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her the small horned toad I had removed from my breast
pocket. I turned toward my mother, who translated: “They

{ ¢ E Xpectoran su sangre!” exclaimed Great-grandma when I showed

_spit blood.”

“De los ojos,” Grandma added. “From their eyes,” mother explained, her-
sclf uncomfortable in the presence of the small beast.

I grinned, “Awwwwww.”

But my Great-grandmother did not smile. “Son muy foxicos,” she nodded
with finality. Mother moved back an involuntary step, her hands suddenly
busy at her breast. “Put that thing down,” she ordered.

“His name’s John," I said.
~"Put John down and hot in your pocket, either;” my mother nearly

——sliouted. “Those: thin"é;a'r'e”iférf ‘poisonous. Didn’t you understand what
~Grandma said?™ .o

—Well 2" mother looked Foi ohe GF us to the other—spanning four

kenerations of California, standing three feet apart-—and said, ““of course
You didn’t. Please take him back where you got him, and be careful. We'll
all feel better when you do.” The tone of her voice told me that the discus-
*ion had ended, 50 I released the little reptile where I'd captured him.
During those years in Oildale, the mid-1940s, I needed only to walk
3CToss the street to find a patch of virgin desert. Neighborhood kids called
It simply “the vacant lot,” less than an acre without houses or sidewalks.
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140 CALIFORNIA CHILDHOOD

Not that we were desperate for desert then, since we could walk into its
scorched skin a mere half-mile west, north, and east. To the south, incon-
gruously, flowed the icy Kern River, fresh from the Sierras and surrounded
by riparian forest.

Ours was rich soil formed by that same Kern River as it ground Sierra |
granite and turned it into coarse sand, then carried it down into the valley ;
and deposited it over millenia along its many changes of channels. The ants
that built miniature volcanoes on the vacant lot left piles of tiny stones with
telltale markings of black on white. Deeper than ants could dig were pools |
of petroleurn that led to many fortunes and lured men like my father from
Texas. The dry hills to the east and north sprouted forests of wooden
derricks.

Despite the abundance of open land, plus the constant lure of the river
—Whete desolatien-and-verdancy. met, most kids relied on the vacant lot as
their primary playground. Even with its bullheads and sEifiging insects; we—-—
~played-everything from football to kick-the-can on it. The lot actually re-
sernbled my father’s head, bare in the middle but full of growth around the— _
edges: weeds, stickers, cactuses, and a few bushes. We played our games on
its sandy center, and conducted such sports as ant fights and lizard hunts on
its brushy periphery. N

That spring, when I discovered the lone horned toad near the back of the -
lot, had been rough on my family. Earlier, there had been quiet, unpleasant
tension between Mom and Daddy. He was a silent man, kittle given to
emotional displays. It was difficult for him to show affection and T guess = .
the openness of Mom's family made him uneasy. Daddy had no kin in Cal-
ifornia and rarely mentioned any in Texas. He couldn’t seem to understand
my mother’s large, intimate family, their constant noisy concern for one
another, and I think he was a little jealous of the time she gave everyone,
maybe even me.

1 heard her talking on the phone to my various aunts and uncles, usua]ly

" to divorce, since she only used Spamsh o hide th.mgs from me. T'd- con—

fronted her with my suspicion;but- she comforted me, saying, no, that-was
not the problem. They were merely deciding when it would be our turn (0 -
care for Grandma. I didn't really understand, although I was relieved.
I later learned that my Great-grandmother—whom we simply called -
“Grandma”—had been moving from house to house within the family, -+
trying to find a place she'd accept. She hated the city, and most of the aunts -
and uncles lived in Los Angeles. Our house in Oildale was much closer t0 -
the open country where she'd dwelled all her life. She had wanted to come -
to our place right away because she had raised my mother from 2 baby -
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when my own grandmother died. But the old lady seemed unimpressed
with Daddy, whom she called “ese gringo.”

In truth, we had more room, and my dad made more money in the oil
patch than almost anyone else in the family. Since my mother was the clos-
est to Grandma, our place was the logical one for her, but Ese Gringo
didn’t see it that way, I guess, at least not at first. Finaily, after much debate,
he relented. "

In any case, one windy afternoon, my Uncle Manuel and Aunt Toni
drove up and deposited four-and-a-half feet of bewigged, bejeweled Span-
ish spitfire: a square, pale face topped by a tightly~curled black wig that hid

- a bald head—her hair having been lost to typhoid nearly SIXty years

before—her small white hands veined with rivers of blue. She walked with
a prancing bounce that made her appear half her age, and she barked orders
in Spanish from the moment she emerged from Manuel and Toni’s car.
Later, just before they left, Theard Uncle Manuel tell my dad, “Good luck,

Charlie. That old lady’s dynamite.” Daddy only grunted.

She had been with us only two days when I tried to impress her with my
horned toad. In fact, nothing I did seemed to impress her, and she referred
to me as ¢l malcriado, causing my mother to shake her head. Mom explained
to me that Grandma was just old and lonely for Grandpa and uncomforta-
ble in town. Mom told me that Grandma had lived over half a century in
the country, away from the noise, away from clutter, away from people.
She refused to accompany my mother on shopping trips, or anywhere else.
She even refused to climb into a car, and I wondered how Uncle Manuel
had managed to load her up in order to bring her to us.

She disliked sidewalks and roads, dancing across them when she had to,
then appearing to wipe her feet on earth or grass. Things too civilized sim-
ply did not pleased her. A brother of hers had been killed in the great San
Francisco earthquake and that had been the end of her tolerance of cities.
Until my Great-grandfather died, they lived on a small rancho near Arroyo
Cantua, north of Coalinga. Grandpa, who had come north from Sonora as

---3 youth to-work as-a.vaguero, had hred horses and cattle,-and cowbeyed-for-

other ranchers, scraping together enough of a living to raise €leven
Chi]dren. : - . e . - e SRR L LT

. He had been, until the time of his death, a lean, dark-skinned man with _

Wwide shoulders, a large nose, and a sweeping handlebar mustache that was
white when I knew him. His Indian blood darkened all his progeny so that
Noteven I was as fair-skinned as my Great-grandmother, Ese Gringo for a
father or not.

As it turned out, I didn’t really understand very much about Grandma at
all. She was old, of course, yet in many ways my parents treated her as
though she were younger than me, walking her to the bathroom at night
2nd bringing her presents from the store. In other ways—drinking wine at
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dinner, for example—she was granted adult privileges. Even Daddy didn’t
drink wine except on special occasions. After Grandma moved in, though,

he began to occasionally join her for a glass, sometimes even sitting with
her on the porch for a premeal sip.

She held court on our front porch, often gazing toward the desert hills
east of us or across the street at kids playing on the lot. Occasionally, she
would rse, cross the yard and sidewalk and street, skip over them, some-
times stumbling on the curb, and wipe her feet on the lot’s sandy soil, then
she would slowly circle the boundary between the open middle and the
brushy sides, searching for something, it appeared. I never figured out
what.

One afternoon I returned from school and saw Grandma perched on the
porch as usual, so I started to walk around the house to avoid her sharp,
mostly incomprehensible, tongue. She had already spotted me. “Ienga
agui!”’ she ordered, and I understood.

I approachcd the porch and noticed that Grandma was vigorously chew-

ing something. She held a small white bag in one hand. Saying “Qué W
tomar?” she withdrew a large orange gumdrop from the bag and began o
slowly chewing it in her toothless mouth, smacking loudly as she did so.
stood below her for a moment trying to remember the word for candy.
Then it came to me: “Dulee,” 1 said.

Still chewing, Grandma replied, “Mande?”

Knowing she wanted a complete sentence, I again struggled, then came
up with “Deseo dulce.” _

She measured me for a moment, before answering in nearly perfect En-
glish, “Oh, so you wan' some candy. Go to the store an’ buy some! E

I dor’t know if it was the shock of hearing her speak English for the ﬁrst
time, or the way she had denied me a piece of candy, but I suddenly felt .
tears warm my checks and I sprinted into the house and found Mom, who - “
stood at the kitchen sink. “Grandma just talked English,” I burst between
light sobs.

“WWhat's wrong?” she asked as she reached out to stroke my head.

“Grandma can talk Enghsh I repeated. )

“Of course she can]’ Mom answered. “What's wrong?” == ==—m==——

I wasn't sure what was wrong, but after considering, I told Mom that
Grandma had teased me. No sooner had I said that than the old woman ap-
peared at the door and hiked her skirt. Attached tooneof her petticoats by~
safety pins were several small tobacco sacks, the white cloth kind that :
closed with yellow drawstrings. She carefully unhooked one and opened it,
withdrawing a dollar, then handed the money to me. “Para su dulce,” she .
said. Then, to my mother, she asked, “Why does he bawl like a motherlcss ‘-
calf?”

“It’s nothing,” Mother replied.
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“Do not weep, little one,” the old lady comforted me, *“Jesus and the
Virgin love you.” She smiled and patted my head. To my mother she said as
though just realizing it, ““Your baby?”

Somehow that day changed everything. I wasn’t afraid of my great-
grandmother any longer and, once I began spending time with her on the )
porch, I realized that my father had also begun directing increased attention
to the old woman. Almost every evening Ese Gringo was sharing wine
with Grandma. They talked out there, but I never did hear a real two-way
conversation between them. Usually Grandma rattled on and Daddy nod-
ded. She’d chuckle and pat his hand and he might grin, even grunt a word
or two, before she'd begin talking again. Once I saw my mother standing
by the front window watching them together, a smile playing across her
face.

No more did I sneak around the house to avoid Grandma after school.

Instead, she waited for me and discussed my efforts in class gravely, telling - -

“mother that I was a bright boy, “muy intcligente,” and that I should be sent to
the nuns who would train me. I would make a fine priest. When Ese

~ " "Gringo heard that, he smiled and said, *He’d make a fair-to-middlin’ Holy

Roller preacher, too”” Even Mom had to chuckle, and my great-
grandmother shook her finger at Ese Gringo. *Oh you debil, Sharlie!” she
cackled.

Freguently, I would accompany Grandma to the lot where she would ex-
plain that no fodder could grow there. Poor pasture or not, the lot was at
lcast unpaved, and Grandma greeted even the tiniest new cactus or flower-
ing weed with joy. “Look how beautiful,” she would croon. “In all this ug-
liness, it lives.” Qildale was my home and it didn’t look especially ugly to
me, 50 I could only grin and wonder.

Because she liked the lot and things that grew there, I showed her the
horned toad when I captured it a second time. I was determined to keep it,
although I did not discuss my plans with anyone. I also wanted to hear
more about the bloody eyes, so I thrust the small animal nearly into her

face one afternoon. She did not flinch. “Ola senor sangre de ojos,” she saad
—with a mischievous grin. “Qué fal?” It took me a moment to catch on.

~ “You were kiddir_lg before,” I accused.
- “Of course,” she acknowledged, still grinning.

T “But why?? .

“Because the little beast belongs with his own kind in his own place, not
in your pocket. Give him his freedom, my son.”

I had other plans for the horned toad, but I was clever enough not to
cross Grandma. *“Yes, Ma'am,” I replied. That night I placed the reptile in a
flower bed cornered by a brick wall Ese Gringo had built the previous
summer. It was a spot rich with insects for the toad to eat, and the little
wall, only a foot high, must have seemed massive to so squat an animal.
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Nonetheless, the next morning when I searched for the horned toad it

was gone. I had no time to explore the yard for it, so I trudged off to
. school, my belly troubled. How could it have escaped? Classes meant little

to me that day. I thought only of my lost pet—I had changed his name to

Juan, the same as my Great-grandfather—and where I might find him.

I shortened my conversation with Grandma that afternoon so 1 could
search for Juan. *“What do you seek?” the old woman asked me as I poked
through flower beds beneath the porch. “Praying mantises,” I improvised,
and she merely nodded, surveying me. But I had eyes only for my lost pet,
and I continued pushing through branches and brushing aside leaves. No luck.

Finally, I gave in and turned toward the lot. I found my horned toad
nearly across the street, crushed. It had been heading for the miniature des-
ert and had almost made it when an automobile’s tire had run over it. One
notion immediately swept me: if 1 had left it on its lot, it would still be

e alive. 1 stood rooted there in the street, tears slicking my cheeks, and a car
honked its horn as it passed, the driver shoufing atme.————— -
- __ . Grandma joined me, and stroked my back. “The poor little beast,” was
all she said, then she bent slowly and scoopéd up-what remained of the .. .
horned toad and led me out of the street. “We must return him to his own '
place,” she explained, and we trooped, my eyes still clouded, toward the
back of the vacant lot. Carefully, 1 dug a hole with a piece of wood.
Grandma placed Juan in it and covered him. We said an Qur Father and a
Hail Mary, then Grandma walked me back to the house. “Your little Juan is
~ safe with God, my son,” she comforted. We kept the horned toad’s death a
secret, and we visited his small grave frequently. :
Grandma fell just before school ended and summer vacation began. As
was her habit, she had walked alone to the vacant lot but this time, on her
way back, she tripped over the curb and broke her hip. That following
week, when Daddy brought her home from the hospital, she seemed to
have shrunken. She sat hunched in a wheelchair on the porch, gazing with
faded eyes toward the hills or at the lot, speaking rarely. She still sipped =
wine every -evening with Daddy and even I could tell how concerned he =
“was about her, It gotto=where-he'd look-in on her before leaving for work
every. morning and again at night before turning in. And if Daddy was =
_ home, Grandma always wanted him to piish her chair when she needed
~moving, calling, “Sharliel” nngl he arfived: — ~ -~ -
I was tugged from sleep on the night she died by voices drumming
through the walls into darkness. I couldn’t understand them, but was im- :
mediately frightened by the uncommon sounds of words in the mght. I
struggled from bed and walked into the living room just as Daddy closed
the front door and a car pulled away.
Mom was sobbing softly on the couch and Daddy walked to her, stroked
her head, then noticed me. “Come here, son,” he gently ordered.
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I walked to him and, uncharacteristically, he put an arm around me.

*“What's wrong?”’ [ asked, near tears myself. Mom looked up, but before

she could speak, Daddy said, “Grandma died.” Then he sighed heavﬂy and
stood there with his arms around his weeping wife and son.

The next day my Uncle Manuel and Uncle Arnulfo, plus Aunt Chintia,
arrived and over food they discussed with my mother where Grandma
should be interred. They argued that it would be too expensive to transport
her body home and, besides, they could more easily visit her grave if she
was buried in Bakersfield. “They have such a nice, manicured grounds at
Greenlawn,” Aunt Chintia pointed out. Just when it seemed they had
agreed, I could remain silent no longer. “But Grandma has to go home,” I
burst. ““She has to! It's the only thing she really wanted. We can’t leave her
in the cty”’

Uncle Arnulfo, who was on the edge, snapped to Mother that I belonged
with the other children, not interrupting adult conversation. Mom quietly

——agreed, but I'refused. My father walked into the room then.“What's

wrong?” he asked.

- please”

“Well, son .
“When my horny toad got killed and she helped me to bury it, she said

__we had to return him to his place”

“Your horny toad?” Mother asked.
“He got squished and me and Grandma buried him in the lot. She said

- we had to take him back to his place. Honest she did.”

No one spoke for a moment, then my father, Ese Gringo, who stood
against the sink, responded: “That’s right .. he paused, then added,
“We'll bury her”” I saw a weary smile cross my mother’s face. “If she
wanted to go back to the ranch then that’s where we have to take her,”
Daddy said.

I hugged him and he, right in front of everyone, hugged back.

No one argued. It seemed, suddenly, as though they had all wanted to do

entire family, hundreds it seemed, gathered at the little Catholic church in

“They're gong to bury Grandma in Bakersfield, Daddy. Don’t let "em,

____cxactly what I had begged for. Grown-ups baffled me. Late that week the. .. ...

E_— ~ Coalinga for mass,then drove out to Arroyo Cantua and buned Grandma :

”"nt:\rt to Grandpa. She rests there today.

My mother, father, and I drove back to Oildale that afternoon across the
scorching westside desert, through sand and tumbleweeds and heat shivers.
Quict and sad, we knew we had done our best. Mom, who usually sat next
to the door in the front seat, snuggled close to Daddy, and I heard her
whisper to him, *“Thank you, Charlie,” as she kissed his cheek.

Daddy squeezed her, hesitated as if to clear his throat, then answered,
“When you're family, you take care of your own.”



