Living with the Lopez’s  

I remember it like it was yesterday when we arrived at the bus station in Princeton California in the early afternoon, we came down from Washington, we where going to stay with my aunt and her family. I don’t remember anything about the ride down from Washington, but I do remember when my aunt Alice picking us up. It was my Mom, my little brother, and myself; all together my dad wasn’t there with us at the time. My parents where divorced then, I think they divorced when I was two, I was only five then. Anyway we were waiting out side the bus stop when we saw my aunt come driving up in her old station wagon, her and Debbie. Debbie was about three years old at the time, she and my and brother, were the same age. We drove out of the town about two miles and we saw these two dark skinned men walking along the side of the road, my aunt pulled over, and ask them if they wanted a ride. But one of the men began to yell at her, and I remember I could not understand what he was saying, but apparently he didn’t what a ride, she yell back at him, then she left them there, and we continued on for about another half mile to her house, her house was out in the country. The house faced toward the south; there was a prune orchard around the house and a cannel that ran along the front of the prune orchard that was in front of the house. And on the border of the prune orchard there on the west, there was a very old walnut orchard with big beautiful trees, you don’t see to many old orchards like that around here any more. We drove down the driveway to the house; the house was a big two-story house, the color of the house was yellow, there was an old barn on the west side of the house. There where some old cars parked next to the barn outside. As we came up the driveway, five or six dogs came running out to greet us home, barking a waning their tails happy to see us home; there was a bunch of chicken pecking and scratching the ground, all around the yard.

We went inside the house; this was the first time that I can remember meeting my cousins. It was quite amazing to me. My aunt had nine children Johnny, Robert, Anita, Mary, Joey, Becky, Cindy, Donald, and Debbie, I had never seen so many kids, who belong to the same person before and come to think of it, to this day I have never known anybody with that many children. They where all huddle around their mom, their ages were ranging form three to thirteen, and they were just staring at us; it was a little intimidating for me. After a little while my cousins took my bother and I outside, to look around. Then they took us out to the walnut orchard, the one that I had seen when we first arrived, they where picking walnut before we had gotten there, so they had us help them. I never pick walnuts before it was something new to me, I didn’t know what to think, I never did any work before, I didn’t know if I was going to like it I or not. But they turn it into game, to see who could fill their bucket the fastest I don’t know how but I kept filling my bucket faster than any of them, I really had fun. Looking back they must have been filling my bucket for me when I wasn’t looking, to make me think, that I had a real talent for picking walnuts. 

It stated to get dark and cloudy my oldest cousin Johnny told me to stay there and wait for him, and not to move that he would come back for me in a little while, and then all my cousin and my brother left to go inside the house, so I stayed there all by myself, and waited for him to come back for me, but he never did. So there I am waiting for him, and it then begins to rain, now its dark and it begins to thunder and lightning, and the wind started blowing really hard, let me tell you something I was really scared I didn’t know what to do, that must have been the first time I had ever experienced a thunder storm in my life, and it was really bad. I mean the lightning lit up the sky and the thunder was crashing right over my head and the ground shook under my feet and the rain was pouring down in buckets and the wind was blowing very hard. I remember thinking why was God angry with me.  (And to this day I am terrified of thunderstorms.) So after a long while I realize he is not come back for me. So I walk back to the house, soaking wet, and cold and just about ready to cry. I go in side the house and when my Mom and Aunt see me they start yelling at me for being outside in storm after dark. I never told them that Johnny had told me to wait for him, and then failed to come back for me, I always believed that he left me out there on purpose, but maybe he just had forgotten, but I don’t think so, I think he did it on purpose.

So now its diner time we sit down at a long table to eat diner. Everybody is sitting around the big table that stretches all the way across the length of the room, all kinds of commotion going on yelling and creaming and carrying on, everybody was passing around food, it was good and there was a lot of it. Then I look up and seen that dark skinned man that yelled at my aunt when we where out there along side the road was there, that was her husband. His name was Louie Lopez he was Mexican and he was from Mexico. I had never seen a Mexican before and I think I was afraid of him right from the start. I guess it was because the first time I met him he was angry out there on the road yelling at my aunt when we where coming in from town, he always seemed to be angry about something. I looked over to see Cindy and Joey arguing, then all of a sudden Joey takes a fork and stabs Cindy, in the forehead, and it stuck there, the fork was sticking out of her forehead! I couldn’t believe it. Blood was gushing out, it was quiet a sight, I wanted to laugh but I was also afraid for her, Louie grabbed Joey and whipped him good. 

He’s crying, she crying, and I am laughing, and their parent’s are yelling at everybody, and all the kids are yelling. And I was thinking, I am going to be living here with these crazy people? So Alice and Louie take Cindy to the hospital to get stitches and levee my Mom to watch their little “monsters”(as she liked to call them). We are all watching TV and my mom decided that she would smoke a cigarette, but she doesn’t smoke and never did that I know of, she was just tiring it for some reason. But the little “monsters” took offence at that, and began to harass her about it. They started by turning off the lights and then taking her cigarette and putting it in her coke. They out numbered her nine to one so there wasn’t much she could do. She would light up another one and then they would do it again, this went on for a while until she finally got tried of it and gave up, and decided it was time for bed. 

So we go up stairs, up stairs there is a hallway, and on the right side of the hallway is the bathroom, and on the left is Alice’s and Louie’s bedroom at the end of the hall is ‘the girl’s room” that was were my mom was going to sleep, and at the end of “the girl’s room” is the “boy’s room” where my bother and I would sleep. The girl’s room was suppose to be haunted, Cindy and Debbie had claimed that they saw two elves, or leprechauns, or some kind of little creatures sitting on their dresser looking into the mirror brushing their hair, then they slowly turned their heads, and looked right at them. Then Cindy and Debbie jumped up, and ran out of the room screaming. According to legend my Mom and Alice saw the same two elves when they were little girls. So I was always was a little afraid of being in “ the girl’s room” by myself.       

There where two beds and six boys; one bed was for Johnny and one for the rest of us. So five of us boy’s had to share one bed, and it wasn’t a very big bed, it was a very crowded sleeping in that bed. We would talk every night for a while before we went to sleep. I remember getting Donald’s and Joey’s names mix up that first night, it was really frustrating for me; it took me about a week until I got it straighten out.

The next morning I got up, and it was cold and I can’t find my shoe’s, I looked every where for them, so I find some old shoe’s to ware, that are to big for me, that is the way it was, every morning I was always looking for my stupid shoe’s. Then I went down stairs for breakfast, the girls are always up early and had breakfast ready for us boy’s, that was one of the rules in that family, the girls always had the food ready for the men and the women always ate after the men had finished. We had oatmeal that day and every day after I think. Cindy was there, with a bandage wrapped around her head, she reminded me of a little Indian, with the bandage around her head like that; all she needed was a feather.

After breakfast Donald and I get a little better acquainted, but I stayed close to my Mom she and my aunt were talking.  And Donald is there with us, and then I notice he is wearing my shoes.

 
 “Hey those are my shoes!” I yelled.  

And he says. “ No there not! They’re my shoes! My mom bought them for me!”

 So now the fight is on!

 I know that those are my shoes, I look up at my mom but she not pay any attention to us. So we start arguing about whose shoe they where. And we start pushing and shoving each other, and then we begin to fight, and my  Mom and aunt let us go at it. I am bigger than he is so I get the better of him, so he finally he gave up, but I still didn’t get my shoes back. The only time I ever saw my shoes again, was when they were on his feet! And I only had one pair! He probably needed shoes, being how there where so many kids in their family, there probably weren’t enough shoes to go around, so he decided to take my shoes, which I didn’t think, was fair. But that was the way it was going to be living there they always where going to come first I was going to learn that fast and well.

  
When I went outside the tree that was next to the house had been hit by lightning from the storm the night before, and a huge limb had been broken off and was laying on the ground it was black and smoking from the lightening. Later that day Johnny, Robert, Joey, Donald, and I go over to the cannel there is no water in the cannel at the time so we get inside at the bottom of the cannel, down there no one can see you, and Johnny, and Robert, made Donald and Joey beat me up and Joey must have been nine at the time, this time I get the crap knot out of me, they grabbed me by my hair, and shook me, and slapped me pushed me back and forth, because I was afraid of them and I didn’t fight back, I was shocked and traumatized, I had never been treated like that before, it was the first bloody nose I had ever had, and with a few other bruises. It would have been a badge of honor if it had been a fair fight, as it was it was a mark of shame because I didn’t fight back, I just froze and more less took the beating. Alice had told them that I beat up Donald, and to make sure it didn’t happen again. (This is what they told me anyway.) And then they lectured me, on the evils of laying my hands on one of their brothers or sisters. It affected me deeply and it took away my confidents; I didn’t have a dad to protect me, so I was easy prey for them. 

One day we are all playing outside and they decided to pick on me, so I get in one of the old cars parked outside that was next to the barn, I have my bother with me. I lock the doors and all my cousins are outside and they are banging on the car shaking it back and forth, I was terrified. My bother is inside the car with me, my cousins began pleading with my bother to open the door and let them in, so he started to unlock the doors, and at the same time I am trying to keep the doors lock, so I am chasing my bother around the inside of the car trying to keep the doors locked and them out, but eventually they are able to get one doors open. Then they drag me out and pushed me up against the car; they threaten me, and tell me they are going to kill me. They call me a bastard that was the first time I had ever herd the word before I didn’t even know what it meant, but they informed me that it was someone that didn’t have a dad, because I didn’t have a dad, I don’t think they really hurt me physically that day, just my feelings, and then my oldest cousin Johnny showed up a little later, and made then leave me lone. Then Johnny and Robert began to fight it-out on the lawn, Johnny is fighting with one arm behind his back “just to make it fair” he said, then rest of the cousins get into it, and helped Robert, so Johnny grabed me and we run to this old house about a block away, and we locked our selves in one of the rooms, but they get this big timber I think it is an old railroad tie, and break down the door with it. And after that I don’t remember what happened they probably got tired and gave up. All my cousins were older than me except for Debbie, Donald and I were the same age, but he was even 10 days older then me, and he always made a big deal out of being older then me, he would always say, I had to do what ever he told me, because he was the oldest, and that was pretty much how our relationship went, he was my superior, and I guess I believe it, I always felt inferior to them, and they loved it.

On my birthday my Mom had bought me this Lone Ranger outfit I remember my cousin Johnny caught me behind the barn he was really mad that I got the Lone Ranger outfit, he pushed me against the barn and said. “You think your real special! That you got that Lone Ranger outfit don’t you! You think your real tough! Wearing that makes you real important doesn’t it!” Then he pulled the mask back away from my face, he then let go of it, smacking me in the face, and then he slapped me across the face. I was real happy to have something nice and it really upset him, and he couldn’t stand it, so he had too put me in my place, just to make sure I didn’t get too uppity. I guess Alice and Louie couldn’t afford too much with that many kids but why take it out on me, he was nine years older then I was for crying out loud! He was always jealous S.O.B!

 Finally my Mom got a job in Colusa at a restaurant as a waitress; Colusa was about ten miles away. She would give her whole check to Alice every week, and only keep her tips for her self until she had saved enough money to get an apartment, she finally did saved enough to get an apartment, it took about six moths. She then moved to Colusa by herself and left Rick and I to stay with our cousins. Until she got settle in, I don’t know how long we had to stay there alone with them but it seemed like a very long time. I really felt abandon to be left alone with them.

Then it was spring and it was Easter Sunday I can remember what fun we had that day, we all got dress up nice and went to Church, and then afterwards we went hunting for Easter eggs. My Mom told me to look for the golden egg, and if I found it I would get a prize. She was wearing a pair of golden shoes that day, they were metallic; they kind of looked like tin foil only golden, she said the egg was the color of her shoes. So I went and looked but of course I didn’t find it, one of my cousins did probably Johnny, or maybe somebody else did, and then he took it away from them. Afterwards we all went to Princeton there was a big feast that they have every year. Everybody goes to it from town, grownups, kids, everyone, there is food and dancing alcohol was served, we all had lots of fun, and at the end of the party we all went home.  

We started to leave and I noticed my uncle is not with us. When we got home, I was in the living room, when all of a sudden my uncle comes crashing through the front door, I sensed that something was wrong and boy was I right! He had the look of a killer in his eyes he looked crazy! He was creaming at my aunt, and I mean creaming; he sounded like a barking dog to me. I didn’t know what was wrong, but he was calling her all kinds of bad things, then he started hitting her then Robert got in between them and tried to stop his dad from hitting his mom, Louie violently threw Robert a crossed the room braking the one of the end tables and the lamp that was sitting on top of it. At this point he is completely wild, I thought we where all going to die that night. My aunt was a big women she probably weighed three hundred pound and when she saw Louie throw Robert a crossed the room, she came out like a tiger, toe to toe like a boxer, they were slugging it out. Louie was in the fight of his life, he’s lucky she didn’t kill him. He picked up a can of hair spay or something, and throws it at her, she dunked down and the can of hair spray goes flying through the window breaking the glass making a loud crashing sound. Alice runs into the dining room, and some how that is were I ended up, the dining room had a wide opening from the living room, anyway she got over to the other side of the diner table so that the diner table was between them. Next to the opening to the dining room, in the living room there was a gun case full of riffles, Louie puts his bare hand through the front glass of the gun case breaking the glass with his hand pulling out one of the guns, then he cocked it and pointed at my aunt. I am hiding on the other side of the wall in the dining room, behind the wall where the gun case is, but on the other side of the wall, I was filling reasonably safe and out of the line of fire. But Donald had seen me there and say for me to “come out of there”. And my uncle then sees me and points the gun at me, so I raise my hands, and then I came out. And I am not any older then five at the time, why would you feel the need to point a gun at a five year old? Donald seen me there, and he ratted me out? What up with that? That just show you what kind of character he had, but he was only five at the time, but still why would you rat someone out like that. Then suddenly my uncle turns and ran out the front door. And my aunt yells to my Mom, run Martha run! And she kept saying it. Run Martha run! Looking back its sounds kind of funny, run Martha run! So we all ran outside through the back door, out into the darkness, there were thirteen of us running for our lives that night, we ran about a mile to a neighbor’s house, and we spent the night there. 

The next day we go back to the house and look over the damage, and the police came over and made out a report. My Mom tells me that they were from the FBI, but they’re not. Probably told me that to make me feel safe. I could not understand why any person would act like that, apparently my aunt had been dancing with another man and my uncle took exception to it. My uncle was gone a few days, then he was back, and every thing was back to normal, like nothing had happened, and it really bugged me. I thought they should have chained him to a wall someplace, he was a really scary person, Louie never said much and if he did it was always to tell you what a dump son-of-a-bitch that he thought you were, I didn’t like him.

I was really afraid of Louie after that I tried to avoid him as much as I could. And he could sense that I was afraid of him and he didn’t like it. And every time he would catch me on the stairs, when we both just happen to be using the stairs, which was all the time it seemed like it was a daily routine, he would pin my head against the wall with his knee, I would beg him “Please don’t hurt me.” Or “please don’t kill me”. He would laugh, he had this really high pitch laugh, it sounded really wicked and mean it was evil.

           On one occasion I was walking past the back porch and Anita, Mary, Joey, and Becky came running out the back porch with Robert hot on their trail. And they ran right passed me, almost running me over. But they were long gone he couldn’t catch them, so they got away. So there I was minding my own business not doing anything to anyone, and Robert is mad at them about something and their gone. So he decided to take it out on me, he punches me, knocking me to the ground, we are at the edge of the prune orchard, so he picked up some clog’s, and throws them at me, standing over me at point blank range while I am still lying on the ground, hitting me in the arms and legs, it hurt a lot I got a bloody nose for my trouble. I didn’t run because I wasn’t guilty of any thing, I didn’t do anything to him so I wasn’t afraid, maybe that what made him so mad at me, because I didn’t do anything to him so I wasn’t afraid, I guess I should have been, I should have known better. Robert always had a violent temper I guess he took after his dad. Anita is blind in one eye because Robert threw a rock or a stick at her one time hitting her in her right eye, causing her to go blind in it. And out of all the Lopez’s she is the nicest and the friendliest and just a good-hearted person, and to have that happen to her is really sad. 

One day Johnny made me go down the cannel with him just the two of us, this time there was a little water in it the cannel. He wanted me to catch crawdads for him, he had this club I think it was a pick handle. He said that I had to catch crawdads for him or he would bash in my brains with the club. When I tried to leave he held the club out in front of his chest one hand on each end of the and pushes me down hard with it, and I landed in the mud. I was covered with mud but he didn’t care he told me to hurry up and catch the crawdads for him because “he was hungry”. I was afraid of the crawdads so I just set there and cried and cried. But that just made him madder, he grabbed me, and pick me up and then threw me in the mud again, this went on for a while, and finally I did what he wanted. I remember Anita came down and helped me; she was smart and brought a rake. Which made it a lot easier, I think we filled up three buckets for him before he let me go. He didn’t want the crawdads, he just wanted to pick on me, and to torment me was all. I could not defend myself against him he was to big, so I had no choice but to catch crawdads for him.    

One day I went to school at Princeton Kinden garden school Donald and I are playing on the teeter-totter, Donald leaned his head back, and then I jumped off. And the teeter-totter goes back hard and he hit his head hard on the blacktop, and split it wide open I mean he was lay out cold. It was an accident, but they acted like I did on purpose. I did not realize that would be the result; I felt really bad about it, I was really sorry and I wanted to cry. I don’t remember anything else about the incident but he lived. I think they probably thought I tried to kill him.

Then on another day Joey and Donald gave me some x-lax they tells me it was candy, so of course I eat it. Then we go to school some time during class I have to go to the bathroom, I get permission from the teacher to go to the restroom, then I go back to class, and when I get to my seat I have to go again. So I get permission and go again, I comeback and have to go again, and this time I don’t make it back to the restroom I go in my pants. (And of course after it shit my pants, I didn’t have to go anymore). But I didn’t tell anybody and then I started to smell really bad, and every body thought it was this other kid. But I kept quite, and all the way home on the bus my cousins are making fun of this other kid because they think it was him, but he vehemently denied that it was him, and then I started feeling a little guilty, but I still didn’t tell them that it was me. Then when we got home they discovered it was me, because the smell stayed with us, they got a good laugh out it, they were falling on the ground laughing, that I would let the other kid take the blame for it, it is really kind of funny looking back. They gave me a bath, and every thing was ok, except of course I was embarrassed. 

Years later Joey and Donald would play this same trick on one of their uncles; their dad’s brother I don’t know what his name was, he was from Mexico and didn’t speak any English. They gave him the x-lax and told him it was candy, then they sat back and waited, for the x-lax to take affect, and pretty soon he came running in from the field to the outhouse, then he went back to work and after a little while he would come running back, this continued all day with Donald and Joey sitting there laughing their heads off. But then their uncle got really sick and had to go to the hospital for dehydration and almost died, they got in big trouble for almost killing their uncle; those idiots should have went to jail!

I could go on and on about what that happen there; they always consider me not quite good enough for them, they were the great Lopez’s and we were the Jones’s, Okie’s we were second class compared to them, we were trash in their opinion of us (but more toward me then Rick he was always their favorite I guess because he was the youngest). People talk about being discriminated against, and they’ve always talked about that, anyway I feel I know what that feel like a little bit, about being discriminated against, and it doesn’t feel good. My cousin’s had a Mother and Father who love them, and to them I was a bastard. I couldn’t gain their respect because I was little and was not able to fight back, and I didn’t have a dad to protect me or teach me how to fight back, it wasn’t so much about protection as it was about just being there, just to know that someone had my back, would have helped. I wanted to be able fight my own battles and to know that someone did have my back, but no one ever did. When you are out number and out gunned it is pretty hard to stand up for yourself. My Mom once told me that the only reason they pick on me was because I didn’t have a dad, that they were cowards, and she was right, they were cowards.
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