The Great Excitements
The great excitement of our youth was the day the dragon got herself treed in O’Malley’s eucalyptus.  When the sirens wailed we ran on the street, shouting, Is it a fire?  We prayed not, such was the epic rarity of the real event.

O’Malley’s dad came home from the office.  I called my parents and they both came home from work.  Dad brought his wizened short-handled hoe that meant business.  The dust was in our sweat and our wide eyes shone.  The firemen blocked off the street.  Thousands of people milled about, excited, displaying all range of emotion.  Up in the brilliant sky TV helicopters buzzed.  It was great.
Eleanor Rigby—you tell me, she was just somehow instantly Eleanor Rigby—was a glory.  Even the later press accounts said her color was difficult to describe.  Toward the blue and green end of gray, that’s how I saw her.  She did glisten.  She had gook on her.  Hardly any smell at all.  And you could hear her long wavelength breathing as she watched it all like a cat.
O’Mally’s eucalyptus was a many-limbed giant, and Eleanor Rigby occupied a lot of it.  Her head was maybe a half story from the top, and her long tail, this was neat, was ever so daintily curled in and around several of the trunks.  Peels of dark tan bark hung off in places.  Eucalyptus leaves floated down.  We had climbed those branches!  O’Malley’s tree was said to be the very last of the windbreakers planted when our neighborhood had been a ranch.  There was every kind of meaning invested in every aspect of it.
O’Malley and I dug prehistoric bones from the creek cut and sent them off to the natural history museum to be later identified, in patient letters of response suitable for framing, as cows, and we shared interests in rock and little rebel civil war soldier collecting, but we both knew we couldn’t be friends.  For these breathless hours we bonded.  It was his tree.  We had, therefore, in addition to our cavalry for lightning reconnaissance, access to inside information, and we generated a running story that endlessly morphed.  Things were so dizzy at first that I got past his coat room and into lots of places in O’Malley’s house I’d only pictured.  I got to take a pee in his powder room.  You tell me it was not great.

The general suspense was which way the tree would go if Eleanor Rigby brought it down.  The eucalyptus is not a native.  It’s a mess and it can come down.  O’Malley’s was big and old and had a dragon in it.  Any number of wretched scenarios could be envisioned.  There was the potential destruction of O’Malley’s house for one.  My first and last powder room pee.  
Many marks of all three of our eventual historical excitements, O’Malley’s and mine, were present that wonderful day.  The exhilaration.  The celebrity attention.  The unspoken dread.  The sense that this was lending us importance and we’d better measure up.  The way that people were both on best behavior and worst.  Once the authorities figured out there was no predicting where Eleanor Rigby might land, the O’Malley’s were forcefully evacuated to our house at the dirt end of the street.  Our house, exile central.  Ma and my sisters made pupusas and limeade with Mrs. O, who never learned she was wearing the party apron.
You didn’t know O’Malley if you didn’t know that any idea had to come from him.  It was good training for life, really, devising strategies to get him make you do what you wanted.  The houses going up in the back across the creek were the spot for surveillance.  O’Malley had the binoculars.  The new homes were big and the attics adequately framed for cover.  It had the right touch of delinquency and a spike of extra adventure.  It fit the day. 
The muted noise of the crowd drifted on the breeze, the sawdust stuck in the hairs of our bare legs, and through the glasses up there in the unfinished attic O’Malley and I watched Eleanor Rigby watch us.

###
When the Joneses started arriving, from the alternate universe or whatever, in every school district across the land, and ours was no exception, they ran for the board.  You either got a Mrs. Jones or a Mr. Jones.  I don’t think anybody had an elective choice in that matter.  As candidates, they had no discernible ideology.  The Jones in your district might lose for a few cycles, but he or she eventually got a seat.  Gazillions of statistics were gathered over the years about how they swung votes, but you tell me if any pattern was ever proved.
Mr. Jones or Mrs. Jones, whichever one your district had, was simply omnipresent at the high school.  They all, from what I’ve read, dressed a bit frumpily, and each and every one had a small beauty mark at the right corner of the mouth.  Curious!  We had a Mrs. Jones.  Smiling beatifically, she hung about at dances, pep rallies, any important gathering really.  She did not talk much, and you could really never say she was casting silent judgments.  She did a lot of emoting.  She was strong on eye contact.
On the big day of our autumn of senior year great debate, O’Malley’s and mine, Mrs. Jones was all I could see with any clarity out there in the audience.  She sat stage left on the right end of the very front row.  Seat A 1.  She seemed genuinely interested throughout.  The rest was a sea of hair, blond hair and brown hair, short hair and long hair, girl’s hair and boy’s hair, mostly girl’s hair, sort of undulating like something you might eventually see on a screen saver.  It was an earthquake weather heat wave, spookily close with humidity, and perspiration dampened the secret places of every body in the house.
Tell me about curious, what a pair, O’Malley and me!  But that’s how you get to be icons, by being at first seemingly only a curiosity.  The way I always saw it we cut a pretty cool figure up there on stage, starched white shirts and khakis, the little one and the big one, the dark one and the light one, the out of it one and the in on it one, etc.  No mere foil I.  Certainly O’Malley, who at that particular moment of his arc was arguably at his absolute peak, was a picture of health, accomplishment, and promise that you could take to the bank.  We were both playing to the girls.
Throughout school I’d always let O’Malley tell our Eleanor Rigby story.  Every kid in town had a version, but O’Malley’s “captured” what people today might call the “narrative.”  He could spin a story.  There was no downside to letting him take the spotlight on it, really, and, if possibly I didn’t show up as a thoroughly necessary character, I had the secret satisfaction of knowing otherwise.  I hardly ever said anything at school in any event.  So, what I’m saying is, there was this contextual, sort of social or cultural, subjective aspect to the debate, as well.

I can’t say, thinking back, that either O’Malley or I had cornered the market on originality in our arguments.  That mattered not a bean to the epic dimension of the event.  Resolved:  Undocumented immigrant high school graduates should qualify for in-state tuition at state colleges.  Very neat, very clean, very provocative.    
The rules permitted audience response, and our fellow students were demonstrably into it.  I had my supporters.  Bad cop, good cop; strict parent, laid back parent; rule of law, quality of mercy; oh how the momentum swayed!  The debate was decided by popular vote, and I got crushed.  To his credit, O’Malley sought me out at my locker and, in front of Glorie Fried and her crowd, shook my worthy opponent hand.  At the moment our palms clasped, Glorie was saying, to Linda Woods, Carolyn Familetti, Claudia Dranoff, and Mary Stofko, I am a 34 B.

O’Malley, clearly relishing the way this deal was being sealed, gave me one of his eye sparkles.  Another shared experience.  Across the hall, leaning comfortably in the door frame of room 309, Mrs. Jones looked on.  Had she not sort of seemed to be hinting that she expected something from me, I might not have spoken.
Thanks, said I, for not telling on me.  A beat passed; O’Malley let me hang for ever such a short time.  For not telling, I said, about my immigration status.  

He shrugged it off.  Everybody already knows, he said.  I said, That’s a lot different from everybody hearing it from you through a microphone.  Although, who knows, had O’Malley committed such an egregious act, perhaps even the cretins in our high school might have moved toward me with a sympathy vote.
My theory is that you just read what you wanted to read into any hint of a response from Mrs. Jones.  I think she was proud of us both, O’Malley and me.  And in the middle of that night following, you would have been thinking about equitable tuition or a pathway to citizenship?  You would not!  Just like O’Malley and me, you’d have been picturing the precise size, shape, and promisingly heart-stoppingly fabulous palm-cupping feel of Glorie Fried’s wondrous 34 B breasts.  
###
This is true generally about life, of course, but the three great excitements for O’Malley and me kind of built on one another.  The second could not have happened in its way had the first not preceded it.  And so on with this most recent third.  

You can tell me about the rush of getting on the news cycle, it’s not easily kept from going to one’s head.  You get googled, you get “friended.”  You get quoted!  You get noticed, which has been precisely I guess the point.  You get emails out of the blue from a thirty-something O’Malley saying he’d like to meet up for a drink.
Three of the Ghosts of the Border Crossing joined me and O’Malley at the rendezvous spot, a picnic table in the park near the Fry and Fly.  We had a cute youthful couple with their toddler.  Even the campaign’s jaded young communications types hadn’t hid their glee at our good PR fortune when the Ghosts of the Border Crossing started showing up at the news conferences.  They don’t present well, the Ghosts, apparently from a professional point of view, on digital video, but to my eye their casual clarity of focus deepens the effect.  They bring with them whatever state of decay they’ve currently reached down there, their bodies as yet undiscovered, in the deserts.  That might be as subtle as a hint of a salt lick around the lips.  Or not so subtle as the case may be.  The going theory is that they continue to decay as the days of real time pass since their horrid deaths.  Unearned media, you can’t buy it.
Of course Ghosts try never to intrude.  They are by nature earnest and respectful.  They make good guests, and obviously they earn their way.  They came here to work, to make a better life for their families, etc.  This baby was a bouncer: big-cheeked, bowl-eyed and slobbery.  She was a charmer with one of those exquisite foreheads, and she had an eye for me.  I could see that the parents were playing footsy under the table.  The scene was quite touchingly lovely.  What I don’t like, said O’Malley, is that you are parading your kids through all of this.  
That sort of thunderstruck me.  Nothing as central to the message as this could go over his head, could it?  What part of the carefully calibrated story we were sending into the “echo chamber” was he missing?  
I could tell that O’Malley was unsettled by the proximity our Ghosts, and in truth, notwithstanding their sweet personalities, their presence was pretty much intensely in our faces, but what can you do.  You can’t think about how they got to this sorry state.  You just have to steel it from your conscious mind.  I gave the kid a cheek chuck, buying a moment to gather my thoughts.  
O’Malley leaned in, and I didn’t recognize the look he gave me.  You and your friends are trying to…?  

I had my talking points at hand, ready to ring all of the resonant chords of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, etc., but, so swiftly does the subtle pull of personal tradition bear us back into past pattern of behavior, instead, I looked down at my palms, trying to think a few moves ahead, whispering softly to O’Malley, You tell me.
O’Malley had beef where there’d once been sinew, head where there’d once been hair, a seemingly sincere uncertainty where there’d once been nothing but bemused, appealing, utterly confident affability.  Until this moment, in addition of course to all of the three-ring-circus stuff, it had simply been for me about family, fairness, principle, a briar patch of personal politics, a clear path if steep.  But O’Malley seemed so genuinely shaken and baffled he was causing the same effect in me.  
Anybody knows you have kids so you can die for them, I said, instantly humiliated that I’d thrown a gambit so very desperately and ridiculously overstated.  But these are not desperate and ridiculous and overstated times?  They’re repealing the 14th Amendment!  They’ve got the votes.  It’s a long haul through the states, yes, no sure thing and all of that.  But!  To make a dramatic statement, those of us undocumented parents who can do it, hundreds of us and who knows maybe even thousands eventually, are turning ourselves in for deportation.

How do you say martyr in Spanish, said O’Malley.  Give me a break.  You’re retiring to a hacienda in the home country.  He paused.

He continued, And you show you are a citizen by throwing away any chance of it?  You keep your family together by taking it apart?  You’ve got three kids, for Christ’s sake, I counted them on the television screen!
The Ghosts sitting with us could not have been more discrete, and such discretion is generally one of the most appealing of their attributes, but I was in this instant getting cranky that they just weren’t yet acculturated enough to know to step away for a moment from the picnic table.  Around us in the brighter than bright air the cicadas screeched.  All about hopped the crows that always seem to accompany Ghosts in gathered groups greater than two.  A bumblebee was bothering O’Malley’s fruit smoothie.  At least I’d had enough presence of mind to ask him to meet me outside.
You’ll admit it’s relatively personally disruptive, I said, another comment pathetically unworthy, in its grab at ironic understatement, of the situation. 

He said, You never wanted to be a center of attention, and he quite genuinely was puzzled.  I said, I’d like to be able to claim it was my idea.  I think it’s right.  I think it’s appropriate.  Proportionate.
It’s treasonous! he said.  I shot back, How, by definition, can it possibly be? 
I was startled by the snarl.  It even startled the two handsome young Ghosts, and their kid crinkled into what could have been a good cry coming.   You can tell just how anxious a Ghost is getting from just how intense her or his odor is getting.  
You’ve been pretty well educated by the taxpayers, said O’Malley, And so’ve your kids.  
I could not recall one ounce of meanness from the O’Malley of our past.  Here was the fear of loss itself speaking.  But I couldn’t at that moment figure out what he was losing!
Everybody pays taxes, I said.  
You and your amigos, spat O’Malley, are trying to bring down the place that you owe for everything.  He was being so clearly sincere that I tried to match it.  OK, fine, stipulated, I said.  I can’t make a family by tearing it apart.  You can make a country by tearing it apart?
I’d no certainty, I’ll confess, that I could get O’Malley maneuvered to where I wanted him.  Not one ounce.  But we had fallen so easily into this comforting groove of our personal cultural give and take.  The picnic table Ghosts couldn’t possibly have understood a word, but they were following the patter like a ping pong match. 
I decided to lob one in, figuring O’Malley would be annoyed by an allusion to our schooling, figuring he would be annoyed by an allusion.  Breathes there the man, I said.
Ka-Boom.   
Up from the picnic table he abruptly arose.  All four of us, the quick one and the three dead ones, stared at him, startled.  Onto the table top, just as though he were in a movie, O’Malley dropped a little brown bag of tightly stacked twenties.  You won’t trace this back to me or mine, he said.  He turned, he left, and I’ve not heard from him since.

###
My telling of the Eleanor Rigby story emphasizes her eyes.  We watched that beautiful dragon throughout the afternoon, sharing the binoculars back and forth.  The shadows got longer, the air got damper and cooler, and we were orange with the sun.  I’m not certain Eleanor Rigby’s eyes went deeper into the soul of the universe than any puppy or kitten they’ve ever tried to pawn off on you at the shopping mall, but she never seemed to take them off of us.  At one point O’Malley said, That is a look of empathy.  You tell me the boy did not show early promise.

It was clear that hemming and hawing galore had been going on for hours among the adults around O’Malley’s tree.  No discernible strategy of response ever materialized.  Through it all, every layer of those eyes of hers aglitter, Eleanor Rigby watched.  Not far into dinnertime, never a blink in her gaze, she slowly and elegantly lifted her tail above her head in the eucalyptus, perched herself comfortably near tree top, and began to rock back and forth along the east-west line of our street.  
O’Malley and I clasped hands and suspended breath.  We got goose bumps together!
Plenty quick did the people scatter.  
Eleanor Rigby got that eucalyptus going in the manner of an inverted playground swing, all whoosh of air and creak of tree, and, in one last long arc, her tail stretching to its length before smacking the ground right in front of my house, she whacked the entire caboodle down, ripping up roots and cracking a deep report that raised all dust and made everything in our shared world jump inside its bones.  
She looked about as though embarrassed.  
She lifted herself and, boink, boink, just like a gazelle, shifting her sudden angled direction on each bounce, she sprang from street to street over the houses, out into the gathering dusk, out into legend.
###
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