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waiting for my turn to go in front of the immigration judge. I'm
still weak from the poison. My conscience attacks me. [ killed
Fernando and his family. God, what have I done? A voice in my
head says, It’s not my fault. 1did not know the bucket was full of
poison. I'm not a bad person.

The judge is a bald black man in his [ate fifties. He is
Jooking at me with angry eyes. The young white man standing
beside me says in Spanish “You are charged with entering the
country illegally, with one count of burglary and three counts of
negligent homicide.” I try to understand what’s going on.

The judge asks me how do I plead? On instinct I say, “
[’m sorry. All T did is get water because we were dehydrating.”
The young white man translates my words for the judge, who
looks at me like I am the enemy. He sets a court date and they
take me back to the cell.
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Mark Enriquez

Castrozzi’s Stapler

Manolo had made yellow soup of egg batter by adding
way too much milk as he thought, when my dad comes over
tonight he’ll punch me in the teeth for stealing money and disown
me for hanging around anarchists — terrorists in dad’s opinion,
but stubbomly Manolo stood at the stove with a spatula pushing
the milky slime around the frying pan over high heat, getting no
results other than an occasional bubble of boiled batter splattering
onto his forearm; and he heard for the fist time the announcement
over the radio, the moming D.J.’s saying, “Well, Brady, it’s
Tuesday, the big day all those Waterdogs go on strike...”

“You can’t say ‘Waterdogs’,” Brady interrupted.

“When did we go politically correct? Okay then, this is
the day that the illegal aliens, the hard working men and women
of Mexico, in the state of Arizona, are going to not only refuse to
work, but they’re going to boycott. And why? Because there’s a
proposition on the ballot to deny illegals Medicare, and this
protest, it’s supposed to have a huge impact. But this 1s what I
think, Brady, plain and simple, all this means is that for one day
out of 2005 all the crap jobs are going to have to be done by us,
Americans — not to mention that in all the grocery stores there’s
gonna be heaps of unbought cow tongue...”

As Manolo held the spatula in mid-air, letting goop drip
onto the stove, he brooded over being left out — why wasn’t I
told? I'm Mexican, not an illegal alien, but I’'m Mexican,
Chicano actually, the second generation born in the states. Sure,
my mom is British and I don’t speak a bit of Spanish, but still, my
last name is Enriquez, my skin is brown, and I've been called
wetback, beaner, spic, etc. Shouldn’t I have been informed of the
strike? Maybe I'm not needed or wanted in the strike — this
thought, Manni tried to shake from his head like water out of his
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ear, and then, as the radio went into commercials, he noticed
noises outside — high pitched bangs and music. Manolo dropped
the spatula into the yellow ooze and dashed across his single room
studio to the window. Pulling back the green bed sheet he used as
a curtain, Manolo expected to see a protest parade filled with
round, sweat-glazed Mexican faces. The street full of Mexicans,
they’d all have raised banners and flags and paper-mache
dummies of the Governor. But he must have heard a car drive by
blaring a radio and dragging its muffler, because when he pressed
his cheek to the window and strained to see out to the street, in the
shiver of sight he had, the street was empty.

Was he going to strike? If he did not at Jeast show up to
work and explain, Manolo worried, the shift manager, who
happened to be his cousin Lupita, would be pissed and might even
fire him. It’s a strike, not a sick day! But, as a Chicano, could
Manolo expect illegals to ever be active in his Caunse?

Unsure, he left the studio dressed in khaki cargos and a
blue Pixies T-shirt — if he needed it, there was a green button-up
shirt he kept at work in the file cabinet, a back-up shirt for the
days he didn’t meet dress code, which were frequent. And
stepping out onto the sidewalk Manolo felt his skin smacked by
the morning sunlight, his eyes squinting in the white hot rays, as
his nose was struck by smells of fresh tar from the avenue and
heat-beaten ferns on the median. The collection agency where he
1 part-time mail room clerk is two city blocks east, not a bad
walk in winter, but in summer when temps reach over 110°, it’s
more than enough excuse to buy a Slushee, and he buys one
every day.

Manolo likes to leave for work early, not only to avoid the
heat, but to avoid people who, shopping, might notice him pass
by the windows checking out the reflection of his short bulky
body, his father’s barrel-chested build. Manola feels people in the
shops would definitely make fun of him, that they’d point and
laugh, as a lot of the time he stops in front of the windows to
pose, especially at the florist that has a floor-to-ceiling window,
and he flexes his biceps, blows a kiss or two, bounces his
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eyebrows, and runs his fingers along his jaw, his nose, his lips,
his face in general.

Manolo is bad with mirrors, like a canary. But it’s not
shameless vanity; it’s the result of being haunted by William
Blake poetry, the same four lines tumbling over and again behind
Manolo’s eyes:

Oh, why was I born with a different
Jace?

Why was I not born like the rest

of my race?

Manolo has his mother’s long nose, her high brow, her
mucky green eyes, and even her rosy cheeks, a very European
face. And at twenty-four it still feels impossible to fit into two
cultures when, physically, he looks like the other to the other,
never like one of the same to the same.

But this Tuesday, as he stood in front of the florist’s
window, Manolo decided he was his father’s son, Mexicano, and
charged with a sense of solidarity in the day’s strike, he would not
work and would not, no matter how much he wanted to, spend
two bucks on a Slushee. In fact, Manolo thought it was a perfect
day for his first demonstrations, plural, a protest in front of 7/11
and then at work — chances to prove he was a real activist.

He puffed out his chest, puro machismo, but turning from
the florist window he winced at the pain on his right side, like
elastic snapped at his waist. The pain was good, great. It made
him proud, the pain of fresh ink, his day-old tattoo still a huge
unhealed wound from his hip to shoulder: a detailed depiction of
Quetzalcoat], Feathered Serpent, the ancient Toltec ruler, as a
deity, his body made of a pair of double-headed serpents. With
one set of mouths gaping, baring teeth on the Ruler’s knees at
Manolo’s waist line, and up over his ribs the snakes twisting up
twice. Where the snakes separate 1s a half-plate conch shell
necklace and the Ruler’s head, just below Manolo’s armpit,
turned to the sky. The serpents continue around Manolo’s
_ shoulder, one to his chest, the other to his back with their mouths
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open but their fangs sheathed to delicately hold the Quetzal, a
green bird that resembles the peacock — The Feathered Serpent.

To have put permanently under Manolo’s skin
Quetzalcoatl, a god of the Nahuatl (the indigenous peoples of pre-
colonial Mexico), took five hours. A tattoo parlor would’ve
charged over $1,000, but on Sunday, in cousin Lupita's dim lit
bedroom that stunk of dollar store potpourri, Manolo was
sprawled on his side in the bed, his right arm stretched up over his
head as Chucci — he’s Lupita’s brother — sat with a slow-bum
joint in his mouth, and he tattooed Manolo’s ribs with a
homemade gun. Four AA batteries powering a quarter colored-
quarter sized motor taken out of a walkman, and an empty plastic
pen holding a sharpened guitar string — that’s the needle of this
tattoo gun Chucci perfected the construction and use of while in
prison, down for five years on felony drug-sale charges.

Chucci is “hood,” some type of Crip gangsta living off his
sister, but behind the prison yard stare of his black eyes set in his
coffee brown face, and somewhere far beneath his scalp of
greased hair cast back always in a hair net, there is extraordinary
talent. And perfectly sadistic enough to be a great tattoo artist,
he’s the only one Manolo would get work from, and all Chucci
charged was a twenty-four pack of Budweiser.

Two hours into the tattoo Chucet’s eyes are glazed — he
swears he works best faded — the Ruler’s [egs and half of one
serpent are done, and inside Manolo’s body enough endorphins
have kicked in to numb the pain so that he quits squirming. To
keep his mind off the needle cutting him, Manolo reads a book -
some crazy poem called The Divine Comedy — but only a few
pages at a time because his eyes are absolutely drawn to watch
the needle slice lines, opening his skin like a wetsuif unzipped.
And as the serpent’s scales are shaded, the ink being pressed
under the flesh over his ribs, Manolo’s liver is shaken by the
vibrations, he can’t read — he has to see, shifting to get a good
look. Chucci stops to dip the needle in the cap of black ink on
the table next to him, and with the gun buzzing in his right hand
he lifts his left above his head and drops that hand to slap the
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tattoo — it sounds like he smacks raw, thawed bloody steak —
Manolo cringes feeling a burning breeze rush through his chest to
his lungs as he sucks in air. He starts to turn to Chucci but the
needle is pressed into his skin to shade another of the hundred
scales, and so he lies vulnerable as Chucci tells him, “I told
Lupita that you want to be a terrorist. She’s gonna talk to your
dad about it, ay. Oh, and she’ll probably tell him about this
tattoo.”

Dad? Not cool. Manolo asks, “Why?”

“WHY?” Chucct says, showing his frustration with a deep
dig of the needle. “Because you’re hanging out with terrorists,
ay. Or revolutionists — whatever you’re gonna call them. I’ve
met those types. They hate the government and stuff, and they
want to destroy America. They’re crazy, ay, those people. Real
Psychos.”

Manolo says, “So I've met a few, um — radical thinkers is
what I’]l call them, not terrorists, Chucci. Most of them are from
the sub-urbs. They go to school with me — I haven’t seen them all
summer! I honestly don’t know what the problem 1s.”

“Oh?” Chuccl says, “So you run around school with them
now? Like a gang? They’re gonna get you kicked out, and then
what?”

“I’ve already decided to take a semester off from school.”

The tattoo gun stops as, again, Chucci slaps the tattoo.
Manolo’s nostrils flare and his teeth clench, and he turns to see
Chucci’s face is stern, his dark lips pressed inward. Chucci asks,
“Do you hear yourself talking, pendejo? Let me tell you, Manni,
all 1a familia talks about you — more than they talk about me. And
I get embarrassed, ay, because I try to stick up for you! They
don’t understand you, and I don’t either. I dunno, maybe it’s
because you’re a half breed and you don’t think like a Mexican?
Or maybe la familia is right and you’re crazy like a schizo?
Maybe you’re just slow in the head?

“Okay, first you make friends with terrorists — ‘radical
thinkers,” muy bad — and no one’s gonna understand that. Even
your mom’s gonna freak out. Manni, damn it, but then your
dumb ass drops out of school. What do you think everyone’s
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gonna say? Do you ever think?”

Manolo says, “Chucci, school? Let’s be honest. My
degree won’t mean shit in the end, will tt? I’m just not sure it
will — maybe one day in the very distant future I could teach a
class, and that would be productive and all, but [ want to change
the world...” Chucci sucks his teeth, “...just think of the
exploitation — the criminal exploitation of the average Joe and
his family, and as the world toils and labors I'm in class getting
educated and cultured. It doesn’t feel right. I want to get out
there in the streets, pump my fist, be in the trenches.”

“Okay, Manni, whatever,” Chucci says. “Turn back over.
We’re not even close to finished with this tattoo.”

Quetzalcoatl Tupiltzin as a living ruler was said to be tall
with a light, almost fair complexion and a full beard,
characteristics much different than all the Nahuatl people; a face
different from the rest of his race. Maybe he spent a lot of time in
the mirror? Some scholars say Quetzalcoat] was of European
blood, and some call him a “Christ figure.” He was a martyr. His
death on a raft full of flowers sounds romantic, like a beautiful
demise, but it was due to his overwhelming shame — over a total
scandal. Incest. It’s legend: Quetzalcoatl was seriously 11l one
night, and his constant rival, a true enemy, Tezcatlipoca (Smoking
Mirror) tricked the Ruler by sending a “powerful curing potion”
which was actually pulgue, a strong liquor strictly outlawed at the
time. And once intoxicated Quetzalcoatl summoned his sister,
Quetzalpetlat! to drink, then — the way Manni imagines it —in a
palace room of sandstone colored walls decorated with immense
tapestries full of exotic colors, greens and maroon and turquoise,
and a few lamps lit, there they were, brother and sister, two
people of power talking, laughing, and having a good night, way
too drunk. Manolo doesn’t hold it against them. After the
incident, Quetzalcoatl burned all his possession and property to
the
ground, and he banished himself, waving good-bye to his people
as they stood on the gulf shore and watched their beloved ruler on
the flowered raft drift out to sea to die. But he’d made a
promise to retum from death. A “second coming." A hybrid of
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serpent/bird/man, Quetzalcoatl was worshiped as the god of
wisdom, one of the only Nahuatl gods who didn’t demand human
sacrifice, but instead asked for butterflies and flowers.

Chucci thinks flower sacrifices are “sissy la-la,” and
Chucct also blames Quetzalcoatl for the “genocidal colonization
of the Mexico (Nahuatl), because when Spanish ships were in the
gulf, at the very shores of ‘mexico,’ the Mexico ruler
Motecuhzoma — that punk ass — thought Quetzalcoatl had
returned 1n a ‘castle on the sea,” and so, instead of killing Cortez
and the rest of the gold greedy Conquistadors, Motecuhzoma let
those bastards walk up and take one of the greatest kingdoms and
civilizations of all, TENOTCHTITLAN!”

It’s surprising Chucci not only agreed to do the tattoo of
Quetzalcoatl but thought the god was just right for Manolo’s
flesh. Chucci knows — he’ll never agree, but he knows that in
Manni’s mind the Feathered Serpent, his legend in particular,
helped bring about the mestizo, the blood mixture of Nahuatl and
Spanish. No matter how violent the history, Manni accepts the
mestizo as part of his heritage as a Chicano which 1s also hybrid
— Nabhatl and Spanish-born American. But this is controversy.
Chucci doesn’t want to discuss it with Manni.

He wants to know, “And what about your Dad? Ay? He
sends you money for books and stuff. Are you going to tell him
and get no money?”

Of course he would ask about money since his hands
were always digging in Manolo’s pocket, money for groceries,
for clothes he swore were for job interviews, beer, and the week
before Chucci needed money to pay Lupita rent. Manolo
expected the question. He wishes Chucei wouldn’t have asked,
but he answers, “My dad already sent most of my allowance and
book money.”

The tattoo gun shuts off and Chucci says, “Manni, you
took that money from your dad, my favorite Tio? That’s like
stealing. And I bet you’re going to give it to your ‘cause’? For
like a donation or something?”

“Chucci, where do you think I got money to lend you last

74



week,” and Manni flinches thinking his side s slapped.

“Holy shit,” Chucci says, calm, and grabs another beer.
“You aren’t a terrorist, you’re not even slow in the head. You’re
an evil genius, ay. Really. 1bet you figure I won’t bring it up to
Lupita now, since I’m guilty by association? Oh, you’re good,
ese. You tricked me.”

“I didn’t trick you, Chucei. You needed money. I helped
you, cousin.”

“I helped you, cousin,” Chucci mocks Manni. “You need
to get your head checked because you’re the craziest, most out-
there vato I know, and I’ve been locked up with some insane
muthafuckas.” Chucci chugs the can of beer, and after pounding
his chest to force up a burp, he says, “Manolo, your dad 1s one of
the friendliest people 1 know but he may never talk to you again.
He’ll disown you, Manni. You’re fucking up too much.
Stealing? Manolo, I can accept you wanting to help the world
and all that stuff, ay. You have an open heart like that, but you
have to, Manolo. I’m dead serious, you have to tell your dad that
you dropped out — that you ‘fook a semester off.” Okay, Manni?
At least you’ll earn some respect by being honest. So, be a man.
Tell your dad before this tattoo heals.” And with that said,
Chuceci rolls Manni over to get back to work, and he says, “But,
hey, you don’t have to say shit to Lupita about the money you
lent me, because she kind of doesn’t know I'm broke. She thinks
I have a job, ay.”

k ok ok ok ok

Anxiously bouncing foot to foot Manolo was posted up at
the 7-11 entrance, on a single man picket line, of course with no
picket sign, waiting for the morning rush of coffee customers so
he could stop them and convince them to boycott. By holding up
two fingers, together not in a peace sign, he tried to get the first
few people’s attention on a one-to-one basis long enough for him
to say, “Boycott! Support the rights of all humans. The illegals
need Medicare.” But everyone was busy and brushed right past
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Manolo, entirely avoiding eye contact, and one guy who stopped
to hear Manni’s first few words kept going into 7-11
unpersuaded and laughing. Manni has affected no one, made no
real demonstration, he didn’t even alarm the store owner who
only glanced over once or twice with his eyes squinted and head
tilted, not at all threatened, but rather puzzled because he knew
Manni was not a panhandler or a ranting looney toon. The store
owner was a middle aged balding white man with a belly big and
round, making him look jolly in this brown/orange/and green
7-11 shirt. His name tag read, Robert, but Manni always called
him Bob-O. Since everyday Manni was in to buy a Slushee from
him, Bob-O considered them on a friendly first name basis.

Bob-O couldn’t figure out why Manni was at the store
trying to stop the customers, but there was someone who knew
the deal, an unnoticed on-looker peeking around the corner of
7-11, his jet black hair in tangles from root to tip dropping over
his oddly wide eyes that gawked dark as asphalt. His pale face,
riddled by acne scars, had a scruffy beard covering his cheeks,
and his lips, chapped to the point of having bloody fissures,
spread out, grimacing, and puckered back in pain as he spied on
Manni for nearly twenty minutes until he finally came out from
around the building. He was in a wheelchair, his legs amputated
at mid-thigh. Dressed in all black with a piece of scribbled-on
writing paper safety pmned to his shirt’s breast pocket, he
wheeled directly at Manolo, almost over him, practically pushing
him off to the side to stand next to the garbage can.

The guy told Manni, “Young Person, you’re going about
this all wrong, and you’re going to make me puke for, um, the
third time this moming. So, out of gratitude for the NAUSFA
I’'m going to show you how this is to be done. Okay? Right.
Now you keep your gorgeous green eyes on that bulbous creep
behind the counter in there. Me and that Misfer have a rough
history. He still blames me for, um, Young William — a brilliant
kid, very curious, he needed guidance from someone without
inhibitions. It’s a shame, and a long story, a sordid soap opera
really. T won’t get into it.”
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He held his arms out and hands up, stretching, Manni
assumed, warming up like a crossing guard about to halt
highway traffic, and he said, “Okay, here 1s a practice run. Hut-
ugh.” And keeping his only two limbs out stiff he threw his head
back and yelled, “THE HANDS OF DOOM IS A JUDEO-
CHRISTIAN MEDITATION OF PAPER-ROCK-SCISSORS!”

Wait, what? What the motherfuck does that mean Manni
wondered as the wheelchair guy dropped his chin to his collar,
hanging his head like an exhausted thespian, saying, “That,
Young Person, that was serious business, very complex and
philosophical, but for you it was a great lesson because, as you
see, I used big words and a2 mention of religion. People react to
that guaranteed. It doesn’t matter if they get the message. It’s
all sub-conscious. What matters is that you get their attention,
get into their brains.” And out of nowhere, keeping his face
down, he yelled, “I RETURN FROM MY SPIRITUAL NEST
TO MY CARDBOARD MAT SOAKED WITH PISS!”

He lifted his head, and with a smile that opened the
cracks on his lips, he explained, “That was just another quick
zinger you can use on someone you really want to get a hold of.
Maybe a girl, eh?”

Manolo was awed, his mouth drop-jawed, eyes bugged,
and eyebrow halfway to his hairline. Thinking the guy’s a
perfect loon, one of those insane homeless creatures, Manolo
slowly looked back over his shoulder to check on Bob-O; he was
at the back of the store stocking the coolers with soda.

The wheelchair guy introduced himself, “My name is
Paulo Castrozzi. My friends call me Paulo. I want you to call
me, Castrozz1.”

Stunned, without a clue of what to say, Manni just stared
down at Castrozzi, repeating the name in his head. Paolo Cast-
rozzi.

Castrozzi said, “That’s alright. I don’t need to know your
name. | was going to call you Young Person regardless. The
important thing is that, today, you learn something about causing
a ruckus. Demon-stration. Oh, look, here comes someone now.
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I’m going to show you the works. Young Person, this is not a
drill.” He spun around to the parking lot as a car pulled up in
front of them.

Castrozzi, rolling his shoulders and shifting in his chair,
prepared himself to stop the woman getting out of her car, and
when she slammed the door shut and started for the store, he put
his hands up like a kung-Fu master about to chop through eight 2
x 4s. He yelled, “BUZLO YOUR OWN TEMPLE AND CALL
IT THE VOODOO CYCLOTRON! DO IT TODAY!” And the
woman, clutching her purse, stopped. Manni was surprised —
was the woman scared, reaching for mace? Or was she actually
interested, willing to listen?

Castrozzi whispered over his shoulder, “Okay, Young
Person, spit your propaganda! She’s listening.”

So Manni made an attempt, uttering, “Umm, Boycott!
Support all humans. Umm...”

The lady smiled, amused, and she walked into 7-11,
chuckling politely under her hand. Castrozzi turned around,
looking in disbelief, with his top lip furled like Rocky Balboa’s,
and he said, “You can not be fucking serious? Here I am
offering you a gift, and you’re nodded out on the toilet bowl!
What is wrong with you, Young Pee?”

“I, uh, I'm not really sure what’s going on Mr.
Castrozzi.”

“Not Mister!” Castrozzi scolded. “Damn it, never call
me a Mister. A Mister 1s someone like that chubby chump who
owns the 7-11! And you know? That’s your problem. You need
to loosen up — do you want some vodka, is that it? Damn it, pull
yourself together!”

Manni asked, “Why are you doing this?”

“To help you,” Castrozzi answered, turning back to the
parking lot. “Because I care. Because the world has to be
bashed over the head with the voice of dissidence: the staple of
social change. And we’re going to get it right. We’ll wait for
the next prospect and you’ll have your voice heard. Just follow
my lead. Now, gather yourself.”

Manolo turned back and noticed Bob-O at the register
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with that lady buying coffee and a newspaper. He had a worried
look on his face, peeking over a cigarette display at Castrozzi.
They had history? Manni gave Bob-O two thumbs up, made a
jovial face and bobbed his head like a laughing Muppet to let
him know everything was cool. Not being entirely honest. But
the last thing Manni wanted was for Bob-O to come out and get
verbally tackled by this guy, Castrozzi.

Manni spun around as he heard a car pull up and the
engine cut off. A man leapt out in a hurry, rushing towards the
picket line.

Castrozzi lifted his hands to the sky like a southem
Pentecostal preacher moving his fingers to shaken tambourines,
and he shouted, “TURN ON YOURSELF! TURN YOURSELF
ON! STRETCH YOUR MIND AND MAKE YOUR DREAMS
BLEED!”

The man ogled Castrozzi and muttered under his breath,
and Castrozzi yelled again, “WE SOON WILL DRAIN OUR
TICK FEVERED HOST! THE BLUEST BLOOD THRILLS
US MOST!”

The guy rushed past, and Mann: just knew he wouldn’t
stop, but he did; opening the door he looked back, first at
Castrozzi then at Manolo, and he told them, “Why don’t you get
jobs? No, better yet,” he lowered his voice and sneered, “kill
yourselves. Both of you. You’re sickening.”

Turned away from the man, Castrozzi said, “Remember
his face,” speaking solemnly, “and always wish misfortune upon
him.” And just like that he seemed over it, looking out to the
parking lot for the next prospect, patiently and for the first time
quietly.

But not over it was Castrozzi’s newest enemy, the man
who went into 7-11, almost knocking over the woman on her way
out as he darted to the counter, and immediately he began to
complain, pointing at Manni and Castrozzi. Bob-O tried to talk
the man down, offering a free beverage, but the guy refused,
gave Bob’O a few harsh words and stormed out.

It had worked! Mannt cold have jumped in place and
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screamed, happy, like a high school cheer leader. One consumer
had been stopped from spending money! But Bob-O, pissed-off,
pointed at Manolo and motioned that he ‘stay put.’

“Hey,” Manni spoke from one side of his mouth, telling
Castrozzi, “Bob-O is coming out to get us.”

Just as the angry customer — or non-customer— was
leaving, Castrozzi wheeled around to the door. Bob-O walked
out and without a word from his pursed lips he faced Castrozzi.
The gloom-Goth rebel with lethal vocabulary and the cool-
headed owner of a Slushee machine stared at each other for
nearly one whole minute, and Manolo, not about to get involved,
wondered what was being said in that intense silence. Death
threats? Vulgar insults? Nasty jokes about each other’s
Mothers?

Finally Bob-O broke the tension. He looked to Manni
and said, “Hey, Manni, what’s going on? Why are you getting
mixed up with this man out here? He’s bad news, trust me. I've
known him far too long.”

Castrozzi didn’t start hollering like Manolo thought he
would, but instead nodded his head, expectantly, like Manni was
supposed to stick up for him. Manni said, “Man, Bob-O, there’s
a boycott today, state wide. I’m sorry, man. And, um, I guess
I’m protesting your store.”

Manolo braced himself for Castrozzi to lash out at him
for being a wimp, but Castrozzi stayed quiet. And Bob-O spoke,
“Manni, I’'m cool. I’m hip. Ilisten to the radio. Hey, I support
your people. I’'m not going to vote to take away their medicare,
Manni, why would you even think 1’d do that? Come on, it’s me
your pal, Bob-O. I’ll tell you what, you can come inside and
help me make a sign that shows my support.”

Noticing Castrozzi’s hands had a death grip on the arms
of the wheelchair, Manolo shook his head, no.

Bob-O asked, “Aren’t you at least going to get a Slushee?
You get one every morning. Tell you what, your Slushee 1s on
the house.”

And Castrozzi, leaning forward almost out of his chair,
shouted, “He doesn’t want your product, Capitalist Pig!”
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Bob-O’s face flushed red as he said, “Alright, that’s
enough of you, Paolo...” Paolo?... “Maybe 1 should call the cops
this time? [ mean it. Don’t go getting this fine young man
mixed up in your shenanigans.”

Cops? Manni jumped in, “Whoa, Bob-O, you don’t have
to call the police. Castrozzi was trying to help me — um, yeah, I
think. And we got a little carried away. It’s my fault. Please
don’t call the cops.”

Castrozzi said, “He won’t call the Pork Chop Patrol. He
never has.” And he started to roll at Bob-0O, saying,” “Come on,
Robert. 1dare ya. I triple dog dare, ya.”

Manni stepped between them, holding out his arms, his
hands at each of their chests, and Bob-O, with tears collecting on
the edge of his bottom eyelids, whined, “Manni, this devil ruined
my nephew, William. Paulo, do you ever think of William any
more, or 1s he just another memory you’ve drunk away? Don’t
you feel any guilt, damn-it?”

Castrozzi yelled, “All I did was introduce William to
friends who would care for him. I got news, Robert. Your
nephew was damaged goods — 1 tried to help, thought I could
save him.”

Both men had said more than they’d wanted, and
Manolo, in the middle of the stand off, caught the flames from
each of their glares. He hoped they wouldn’t try to fight — he
almost laughed at the thought of it, Castrozzi in his wheelchair,
and Bob-0, a guy who used the word “shenanigans.” But Manni
remained serious, with a lot of effort, for a liftle over a minute —
no lie, it was long enough for his arms to get tired and drop.

Castrozzi ordered, “Damn 1t, earth to Young Pee. Come
on, help me out of here.”

“Wha’?” Manni asked.

“Get me outta here. My home is just down the road.
There’s some things I want to show you which may be helpful to
The Cause. Know what I mean? So, grab the handles on the
back of this chair — you see the handles? Good. Now push me to
my home, now. It’s right around this corner.”
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“Um, Bob-O” Manni said, “I’m just going to get
Castrozzi home. [ don’t want any trouble with you two. Cool?”
And pushing Castrozzi away, Manolo left Bob-O rubbing his
palms over his belly.

Castrozzi lived one block north of 7-11 in a run down
jazz club called, “Metropolphabobia.” Manni had lived in the
area for two years and never noticed it. Metropol-pha-bo-bia.
Inside, all the windows and wall were painted black and it
smelled like wet cement and potatoes. Isn’t vodka made with
potatoes, Manolo wondered as he checked out the bar along the
wall, and he pushed Castrozzi, zig-zagging through the scattered

tables and chairs. There was floor space cleared for dancing,
and in the far comer stood a one foot high stage made of pallets
and ply wood barely stable enough to support the instruments on
it: thythm and bass guitars, a drum set, a very used xylophone,
and a mike stand held together with duct tape.

Paolo spread his arms and said, “This 1s our modem jazz
lounge. Get familiar with it on your own time. Now, push me to
the back room. Come on.”

Orniginally an office, the backroom had become
Castrozzi’s bedroom. A queen size mattress, fluffy and fairly
new but without sheets, on the floor, took up one side of the
room littered with empty bottles of Absolute, and on the other
side of the room were thirty milk crates stacked up to the ceiling,
leaving barely enough space for Castrozzi to back in his
wheelchair and park against the wall. Manni could sit on the
floor in front of the wheelchair, or stand. Castrozzi motioned for
Manolo to sit on the mattress, but Manni didn’t even consider it.
He stood with his hands bebind his back like he was in 2 museum.

The stacked milk crates were used as cubicles, small
display cases that all together held an impressive exhibition of
treasure and CRAP. There were books by Beckett, Miller, and
one by Manson, and there was poetry by Ginsberg, and volumes
of political literature from a Communist Manifesto, Bill Clinton’s
autobiography, a series on anarchism which, the very sight of,
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made Manolo’s palms sweat as his toes clenched with excitement.
And there were hundreds of tapes, most of which Manni never
heard of: Sparta, Acid Bath, Theloneous Monk and Miles Davis,
and Gelian Welch. Then, Manni noticed the objects, some
strange shit; a stuffed squirrel posed, looking rabid on top of a
rubber, human hand, and there was one thing particularly
disgusting and disturbing; it looked like a brown vibrator with
facial features, huge eyes, ears, and there was a mouth carved into
it. Someone had worked hard to make that peniscular thing — is
penis-cular a word? Manolo was thinking as Castrozzi told him,
“You're welcome to take anything you want. Everyone else does,
but they also bring stuff back, just little junk. Like that rusted
toaster. And those airplanes made of popsicle sticks and toilet
paper rolls, they’re nice. Do you see that ime green bowling ball,
it’s cracked in half. Well I swear you can see David Bowie’s face
in it. Oh, and 2 nice young woman brought me that bird’s skull -
look how perfectly clean it is. That was thoughtful. Someone
will end up taking it for sure. They just take the shit and replace
it. It’s kind of a tradition here at Metropolphabobia.”

“Uh-huh,” Manni said. The bird’s skull was fascinating,
but Manolo was still studying that thingy, its face, the details,
holes in the ear lobes where earrings go, and on the mouth, small
grooves on the lips — not open splits like Castrozzi’s but subtle
lines of soft elasticity.

“Hey,” Castrozzi said, “you’re probably more interested
in the books and tapes. You seem to me to be one of those
college—dialectical-learning type of persons, interested in
everything but not at all involved. Am I nght? Do you go to
college?”

Manolo, keeping his hands behind his back, turned to
Castrozzi and admitted, “I’m dropping out this semester, a
Junior. I, um, I’'m not sure school is for me.”

“Why,” he asked, “because you don’t know what you
want to do with yourself? Because you majored in philosophy
and found you’ll never get a real job with that? Are you afraid of
being a delivery boy with a Master’s because you won’t be in

83



demand? Just like a lot of other Young Persons, afraid of the
future! HA!”

“No, I majored in literature. My dad told me that a
‘degree in books’ won’t get me a job in the real world. Maybe
he’s right. I’ll be a mailroom clerk who appreciates Mark
Twam.”

“HA"” Castrozzi laughed. “But I'll say you will do better
than that. Maybe you can one day be matlroom supervisor! HA!

Look,” he said, wheeling closer to Manni, “Young Person, I’m
going to do you a favor because there seems to be more to your
story. I'm going to give you Throbbing Grissle.”

Manolo backed away, not sure what to expect
“Throbbing Grissle” to be, especially after seeing that phallic
Mr. Potato Head. Manni decided he’d hung around
Metropolphabobia long enough that morning, but he didn’t turn
and run soon enough. Castrozzi reached up into one of the crates
and rummaged around, then, he pulled out a cassette tape.
Throbbing Grissle-20 Jazz Funk Classics. Offering the tape, he
said, “I’ve met these people. A great group, defunct a long time
ago. They’ve influenced 2 lot of the musicians you crazy young
bastards listen to. Anyways, the entire group, they were all very
timid people, just like you seem to be, but they have a strong
voice in music. Maybe, if you study them long enough — in your
case, I’d say at least two years — you’ll learn to say what you
want, and sow to say it. And maybe you can come back to
Metropolphabobia some time to check out the talent that
performs, and to meet the other Young Persons who like it here.
It’s a home here. A lot of us find this place a great spot to
practice speaking out.”

Holding out the cassette tape and nodding his head,
Castrozzi looked Manolo 1n the eyes, but , feeling like he was
being recruited into a cult, Manni said, “No, thank-you.”

Paolo yelled, “Take it, you Motherfucker!”

Manolo took the tape and the opportunity to leave,
backing up and mumbling, “Yeah, well okay, Castrozzi, so I’ve
got to go. Maybe I'll see you around — I don’t know why 1
haven’t seen you before. Yeah, um, I’m off to my job, to protest,
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it’s a STRIKE, you know? I’ll show myself out. Don’t worry.
Uh, see-ya.”

K sk ok sk ok

At the collection agency, Manolo charged in with a
simple plan, intending to ignore all and any Mexican employees
— the scabs — starting with the lobby receptionist, Olivia, a mid-
forties heavy-set married woman who, Manni believed, might
have been secretly in love with him. She always smiled at him,
gave him shy waves, and she always punched in his time card at
7:00 a.m. even when he was hours late. Manni didn’t know what
else that meant, besides a crush. Even though he was angry
because Olivia was at work on that Tuesday, she was a great gal
and he couldn’t help but flash her a grin and give a quick wave
with his index finger, hello. Down the hall he walked — with a
bounce from the ball of his foot, it was more of a march —
drumming his fingers on the cassette in his pant pocket, and he
yelled into the mailroom, “suckers!” And in his head Manni was
piecing together, “free-styling,” a poem that, standing center
stage on the collection’s floor, he’d recite from the top of his
lungs like one of those slam poets. Radical and romantic,
morbid and Mexican, and most definitely melodramatic, the
poem was hard to hold in his thoughts: Your policy is our
executioner...

No, the poem’s got to have more edge, got to have
Castrozzi — a mention of religious stuff?

...[ am the Eternal Now nailed to the cross! With the
sight of a breathing still born, I waich...

Of course, Manni thought, it won’t be a surprise that
when I confront Lupita, she’ll stand stiff in her starched business
suit, calmly look down, as she towers four inches over me, and
she’ll either boom laughing or begin to lecture me, depending on
her mood and how busy 1t 1s, but I’m going to recite this poem —
it’s gonna be bananas. Crazy! Maybe the poem will start a riot,
and I’ll get to smash someone over the head with a stapler!

...the world being moved in a campaign of fallacy!
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On a war path Manolo stepped onto the collections floor,
a warehouse of occupied cubicles that was busy with people
running around with amms full of files, the computer techs
screaming at monitors, and the phones wailing unanswered.
Lupita was 1n her office, talking on the phone with her head in
her hands. She looked up, and from the open doorway she
spotted Manolo. She leapt from her cushy leather chair, sending
it rolling behind her and crashing against the bookshelves,
knocking over one of the twenty-something plaques on display.
She shouted into the phone, “I’m sick of your lies, Chucci. This
conversation 1s over!” And from around her desk she spun about
to hang up the phone but she was wrapped up in the cord. She
looked over her shoulder to Manni as she threw her elbows
about, untangling herself. Once freed, she slammed down the
phone, and snapped her body in Manolo’s direction. Her eyes
locked on him. She ran from the office, making a dash across the
collections floor, to head Manni off.

He’d noticed her; Lupita’s face, her skin looked stretched
tight and paled by stress, her eyes only slits open between black
eye shadow, and her puffy lips chewed bare of gloss. It was a
sign of a code-red chaotic moming. Manolo stopped at the
center of the room, straightened his spine, and it was then he
decided on the poem’s last line, THE WAR IS CLOSE!, just as
Lupita met up with him. Manni began, “I am the Eternal Now...”

She grabbed his armm, yanked him, dragging him two feet
to the side, and scolded him, “Oh, no, Manni. You won’t make a
scene here. Somehow I knew you might try some stupid shit
today.”

“Uhh,” Manni’s words came slow, “there’s a strike today.
For, um, all Mexicanos.”

“Manni,” she sighed, bending down to look him in the
face, “the strike is for Mojados.”

“Who?”

“Wetbacks, Manolo. The strike is for illegals. You were
born in Virginia! You’re more white than anything,” she said
poking his shoulder, “but I know you Manni. I’m two steps
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ahead. So, last week I adjusted the schedule to give you the day
off today. So go home. Olivia has already clocked you out.”
Lupita’s eyes narrowed almost completely shut.

Other employees had started to turn in their seats,
straining their necks to see Manolo. Some people popped their
heads up out of the cubicles, like prairie dogs. Manni wanted a
stapler. It was his chance to express the voice of dissidence.
Checking the desk tops near him for a stapler to bash heads with,
he shouted, “It’s a strike!”

“Malicia la, Manolo.” Lupita screeched, shaking his arm.
“No crelles que heres el grand Mexican Revolusionario! Aparte
heres guero!”

“Wha?” Manni asked.

Lupita leaned back and frustration become anger rippled
over her face; her lips twitched and opened like she wanted to
speak, but she bit the tip of her tongue between her coffee
stained teeth, and she made a clicking sound with her mouth as
her eyes widened and narrowed. Her grip on Manni’s arm
tightened, and telling him, “Come with me — come on,” she
dragged him across the room. Her skirt made an irritating swish
noise.

In her office Lupita slammed the door, and walking
behind the desk she took a moment to fix the fallen plaque, then
she tumed and pointed at a chair in the center of the office. With
her eyes menacing Manolo standing with his back to the door,
she said, “You. Sit. Now -NOW, Manolo!”

Manni’s left knee began to shake uncontrollably — he was
so amped up, ready for action — and he pictured himself in a
wheelchair because that way Lupita wouldn’t notice his leg
shaking and he wouldn’t even have to consider sitting in her
chair. This would be the first time he ever stood up to his cousin.

He said, “No, Lupita.”

She stood rigid, staring at Manolo as evil thoughts of
strangling him stirred behind her brown eyes, and then, “You
little shit, spoiled brat,” she said. “I’ve had it with you. Right
now, Manni, we’re calling your dad. And you’re going to tell him
everything. Your school gang of anarchists. Your trying to make
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a scene here, at work, Manni, where I work! Oh, and your
TATTOO. He’s going to kill you. Because I'm tired, Manolo.
You’re so irresponsible. This is the real world, and you’re going
to get used to it.”

As she spoke Manni’s eyes wandered, and he noticed two
things: Lupita didn’t mention the money Chucci accused him of
stealing, and on her desk there was a stapler. Castrozzi would
have wheeled over and swiped it, defiantly, but Manni knew he’d
have to be sneaky, and so, with his shoulders sloped, he sulked
over to the chair and sat down, scooting the chair closer to the
desk to get in arm’s reach of his target. The stapler.

Lupita snatched up the phone and dialed Manni’s dad,
and waiting for him to answer, she stood with one hand on her
hip, staring down at her day planner. She made that clicking
noise with her mouth. Manolo smelled in the office the same
cheap potpourri as in Lupita’s bedroom, as he thought, if’s not
the right moment to steal that stapler, but I’]] wait, eager.

“Hello, T1o Frank?” She’d got hold of Manni’s dad.
“Yes, it’s Lupita. How are you doing? I hope I’'m not disturbing
you. You're silly, Tio Frank. Yes, I remember when you gave
me a tiara. Yes, ['m still your prissy little princess -- Tio
Frank...”

Manolo’s dad always made Lupita blush, embarrassing
her. She turned from Manni to hide the fresh color in her cheeks,
and Manolo, like a snake sfrikes, snatched the stapler off the
desk. He stood up, focused on the back of Lupita’s head, and he
grinned feeling for the first time he wouldn’t be bullied by her.
Manni made that clicking noise with his mouth and walked to the
door. Lupita turned back and her eyebrows shot up, eyes bulged,
nostrils flared, and her mouth fell open as 1f she would scream,
but Manni knew his dad loved to talk. Lupita would be lucky to
get a full sentence in, and she’d never hang up on him. She tried
to put him on hold, “Tio Frank — please — Tio Frank, please hold
—no, it’s not that...”

Manolo left smiling, but he knew to get out of the building
quick because he only had a few seconds head start on Lupita.
Once outside he’d be safe with her too busy to run him down on
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the avenue. He thought about the strike/boycott. It could have
slowed down services and commerce and impacted the economy
of Anzona so significantly that Mexicano immigrants across the
nation would decide to follow lead, not only for one day but at
least a week, and America, on the cusp of collapse because of the
wide-spread strike, would finally see the blessing in the “Border
breakdown.” But it didn’t happen like that. Tuesday turned out
to be a normal, hot as hell day for AZ, and since he’d been
scheduled off, Manolo couldn’t technically participate.

But high stepping down the avenue, 1n retreat from
Lupita, not wasting any time with his reflection in shop
windows, Manolo could not be more proud. He did not bash
anyone over the head with it, but he’d grabbed the stapler,
something to put in one of the crates when he went back to
Metropolphabobia.
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