The King of the Slingshots

Memo was at least twenty feet up in the old oak tree behind Mr. Paul’s house as he scoured the limbs looking for the perfect ‘Y’ for us and with which we could make a slingshot.  I had just returned from surveying the branches of a small mesquite tree down the alley and had actually seen what looked like a great ‘Y’.  But the property’s owner, Don Luis Mancias, had planted some cactus near the base of the tree and this prevented me from climbing up the tree to cut the branch off.  I did not even want to attempt to get it and so I headed off to catch up to Memo who had told me he was going to Mr. Paul’s backyard and climb the big oak tree to look for a ‘Y’ there.

“Hey, Beto, from here I can see la cruz de la church donde vamos pa’ bible study,” Memo yelled at me when he saw me approaching.

“Y tambien I can see arriba de tu house.  You have una old tire and you have unos old boots tambien.”

“Hey, Memo, you’re supposed to look for ‘Y’s’ pa’ hacer una slingshot,” I answered.  “Did you find anything?”

“Sirol, ese, I found una good one.  I already cut it and dropped it down.”

Every once in a while, Memo would use words such as sirol and simon for yes and nel and chale for no.  His older brother, Chino, was a pachuco and he always spoke in Spanish slang.  It was from him that eleven-year-old Memo picked up his weird Spanish.

I found the branch that Memo had cut and sure enough, it had a perfect ‘Y’ for our next slingshot.  We dragged the branches down the alley to the back of an old wooden shack that another neighbor, Don Urbano, owned.  Behind this shack some of the neighborhood pachucos would gather at night to smoke cigarettes, drink beer, and play cards.  Since it was adjacent to the alley, we younger kids in the neighborhood used this area as a kind of rest stop where we sometimes gathered to chat or just fool around and crack jokes.  The shack and an old, twisted mesquite tree provided a nice shade for all of us during our need for respite from the aggressive sun and relentless heat.

With an old, rusted hatchet that belonged to Memo’s father we lopped off the excessive limbs of our ‘Y’.  With the base of our slingshot now ready we intertwined several rubber bands together and tied one end to either side of an old, discarded shoe tongue we had cut off with some scissors from my older brother Mayo’s worn-out P. F. Flyers sneakers.  The tarp-like canvas was tough and sturdy.  In it we could put pebbles and rocks of various sizes.  We then tied the other end of the rubber bands to the tops of our ‘Y’ and we had a decent slingshot.

Anxious to try out our weapons we lined up three long neck bottles of Schlitz about thirty feet away and fired rock after rock at them until we had broken each one.

“I think que yo hice break two bottles, Beto,” said a happy Memo.

I disagreed, “No, yo creo que I was the one to break two bottles and you just broke nomas una.”

He reverted to his pachuco dialect, “Nel, Beto, con mi new slingshot puedo shoot a todo dar.”

“Yo tambien,” I countered.

My slingshot was made with fine mesquite wood while his was made from tough oak wood.  We both knew it would be pointless to argue so we came up with a simple solution.

“Let’s put un can de beer and see who can shoot it down.  El que lo hace shoot down es el winner,” Memo suggested.

It did not take us long to find a beer can in the alley.  I immediately spotted a 12-ounce can of Hamm’s and placed it about thirty feet from where we stood.  We then gathered a few rocks each and Memo took three quick shots before I was even ready to take one.

I brashly predicted, “Just for getting a head start, Memo, I’m going to teach you a lesson.”

He ignored me and took a fourth shot and barely missed as the rock bounced immediately beside the can and landed amid the countless other stones in the caliche covered alley way.

I raised my weapon and aimed it at the can.  After pulling the sling back as far as I could, I let it go.

The metallic target made a clanking sound as it flipped back over and over before stopping and lying down on its side – dead.

“What do you say now?” I asked my friend.  
Memo hesitated to give me any credit.
“Estabas lucky con esa shot,” he said, “pero con los birds I can beat you.”
“Vamos across la street near la bodega and we can shoot los birds from there,” I suggested.
The vegetable cannery had a makeshift oasis type of park just north of the employee parking lot where the low wage workers would gather during their lunch break and sit under the six or seven trees that had sprouted there years before.  The bodega owners had splurged for a few picnic tables and placed them under the trees.  This had made the area the unofficial lunch gathering area for the workers.  The crumbs they left behind after lunch attracted all kinds of birds from house wrens to crows.  If Memo wanted to best me in slingshot marksmanship he would have to bring down one of these elusive preys.
As we neared the picnic tables a small flock of wrens flew up and away as if aware of our deadly mission.  I picked up a few small stones that littered the area along the paved entrance road.  Upon looking up I saw Memo aim at a large crow that stood on the adjacent dirt road about forty feet away and fire.  His shot missed the bird by barely an inch or two.
I loaded my slingshot to fire at it too, but Memo got his second shot a split second before I did and his stone sprayed a small burst of dirt directly in front of the crow startling it and quickly convincing it to fly up and away from there.  My shot hit exactly where my target would have been if Memo hadn’t scared it away.
“Ya mero,” I said in disappointment.
Memo smiled at me in agreement.  I looked up into the trees in search of a bird that had been singing happily since we had first crossed the street on our way over.  Its incessant tweeting had now become a beacon for us to locate it.
I spotted it on one of the tallest branches of the mesquite tree.  Memo saw it at the same time as I did.
“There it is,” he said excitedly, “Es un monkey bird.”
I laughed and corrected him, “No es un monkey bird, menso, its called a mockingbird.”
He counter corrected me, “It’ll soon be called a dead bird.”
Memo already had his slingshot loaded and he again fired first before I could get my shot off.  I fired another split second after he did.  Hit shot hot the branch where the bird was perched.  This caused it to abruptly halt its singing, and it flapped its wings in involuntary reaction.  When it did so my rock struck full force underneath its outstretched wing.
We heard the dull thud of the impact and the bird fell earthward.  It flapped its good wing furiously in an effort to fly away to safety but it was futile.  It hit the ground and half ran and half fluttered in an aimless direction on the ground.  For all its singing prowess it seemed a little odd that it made no sound.  It just fluttered.
Memo was ecstatic.
“You made una great shot, ese!”
“I’m the slingshot king,” I boasted and as I approached my fallen victim, my chest swelled with pride.
The mockingbird managed to flip and flutter its way to the base of the mesquite tree where moments before it had perched upon to sing his cheerful song.  It leaned against the trunk and its little head darted back and forth looking for an escape route it surely would have taken if it could only move.
Memo and I leaned forward to examine its features more closely.  The bird made no attempt to escape.
“Eek!  Eek!  Eek!” was all the bird could muster.
I must have damaged its little lungs with my shot because the eeking sound was very soft unlike the loud chirping songs it had produced minutes before.  Its wing must have been broken as well because it remained pulled back and open just like a bird maintains it when it glides through the sky.
A small trickle of blood trickled from the wound I had inflicted on it on one side of its chest near the inside base of the wing.
Memo saw the wound too and loudly pointed it out, “Ooh, gacho!  Mira la blood!”
“I want to take it home,” I said as I got nearer and could clearly see the fear in its eyes.
I moved to capture the bird, and it flapped its wings rapidly but could move no further than a couple of feet away from the base of the tree.  I was surprised by its feistiness and jumped back. After a minute or so it gave up on trying to fly away. It seemed that all its struggling efforts had finally drained all its strength. It lay before us – spent.
Our situation began to attract attention from outsiders.  Directly above the tree ran an electrical wire that helped provide electricity for the nearby bodega.  On that wire a lone mockingbird had perched itself and it called out to its fallen comrade.  Even a cat that seemed to appear out of nowhere stood close by to look.  A well-placed shot that Memo took hit the cat in its hindquarters and sent it running away.
But it was the arrival of Rudy Garcia in our little drama that really changed everything.  Rudy, a thirteen-year-old friend, told us that he had seen us shooting at the birds from across the street and had decided to join us.
“Eh, Rudy, we got a bird,” Memo informed him.
“It was me, I got it,” I clarified.
Rudy saw the bird struggling to breathe.  What he said next took all the joy we had been feeling about shooting birds.
“We have to kill it,” he said.
“No, we don’t,” I said, “It’s just hurt a little, that’s all.”
“It’s suffering, can’t you see?  Look at the blood.  It’s going to die anyway,” continued Rudy as he put a rock in his slingshot and stood over the motionless bird.
“No, Rudy, you can’t shoot it,” I protested. “I’ll take it home and my mom will make it better.”
“Look,” Rudy said in a very serious and solemn tone, “It’s a sin to let any living thing suffer.  We have to kill it to end its suffering.”
The bird’s strength was all but gone by this time.  It mustered a barely audible, “Eek, eek.”
Rudy pulled the slingshot’s rubber bands all the way back and fired.  The rock hit the bird with a hard thud on its chest causing the bird to bounce up from the blunt force of the shot.  The bird, however, made no sound.
Memo and I stood silently transfixed.
Rudy put another rock in his slingshot and fired a second shot.  Again, the rock bounced off the bird’s chest.  The bird’s soft eeking sound stopped but it still kept opening its beak in an effort to let out a shout of pain.  But no sound came out.  For a third time Rudy loaded his slingshot and aimed it from a closer distance.  Memo and I said nothing.  
Rudy looked at us before firing.
“You have to do it porque esta suffering.  It’s a sin to have it suffering.  You can’t let it suffer,” he explained even though neither Memo nor I protested.
His third and final shot hit the bird squarely on the head.  It died instantly, if you can call it that.
All the elation that Memo and I had felt just fifteen minutes earlier had left us completely.
“Ya me voy pa’ mi house,” Memo mumbled.
He turned and left quietly.  Rudy and I stood there.  There was a strong gloomy presence where minutes before the world seemed so full of life. Rudy broke the silence by stating his next objective. His “act of mercy” had apparently not registered within his own conscience. 
“I’m going to the back of the building to shoot a snake if I can find one en el montecito back there,” Rudy informed me. “Quieres ir conmigo?”
“No, Rudy, I’m going home too.”
I stood my ground and watched as Rudy headed toward the back of the bodega.  Almost as if wanting to test Rudy’s true marksmanship skills, a crow flew slowly above his head and cawed loudly.  Rudy raised his weapon and fired.  He missed by a mile.  The bird came back around.  Another shot another miss.  The bird’s cawing sounded like laughter as it slowly flew away with no desire to return.  The misses did nothing to dissuade Rudy from going on ahead with his snake-hunting mission.  He walked past the bodega and disappeared into the dry brush land behind intent on shooting a snake.
I looked back down at the dead bird, but it was no longer there.  The stray cat had taken it in its mouth and was slowly walking away from me.  I raised my loaded weapon and fired at the cat.  The rock bounced off the cat’s head, and it dropped the bird and ran off and away for good.
I dug a hole with my bare hands in the soft ground at the base of the tree and buried the bird there.  Its mate sang a soft song from atop the wire and as I backed away from the tree it flew down and landed atop the adjacent picnic table.  It chirped and chirped waiting for a response that would never come.  How could I tell it that its mate would never answer nor return?  I felt a chill hit me.
A terrible discomforting feeling followed and slowly overcame me.  I turned and headed for home.  As I passed a rusty 50-gallon barrel that the workers used as a trash can I tossed my slingshot in.  The king of the slingshots was no more.
6

