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Fate Glistens

By Ray Duarte
Refugio Duarte, Salvador’s father and Ramon’s grandfather, is a gentle little brown man known to Ramon as Abuelito (AH-BWEH-LEE-TOH) meaning Grandfather. Refugio smiles as he sits on his favorite stool, whittling with his knife a wooden oxen for a toy carriage, just like the larger ones that often could be heard creaking up and down the graveled streets of old Los Angeles a century before.  

Abuelito, in his broken English, says to Ramon: “Ramoncito, EL CAR-NEE-VAL, she comes to town tonight.  I tinks we go.   Ju come with us, jes?

Ramon’s eyes dazzle at what will be his toy, but tonight Ramoncito and his  Grandpa hold hands as they visit and enjoy El CAR-NEE-VAL.

There is the blur of lights from the distance, radiant and kaleidoscopic.  In the center of the Gardens of old San Fernando, a carousel projects the joyful music of organ pipes playing delightfully with multicolored horses circling round, some fast, some slow.   Much in the way life is, a cornucopia of sights and sounds.  But there is only one multicolored horse that carries Ramon, who is unaware that he is filled with the magic of two worlds: the world of the secular, dark and fearful, and the world of the spirit--filled with prayer, light, and hope because of his belief and embracement of God.  And because of that belief, Ramon is filled with the strength of magic to carry him between two worlds as his fate glistens towards eternity with a gleeful smile.

******

“Try the cotton candy, Ramoncito-- it's wonderful!” Abuelito hands him a  delightful stick of puffed sugar.  Moments before, Ramon had watched as the sugar was heated to a liquid, and spun by a metal head through holes against a bowl, and now it is consumed as an unforgettable treat, with fate’s magic inducing for Ramon, forgetfulness of everything but his immediate existence.   

******

Fifteen years have passed.  It is Saturday morning, the 6th of February 1971.   The phone rings.  It is Salvador calling his only son, a son who chose to marry without his papa’s blessing, something that is just not done in their cultural generation.  It is unheard of.  It is unthinkable.

“Hello,” Ramon answers the telephone.

“Ramon.” The voice on the other end quivers, saddened and passive.

“Papa?”

Salvador sorrowfully breaks into tears; he has not spoken to Ramon since his son married out of the faith and without his blessing.  Two years have passed since the wedding Salvador refused to attend.

“Your grandfather passed away last night.”

Ramon can hear his father’s grief, made worse by memories of Grandmother’s passing, just a few years before.

“Papa, may I see you?” Ramon gently asks.

Ramon asks the question out of respect for his father, who has expressed more than once his wish not to see him again.  Ramon has forgiven the pain this has caused him, but hard as he tries, he cannot forget the heartfelt devastation he feels.  He will remember his feelings now as a lesson to understand the pain of his own sons later in life when a divorce is necessary.  A lesson that teaches him never to disown his sons and always to forgive them, when they may not know how hurtful words can be.

******

Ramon enters his parents’ living room.  The family’s good friends Mr. and Mrs. Ferra are there, visiting Salvador and Juanita to express their condolences.  Ramon immediately embraces his father.

“I am so sorry, Papa.”

The presence of Mr. and Mrs. Ferra, aware of the personal tragedy that occurred two years before between Ramon and his papa, help to cement the process of healing, with Mr. Ferra verbalizing his observation of the son embracing his father.

“Now, there's a true and loving son," proclaims Mr. Ferra.   “A son that knows how to comfort his own papa.”  

Mr. Ferra represents the elders of their community; his statement conveying immense credibility.  Ramon’s mother quietly weeps at the sight of healing between father and son.

The Wake for Ramon’s grandfather is on Monday night.  The entire Duarte family has gathered for the evening Rosary.  Early Tuesday morning, the Requiem Mass will be recited.  Burial will follow at the San Fernando Mission Cemetery.  On this dark and sad Monday night, Ramon falls into an uneasy sleep.  His last conscious thought is about Abuelito, and how his grandfather’s death has brought him back into the family with his papa.

“I will miss you, Abuelito,”  Raymond whispers in his sleep, as he dreams of the voice of a little brown man saying, “Ramoncito, EL CAR-NEE-VAL  - she comes to town tonight, but you must not follow me!” A distant mist embraces Grandfather as he walks away, then turns back to Ramon, and says, “It will be alright, Ramoncito, I’ll be back; you must sleep for now.”

******

It is one minute after six in the morning, the 9th of February 1971.  Ramon is in the deepest level of sleep.  He has been excused from his work as a nurse at the hospital today in order to attend his grandfather’s funeral.  At this time, Ramon would normally be arriving at work, walking beneath the “Admissions” ambulance port at Olive View Medical Center in Sylmar, near San Fernando. 

Suddenly, there is a crescendo of rolling sound that most who are sleeping do not hear.  But, those who are awake later describe it as the sound of a huge train clanging along its tracks as it approaches closer and closer.  The ground begins moving in waves, undulating in enormous surges.  The entire earth rises.  Ramon awakens in mid-air.  Earth strikes down like a hammer, followed by intense shaking side to side.

In less than one minute, an earthquake injures over 1,000 people, killing more than 50 others, in the city of San Fernando.  The entire east wing of the Veterans Hospital collapses, one of four hospitals totally destroyed.  All communications systems are shattered. Hospitals in the area, ordered to evacuate, are sending patients to each other, not knowing that a reservoir will soon fail in their path.   Freeways are smashed. 

Dawn reveals a city with streets broken by geysers of water, intermingled with spires of flames.  Entire facades of two- and three-story buildings have been sliced away, with furniture hanging precariously above those who walk below, in shock, at what has unbelievably occurred.

Blended together, within the caldrons of fire in Ramon’s dreams, are images of multicolored horses that circle round, some fast, some slow, but only one filled with the magic of being in the right place at the right time, riding in the vision of that one little boy, now grown to be a man, who will awaken soon to a vision of two worlds glistening towards eternity with a gleeful smile, and gentle taps on a shoulder.

During the severe ground shaking, the ambulance port at Olive View Medical Center collapses, killing those running out of the building, with the entire first floor disappearing into the ground.  

******

Abuelito’s death on the evening of the 5th of February 1971 saved Ramon’s life.  There are billions of hearts beating around the world, but grandfather’s heart as it stopped, not only brought healing to a family in pain, but also saved a life.  That wonderful heart that loved beyond what words could ever say.

******
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