
“I didn’t say that,” he answered, opening his eyes once again. “We go to sleep now, and tomorrow we see how things turn out, that’s what I meant.” 
“Say if you don’t want to meet him.”
“You were the one who at first didn’t want me to meet your family.” He pulled away some and turned over onto his back; it was clear that she wasn’t going to let him enjoy the moment. She stayed where she was, as if she had failed to notice his retreat or, if she had, that it didn’t matter. 
“That was before, with my mother and my tía, the way they are. This is different with my brother.”
“And how do you want me to know how they do things in your family, when you tell me ‘no’ and then suddenly you tell me ‘yes’? At least I told you how things were from the beginning.” 
But he did know, and knew that she knew that he knew. So why pretend? She had explained to him how her mother had been against the relationship before she could even invite him to come over to the house. She remembered telling him that maybe someday he’d be welcome, if one of her brothers could change her mother’s mind, at least get her to accept him. And now Marcos, her youngest brother, was here, so why was it such a mystery that she would want them to meet? Even more, he knew the reason his children were neither for nor against them was because he had avoided telling them anything for fear of how they would react. So there was nothing to say about the relationship, since for them it didn’t exist. 
“Tell me what’s going to happen with us, Celestino,” she said a few minutes later. “After we get back.”
Earlier he had turned the other way, onto his side, so now they had their backs to each other. Lying there in the dark and with the drone of the air conditioner, she wanted to believe that he could have somehow dozed off, but she knew better. 
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Don Fidencio woke up early the next day with his arms and legs wrapped around the extra pillow. Though the shades were drawn and only the bathroom light was on, he was pretty sure it was morning. There was no partitioning curtain or another old man in the room; his own bed was missing the rails that the aides raised every night and then had to come back to lower from one side each time he had to trudge over to the toilet. It wasn’t until he heard the sound of something clanging atop the stove that he finally recalled where he was. He smiled for only a second before he let go of the pillow and stuck his hand under the covers and reached for his crotch. Then he patted the mattress under him and on either side. The pillow, he remembered, had been between his legs. All of them were dry, though. In his old head he tried again to understand how it was that two accidents could still be considered accidents. He thanked God that the last one had happened away from that place, away from where they would have forced him to start wearing the diapers that the rest of them did, and from there how long would it be before they put him in a wheelchair or started spoon-feeding him at The Table Of Mutes? Since arriving there he’d seen men much younger than himself lose control of their bodies. Their eyes lost all correspondence with the person behind them, not to mention with the person in front of them. Their bowels gave way or simply shut down for good. They had to be fed once, then again because their mouths would open before they chewed the food. And he thanked God even more — lying down and not on his bare knees only because he worried about ever standing up again — that this last accident had happened someplace other than in his daughter’s house, where he would have never heard the end of it. 
With much sacrifice, he sat up in bed and placed his feet on the floor. As soon as he felt the coolness of the cement, he knew that he’d forgotten to wear the padded socks his doctor had recommended. Wasn’t it enough that he could remember to brush his teeth and comb his hair and almost always pull up his zipper and that he wasn’t telling the same story over and over like the one who liked to tell everybody about his ugly finger? At least his grandfather’s story had been handed down to him and he was only trying to keep it from slipping away, though he never imagined having to retell it with so much detail. His throat still felt raw from talking so much the day before. After his brother and the girl had left, he had made up so many things he couldn’t say where the truth ended and the less-truthful parts began, so that with time it all became the same to him. 
He grabbed his cigarettes and lighter off the nightstand and shuffled to the bathroom to take care of his morning business. Once he had turned around and backed up some, he pushed his boxers down past his knees and, holding on to the sink, lowered himself onto the pot. As soon as he was comfortable, he lit his first cigarette, making sure to keep his arm extended so the ashes wouldn’t fall on his underwear. What could be more pitiful than an old man spending his last days wearing underwear with burn marks on them? These were the new pair the girl had bought for him after his accident. They came with what looked like tiny alligators on them. At least that was what he thought when he first saw them — now he couldn’t tell if they were lizards. Carmen had offered to wash his clothes later today. He would have to ask her then — alligators or lizards? A man should know what he has on his underwear. For now he would say they were alligators. 
From where he was sitting, he reached into the sink and tapped off the ashes. It seemed years since he had smoked indoors, much less while on the pot. Before it used to be that there was always someone watching. It was a miracle that he had been able to get out through the back gate. Or that he had been outside when his brother came around. If it had been drizzling, as it looked like it might, he would have stayed inside and waited for later. Or even that his accident in the hotel bed hadn’t been something worse like another stroke that might have landed him in the hospital and from there back in the nursing home. He realized that it was only by a miracle of God that he was so far away from that place and all those strangers. And really, how many miracles could one old man expect to have? 







39
As he had grown used to for this last year, Don Celestino woke up alone the next morning. It took him a few seconds to recall that he hadn’t gone to bed alone, though. The lights were still off, but he could make out the shape of his pants on the chair. At first he thought she might be in the bathroom; the door was half shut. It was possible that she’d gotten up to relieve herself and figured it wasn’t worth closing the door the whole way. But she was also modest when it came to her body, preferring the room as dark as possible when they were intimate or, if it was during the day, as it usually was at his house, for them to stay under the covers. At least if there were some sound, any little bit, coming from that part of the room. How many minutes had gone by now? Five? Ten? These last few mornings he’d been the one to wake up first, much earlier and more alert. It was still dark outside. The hotel didn’t have a restaurant and the lights were off in the lobby. She wouldn’t have thought to go out for a walk at this early hour. He had a feeling he should get up to see where she was, but he also sensed that he might be alone for more obvious reasons. 
“Socorro,” he called out finally.
He did it again a few seconds later, but still with no response. In the harsh light of the bathroom, he found that she had taken her brush and a few toiletries and had left the clutter that was on his side of the bathroom vanity. The area was wiped clean, with no sign that she had ever actually been there. The handwritten note attached to the mirror was all that she had left behind: 
Maybe I should have stayed and not come — only you know what you want.
And that was all. No name at the top, no signature at the bottom. As if the last guest in this room had left the message for the next traveler. He tried to remember their last conversation, if it could actually be called a conversation, with only one of them eager to talk and the other ready for sleep. If this was about meeting her brother, then fine, he would meet him, shake his hand, talk to him for a while, whatever made her happy. Because he didn’t want to jump on a bus in the middle of the night was no reason to leave this way. 
He dressed and washed his face, barely taking his usual time before the mirror, and then hurried next door to grab the bag with his brother’s medicines. Outside the hotel the dim streetlights guided him along the sidewalk that led past the municipal building and to the taxi stand. Two cars were parked, one behind the other, and he found Isidro sleeping soundly in the driver’s seat of the first one. The windows were rolled up, with only a tiny crack at the top. 
The other driver stepped out of his car with a cigarette in his hand. “Taxi?”
“I arranged yesterday for him to take me,” Don Celestino said. He tapped on the window, but the sleeping man only scrunched his nose as if a fly were trying to disturb his sleep. 
“With this one, you might be here all day,” the young man said. “Let me take you where you need to go.”
“Do you know how to get to a ranchito they call De La Paz?”
The driver blew out a trail of smoke. “How hard can it be?”
“We took a long time to find it yesterday.”
“Only because you went with Isidro. He can get lost going from the front to the backseat.”
Don Celestino glanced at the sleeping man. “I set everything up with him.”
“I can make you a special price,” the young man said. “The half of whatever my friend said he would charge you.”
“That would be good, but he already knows the way.”
The driver didn’t respond at first, then said, “However you want it.”
“Thank you,” Don Celestino said, “but I should go with him.”
“That’s fine.” The young man stamped out what was left of his cigarette. “I was only trying to help.”
“Yes, but thank you for offering.”
The driver nodded as he looked over at the other taxi. Then he reached into his own car and laid on the horn until Isidro jolted up. “Now you can thank me,” he said. 
The sun had risen by the time they reached the outskirts of town. From there they retraced many of the same dirt roads from the last two days, passing this windmill or crossing that ironwork bridge. At one point the same old man and his grandson in the mule-driven cart waved to them the same way they had when they first arrived in Linares. A short while later Isidro stopped and doubled back, shaking his head as if overnight someone had changed the roads on him. Before they could turn left off the main highway he had to wait for a bus passing in the opposite direction. Don Celestino craned his neck in time to see the blackened and soot-covered back windows as the bus headed eastbound, in the direction of Ciudad Victoria. He turned around to the front before this image had completely faded, then a second later twisted around again, but by now it was gone. 
“You would be more lost if you had gone with another driver, believe me.”
“No, I wanted to wait for you,” Don Celestino said. “This will only take a few minutes for me to get my brother. And from there you can take us to the bus station.” 
“And your wife?”
For a second he considered ignoring the question altogether. And then he wondered what Socorro might say if she were the one sitting back here. 
“Really, we’re only friends.”
“Friends?” he said, as if he had heard the word before but not used in this particular context.
“She had to leave early,” Don Celestino said, “so she could see her family.”
“To tell you the truth, in my mind I had the two of you married.”
“Maybe one of these days.”
Don Celestino brought his other arm down from the seat back. They were passing the first set of groves, and the workers were only beginning to pull their ladders from the trucks. He blamed himself for not making more of an effort to stay awake. It was one thing for him to accidentally fall asleep and another to will himself to fall asleep so he wouldn’t have to talk. But even if he had stayed awake, he wasn’t sure he had the words to make her understand his hesitation. Less than a year ago he had promised himself not to remarry, and not because of some loyalty to his deceased wife but simply so he wouldn’t have to go through the experience of losing someone again. If the right words had come to him last night, he might have told her that he had resisted getting closer for fear of putting her through the same. Because to meet her family was to get closer to her, and to tell his family was to say that he was serious about this young woman he had met, otherwise why risk telling them something that might hurt them? And to be more serious was to get married and to know that this marriage, as wonderful as it might end up being for both of them, would inevitably end someday. All of this he had done for her. 
His logic made less and less sense to him the longer they took to arrive. Did he think he was the only one who understood what was happening? Wasn’t this the same woman who had seen them loading him into an ambulance with his eyes glazed over and the oxygen mask covering most of his face? And still she had come to visit him in the hospital later that day. She had met his brother and seen what their future together might look like if she chose to stay with him, which apparently hadn’t been much of a choice until earlier this morning. So what exactly was he protecting her from? And what exactly had he convinced himself she was too young to comprehend? And then he realized that she had already been alone herself, and for much longer than he probably ever would. 
They crossed the iron bridge from yesterday and near the next grove Isidro pulled alongside a truck and waved to a teenage boy hanging on to the wooden slats that rose from the bed. A second later the boy tossed an orange down and the driver caught it, then tapped his horn as he drove off. Farther along the road he handed the orange back to his passenger. “For when you see your lady friend again, a little souvenir from Linares,” he said. “Maybe it will help her to make up her mind about you.” 
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She might not have noticed if not for the wisp of white hair she thought she saw coming from the back window of the taxi. If it was him, he would have to catch up to her in Ciudad Victoria. And if it wasn’t him, so be it. She had waited a full half hour at the bus station before going up to the ticket counter. 
The driver was pulling over onto the shoulder of the road for another passenger, and he took the opportunity to turn and smile at Socorro. He had been smiling at her since she boarded the bus alone, the only woman to do so. On the road, he would glance at her in the mirror from time to time, hoping to catch her looking back. Of all the things she needed right now. To have pulled herself away from one man who couldn’t see a future with her and now to be pursued by a man whose job it was to be somewhere else every day. 
After lying in bed most of the night, she decided that even if he did wake up, there was little for them to say that wasn’t by now obvious. So maybe he had done her a great favor by not pretending to feel something that he wouldn’t be able to continue as time went on. But the bigger favor was helping her decide to collect her things and leave. Because this right now was the first time she could say that she had been on her own, without Rogelio or her mother or Celestino. And really, when the bus arrived in Ciudad Victoria, she didn’t have to buy a ticket for the next one headed to Matamoros. She could travel south to San Luis Potosí or farther to Querétaro or, if she wanted, go along the coast to Tampico. She could go anywhere she wanted, she didn’t have to be looking back to see if some man was coming for her, she didn’t have to. 
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The old man swished his mug about until the coffee turned to a muddy brown color. He was used to adding cream and Sweet’N Low, but here they had only evaporated milk and sugar. He supposed it was something he could get used to with time. Certainly there were more difficult things in this life that a person might have to endure; nobody had to explain this to him. Earlier the granddaughter had made him some huevos a la mexicana with just enough chiles and spices that he realized he had forgotten what a real breakfast was supposed to taste like. She wasn’t his granddaughter, he realized, but her name had gotten away from him again, and in any case, she treated him like he imagined a granddaughter might treat a grandfather. Just yesterday evening when they had already left the store, it had occurred to her to turn the truck around and go back so she could buy him a pack of cigarettes, just in case he ran out in the middle of the night. And this morning after his breakfast, she had brought the coffee to where he was sitting outside, smoking. A few feet away the chickens walked inside their small fenced-in yard, pecking at the feed she had scattered for them. 
Dew still hung from the lowest branches, making it seem as if the tree were as crouched over as the old man who sat beneath it. This was the first chance Don Fidencio had had to examine the tree without someone talking to him or asking that he make up stories. The trunk itself was wider than the house it loomed over. It was no wonder they had built it several feet away and left room for the long horizontal roots that stretched far beyond the base of the tree. He strained to look up past the first forty feet of the trunk, as the branches became more dense and entangled, eventually blocking out most of the rising sun and leaving only a narrow passageway to see where the sky opened up. 
He looked down when he heard barking coming from somewhere off in the distance. The dogs had met the taxi at the end of the road and were now growling and yapping at the grille. Carmen finally yelled at them to back away from the doors. 
“I hope this isn’t too early,” Don Celestino said over the last of the yelps.
She opened the gate to let them pass. “We were waiting for you since earlier. I made some food, if you would like to come in.” 
“I came only to get my brother and say good-bye,” he told her.
She nodded as she led him to where the old man was sitting on a metal chair with his cane hooked on the armrest. Her grandmother had opened the side door of the house and was waiting for some help getting into the yard. 
“You had a good visit?”
“We talked for a long time, until late in the day,” his brother said.
“You remembered more of the story?”
“Some, but later we discussed other things.”
“Then we have something to talk about in the taxi.” Don Celestino handed him the cane, but his brother only held it between his legs without moving. 
“And the girl?” Don Fidencio asked.
“She left earlier this morning.”
“Without you?”
“Because of her family,” Don Celestino said. “Her brother came home and she wanted to see him. He was only going to be there a few days.” 
“And you let her go, just like that, by herself on the bus?”
“She wanted to,” he said, trying to avoid his brother’s gaze. “It was her idea.”
The old woman and her granddaughter were now standing near them.
Don Celestino reached down to help him get to his feet. “We should get going, eh?”
“You have to go alone.”
“Why, you feel bad?” His brother wasn’t moving from the chair.
“Not because of that,” the old woman said.
“And then?”
“They invited me to stay, to live here in the house.” Don Fidencio poked at the ground with his cane.
Don Celestino tried to smile at the two women before he looked at his brother. “But we have to go back, remember?”
“What I remember is where I have to go if I let you take me back.”
“Maybe Amalia will change her mind, after she sees you were strong enough to make the trip.”
“That’s what I was thinking when we started talking about coming here,” Don Fidencio said. “Then last night they took me into town so I could use the phone to call her.” 
“Knowing that she was just going to blame me?”
“She never mentioned you. All she cared about was that nothing had happened to me. I told her it was my idea to leave, and now this, what I told you.” 
“And she believed you?”
“What else was she going to do? She argued with me like her mother used to, but I told her I had made up my mind. Then she told me that if I came back I could live with her and her family, that she would talk to you know who.” The old man laughed to himself. “Suddenly I have so many places to live — everybody wants me for themselves.” 
“That’s what you wanted, no? To go live somewhere else?”
“It was, but I can see now it wouldn’t last and they would send me back and this time for good. No, it would be better for me to just stay here.” 
“You talk like this is already decided,” Don Celestino said, then reached for his brother’s arm. “It was nice that they offered this to you, but the decision isn’t for them to make.” 
“If the man wants to stay, tell me who else needs to decide?” the old woman said.
“I only want to do what is best for him, to make sure he’s taken care of.”
“And you know better than he does?”
Don Celestino looked back at his brother, hoping to put an end to this discussion. They would have been halfway to the bus station by now if he had simply gotten into the taxi. “Can I talk to you over here?” 
Then he helped him to stand up from his chair, and together they walked toward the shade. The sun was filtering through the branches, causing the delicate light to shift from one brother to the other. 
“Why are you doing this, Fidencio?”
“Just to live in peace.”
“You can do that back on the other side,” he said. “We need to go now.”
“Then go.”
“Not without you.”
“What you need to do is go find the girl and stop worrying about an old man.”
“This wasn’t how we planned it.”
“And tell me, what is it that happens exactly as we plan it? Do you think I planned to be so old, with my body failing me in so many ways? Who plans such things?” 
“They can take care of you better over there, when you need to go to the doctor’s office or if you have to go to the hospital.”
“Ya, I have seen all I want to of those places,” Don Fidencio said. “And anyway, if God is good to me, it won’t matter.”
“These poor women are going to get tired if you keep talking that way, always about being sick or dying.”
“Whether I open my mouth or not will not change things.”
“We never said anything about this, only about the trip to see the ranchito, nothing more.”
Don Fidencio placed his hand on his younger brother’s shoulder. “You were good to offer that. But you also promised me that I would never have to go back.” 
“I only promised to take you on the trip.”
“So you took me, now I want to stay.” He smiled and patted his brother’s shoulder.
“You were never going to go back with us, were you? You planned this, knowing that you would find a way not to go back.”
“What does it matter?”
“You could have at least told me.”
“How many times did I say I wanted out of that place?” he said. “And how many times did you listen to me?”
“I wanted to help you.”
“You did,” he said. “Now you should worry about you and the girl.”
Don Celestino wanted to argue with him but wasn’t sure what to say anymore or if there was anything left to say. They headed back to where the women were standing and together walked toward the taxi. When they arrived at the fence, Don Celestino turned aside and leaned on one of the posts until his brother was standing alongside him. He felt his arms wanting to tremble in the moment and was calmed only when he finally held his brother’s frame. 
“Take care of yourself,” Don Celestino said.
“You do the same.”
“Maybe me and Socorro could come see you later?” he said as he pulled away. “Now that we know how to find the place.”
The old man began to say something, but then stopped and only nodded. “Yes, maybe you will.”
Isidro had come around to open the taxi door, and without turning Don Celestino stepped in, forcing himself to not look back at the others waving from under the tree. 
“Go on,” he said.
“To the station?”
“Tell me something,” he said, leaning forward. “How long would it take if you were to drive me to Ciudad Victoria?”
Isidro turned to look back. “That’s a long way, maybe an hour and a half, maybe a little more.”
“But still faster than the bus?”
“Much faster.”
The taxi began to coast away, moving slowly in order to make room for the dogs that were barking at the tires. They had traveled only to the end of the road when Don Celestino noticed his brother’s plastic shopping bag on the floor, and he said, “Wait, stop the car.” 
Isidro slammed on the brakes in the middle of the road, sending up a haze of gravel and dust. But when Don Celestino looked inside the bag, the pill dispenser was still packed and the extra vials hadn’t been opened. Everything was the same as it was when they left the pharmacy five days earlier. 
“Then what?” the driver turned to ask. “I go back or not?”
Don Fidencio and the two women were standing beneath the tree, gazing at the idling car. “Maybe he forgot something,” the granddaughter said. 
“Who forgot?” The old woman tugged on her granddaughter’s shoulder. “Tell me what you see, what did he forget?”
But just then the brake lights faded and the taxi continued down the road.
“Nobody,” Don Fidencio said, and then he waved. “Nobody forgot anything.”
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