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His Name Was Carlos.
 
	Carlos Louis Salazar. And when his mother had troubles, I more or less stole him. Or that’s what I always said. He was the son I wanted, and I did get him for a while.
	I didn’t say goodbye to him, the boy I called Carlos. He’d made a long and dangerous trip to see me, and the next thing I heard, he was in a coma. I was the one who was asked shall we turn off the machines? and I was the one who said yes. There wasn’t a moment of hesitation about having Carlos suffer.
	“I’ll prepare him for you to come in and see him,” the nurse had told me. She took my arm. “To have your goodbye.” She was gentle; anyone could see how unprepared I was, trembling in the hallway.
	I didn’t go with her and look at him dead. “Too much life left in the memories,” I murmured, although she couldn’t understand me, no one could. I wanted nothing to overlay those memories. I had no use for a word like closure. I was keeping as far from closing anything with Carlos as possible. And then was not the time, irregular as that is. It was the time to be overwhelmed, and exhausted—and yes, frightened.
	I don’t regret my decision. Whatever I did, it kept him as immediate as a piece of music played for all it’s worth, Horowitz playing Scarlatti. I can hear it whenever I want to. Sometimes I get little snippets—a note or two. Sometimes it is an unexpected crescendo sweeping away whatever else makes up my days.
	I’m not surprised that what comes back is everything. But having it extend beyond the sum of the parts that carried us from there to here— does anyone count on such a thing? Maybe if I hadn’t spoken at his funeral, I wouldn’t have gotten started transcribing all his music.
	When I walked to the pulpit, I realized that words weren’t necessary. We could all have come up and simply stood together before each other—witnesses. That is what we did afterwards. We stood together— Hispanics, whites, Indians, blacks, businessmen and women in suits, teachers, workmen in green pants and t-shirts, a few babies, quite a few hippies—fellow sojourners. An organ began to play “Amazing Grace,” and we started to sing. The spontaneity of it broke what was left of my composure. It was true of everyone, and we stood there singing and swiping at tears and remembering Carlos instead of having coffee and cookies.
	Charlie, the son Carlos had fathered unexpectedly, kept coming over to me, shuffling, his head down, reaching for my hand. He was the age Carlos had been when he left my house for the larger world. On Charlie’s third pass by, he managed a few words. “I didn’t know these things about my father,” he said. He could have been Carlos at sixteen—the same cap of dark hair, the beautiful features. “You’re Jeri Parker. You taught him.” When he looked up, I saw something like amazement in his eyes. I kept track of what came back to me after that, for Charlie as much as anyone. I didn’t make any demands on myself—unities, continuity, any of that—why should I? I just let Carlos take me, as he always had.

 
 
 
 


“Yes.”
 
	He dominated his street, what was left of it. To watch him there was to know that he was crazy about being Carlos Louis Salazar.
	It was 1964 when I first drove west to find him. I entered a part of Ogden I’d never been in, not twenty blocks from my own neighborhood. His little stucco house sat almost under the cement columns holding up the overpass that carved up Patterson Avenue. It was on the corner of the dead end it formed. If you stepped out of your car, you heard traffic whir by above, sounding like so many wings beating the air.
	Life went on unimpeded in the stucco house. It was an indescribable color, not quite white, not sand—the color of wear. Before long it would be turquoise, and that fit the activity on the street. There was laughter and commotion. Dark-skinned, dark-eyed children sat in the driveway, in the sandy yard; they stood in groups of two or three along the picket fence, laughing and gesturing. They played jacks on the walkway below the kitchen window, its white curtains fluttering out over them. They looked like they had been composed for a painting, the reds and greens and violets distributed among them—a street scene in rural Spain, poor and wonderful, nothing to do with this town in northern Utah.
	And there was Carlos, doing his famous dives in the sunflowers—the scene that I was to see in my mind again and again. He was small, and it suited him—he made use of his size, flitting and frolicking. He taunted his relationship to gravity; he was Peter Pan on a string, whipped skyward. When he catapulted up, he went farther than he should have, and when he made his arc and came down, he dropped like a stone. He was engaged in his endeavors. He could have been flying a jet for how absorbed he was. But there was abandon too—he’d keep that for another eight years.
	His head was going to strike that dirt like a watermelon, I was muttering, as he zoomed down through the extravagant leaves of the blazing yellow sunflowers. Then up he sailed again, and he did that perfect jackknife, even touching his toes before he dropped into the hard dirt. I winced.
	Someone came to my car window, but I couldn’t look away from the sunflowers. I was expecting to be involved in triage. The scene didn’t need a setting to heighten its drama, but it had one. The town was spread at the base of the Wasatch Range, part of the Rocky Mountain Province. Its foothills were not five miles away, soft with newly leafed scrub oak. The mountains rose up from them steeply, carved and sculpted, at first pale green, then gray green, then gray, gray blue, white—1,400 feet of stone and earth brushed with snow. Their immediacy was unnerving to anyone not used to them. The view from where I’d parked was not even interrupted by a tall building.
	I knew the mountains by heart, and I felt them behind me. But I hadn’t taken my eyes off the sunflowers, their faces as wide as a man’s handspan. I began to feel certain that Carlos was down there in the dirt with a head injury when he suddenly appeared on the other side of my car.
	He pointed at me and grinned, as if to say I see you. I imagined his voice, high, one tone. By then a woman had come out onto the porch.
	I got out of the car and walked over to her. “You must be Carlos’s mother,” I said. She was short and round and curious. That she knew she had been a beauty was in her bearing. She had less confidence than Carlos, but the opinions of the world hadn’t mattered to her any more than to him, and I wondered how such a thing gets communicated. She had his same mysterious reserve. I liked her at once.
	“You look just like him,” I told her, and we both laughed at the supremacy I had already granted the boy who darted past us. “Other way around,” I added. “He looks ever so much like you.” She glanced down and fumbled with the strings of her red-and-white apron. She was diffident as well as proud.
	“I’m a friend of Miss Bentley—Marian Bentley,” I said.
	“His teacher. She calls here.” The quickness of her speech was uncanny.
	“She is sick today so she sent me to tell you she couldn’t come.” I hoped I wasn’t worrying her. “She was going to take him for a drive up in the canyon. She didn’t want him to be disappointed.” I hesitated, watching for a response from Lilly. When she didn’t say anything, I told her I would take him if he still wanted to go. “Would that be all right with you?” I asked.
	“Does he know you?” She clipped out the words.
	“Yes—well, just barely. I met him last night at the school benefit.”
	“Benefit?” It’s indescribable how fast she said those three syllables. It’s a very funny word said as fast as possible. I smiled. She went on talking, and all I could do was think about how she sounded. I’d never heard anything like her way of talking. Nothing quite describes her speech— not its rising inflection nor its quality of phrasing everything as a question. There was something satisfying in it, something wonderfully easy that made you want to imitate it. I imagined silver scissors cutting up a strand of taffy, the bits dropping mysteriously into words.
	“There was a variety show at the Tabernacle last night to raise money for the school.” I couldn’t wait for her to talk again, but she didn’t say anything so I added, “The big white meeting place across from JB’s.”
	“Oh yeah, Carlos went to that?” she said, quick and neat. Carlos had come over to the porch and she turned and made a few gestures to him. I couldn’t understand what she was communicating, but it took her almost no motion and no words. With her hands, her expression, and the slight rise and fall of her shoulders, she carried on a conversation with him. He watched her, his eyebrows lifted. When she turned back to me, she said, “It’s okay.” She said it as fast as she’d said benefit. By then Carlos was scrambling into the back seat of my car. Like the scent of sunflowers, he seemed almost to come in through the window.
	I had no notion how to talk to a deaf ten-year-old, and I couldn’t urge him into the front seat beside me where it might have been possible. All I could do was glance at him in the rearview mirror as we climbed into the foothills and made the turn onto Route 39. Then I paid attention to driving. Ogden Canyon is so narrow that the highway and the Weber River run side by side much of the way, crossing once just before the dam. The road is scarcely wider than the original Indian trail, although that trail followed the top of the south wall, not the floor of the canyon. It would be many thousands of years before anyone paved the bottom of it. The Utes who hunted back and forth along that wall might have captured a boy like Carlos, and his mother as well, and traded them to work in the fields and the haciendas in Mexico.
	Carlos was plastered against the window of my old yellow Scout, studying the trees and rocky slopes. He was intent and busy in his observations, flipping from one side of the car to the other in order not to miss anything. He was as lively as the small, darting creatures he saw in the forest. I noticed that he was unmindful of me, and I was glad I hadn’t subdued him.
	We were in evergreens almost as soon as we left the big homes of the east bench. The turn up into the canyon took us away from city things. Houses and schools and 7- Elevens were replaced by pines and firs and a few spruce. Their canopies sheltered fox and coyotes, moose and bear, as well as squirrels and chipmunks. Mule deer darted in and out of the shadows. We’d see their white tails, and then our eyes would sort the rest of them out from the branches they were lost in. I put the window down just enough to let the tangy scent of the trees and the wildflowers come in.
	At the crest of the pass, we parked the car and got out. The air was cool and smelled of damp earth and grasses as well as evergreens. Carlos and I made our way along a mountain trail, and I began to learn what language is and what it isn’t. Since my business was teaching it, I was riveted. Those hours of that first day with him reconfigured everything I thought I knew. One observation was how much of communication takes place outside words. The merest movement—no more, it seemed to me, than the anticipation of exchange—brought a nod and grin from Carlos. It was one of the most wholehearted gestures left in the West.
	Carlos stopped beside a little yellow flower. I lifted its hood with my finger. “This is the first flower in spring,” I said. Spring, he mouthed but didn’t say. “A yellow violet. We call them dogtooths.” I put a couple of fingers over a tooth. “Dogtooth,” I continued, and I got down on the ground like a dog. I was laughing; I wasn’t so abandoned as to not be dealing with an image of myself on all fours in the grass. “Like the tooth of a dog.” I hoped I hadn’t knocked the ecstasy out of seeing a delicate little flower. Carlos was skipping and my own laugh changed to a broad smile. I could see he was, if not edified, then not confounded. He was a good player.
	We walked to the edge of a meadow and stood surveying the scene below us, perfectly named Nordic Valley. From that height, it looked like an intricate quilt, its pastures and fields making a patchwork of amber and apple green and ochre. The last of the lupines and alpine daisies dotted the hillside. We poked among the trees and flowers. Carlos did such a precise imitation of a squirrel that I leaned against the nearest pine, laughing again, and begged him to repeat it. I had liked nothing better as a kid than to mimic anything that amused me—a duck, a lizard, a stuffy teacher. Here was my match. I suddenly felt a great happiness and clarity.
	By then Carlos was digging up a half-buried shell, odd and extravagant there under quaking aspens and pines. He brought his shoulders up, questioning what it was doing so far from the sea, and I wondered not about it or ancient Lake Bonneville that had covered all of this, but about him. How connected he was, in or out of his house on that street at the bottom of the winding road and at the end of the town we’d left behind, a house on a street that was economically isolated from everything above it, that was little more than a barrio. I wondered how he had sprung up from his restricted shore. And I remembered that the early explorers of this land were Franciscan padres, Escalante and Dominguez, sent out from Spain’s New Mexico, where Carlos’s grandmother was born. He had an older claim to what lay before us than I did.
	When the wind began to blow, Carlos tucked his head into his body like a turtle. He had his cap off and his hair jumped out. I noticed how slight he was, how defenseless really, as we ran back to the car.
	We drove down the mountain pass toward Huntsville, the river still surging to one side of us. When the road leveled out in the valley, we were in fields and farmland, the glittering reservoir below Pineview Dam in sight. New wheat barely five inches tall lay spread like a pale green blanket almost to the water’s edge.
	I took a little dirt side road that got us fairly close to a secluded beach on the shores of the reservoir. Carlos had the car door open before I had fully stopped, and he was at the water’s edge before I could catch up to him. I was hollering cautions, but then my voice fell silent. I realized it was already extinguished for Carlos—he was now unreachable. If he wasn’t looking, he had no speech to read or gesture to take in, as well as no sound to warn. I felt again that overwhelming concern for him and how precarious his route through life would be.
	By the time I hurried to where he was, Carlos was sitting in the sand, as natural as water itself, watching the waves come in, one upon the other, and dissolve. Delicate as light, his hand recreated the enigmatic motion of the water rolling and then folding into itself. It remains the only adequate explanation I’ve had of a wave. “Yes,” I heard him say in a high, fleeting voice.
	So there he was, the pure thing, exulting in the great fact of life. That was what it was to know Carlos Louis Salazar at age ten. The turn of his head, the great, curious look he spent on everything about him, had disarmed me in an afternoon. I had heard him say one word, but he had a thousand voices I was yet to hear.
 

OPS/images/cover-image.png
athousand voice






