Chapter 14:
Criminal

The rain comes.  It is November and the rain comes.  The drops hit the sill and when they do, they sound like a symphony.  The claps of thunder add drama.  It is a time when things gather, when one collects her soul and remembers as the rain comes and the claps of thunder awaken the heart.

Veronica looks out the window into the garden at the back of the house.  It has been many years now since she donned a beautiful dress and ventured out, but the garden and rain remind her, and for it, she is happy.

There are many fruit trees in the garden.  Most of them shall bloom and bear fruits after the winter rains, until the dawn of summer.  She would harvest them, along with her two beautiful granddaughters, Laurense and Ysabelle, filling up a small basket then eating them throughout the summer months.

Veronica remembers those trees which are markers of her life.  She remembers when either Charlotte or Alphonse had planted them.  In those years, she would find joy watering them and churning the soil around the roots so air could seep and make the young trees healthy.

She can see herself smile through the reflection from the window.  Indeed, there is joy as she is spared by the rains from watering the trees.

Laurense had started a rose garden by herself.  Perhaps the story about her grandfather inspired her so that she had asked Charlotte to buy her rose seeds, pots and soil so she could start tending them.  The roses had multiplied and for many years now had produced blooms that would make Lising proud.

But the rains are not enough to pull her out of bed, if only to walk about.  She cowers underneath the blanket and wallows on soft sheets and warmth.  She is alone.  Her daughter and grandchildren have not yet arrived from work and school, respectively.

Even before her son encountered the accident, she had already joined Charlotte and her family in Vallejo.  This way, she saves money on rent and food and has the opportunity to take care of Charlotte’s children.  It is in this home that she learns of the tragic fate of her son.

It must have been past midnight when her phone rang, not that it is alarming to receive phone calls that late.  In fact she gets phone calls any time of day and cannot discern whether she should be answering the phone or not, at certain times.  Friends and relatives call.  Her children call, aggravated by the fact that both her children work at odd hours and want to touch base with her.   But this call was peculiar.  The recording said that the call was coming from the county jail and then there was a long pause.  She waited a little and only heard a soft voice which she could not understand.  Her heart raced as did her mind.  She got frightened.  After all, her fear is founded.  She did not know anyone from the county jail.  Furthermore, she wondered why she would be singled out.  Consequently, her fear overruled her senses and she promptly dropped the receiver back on the phone cradle.

The phone rang again a few minutes later.  She picked up the receiver but again and again she went through the drill.  Again, she got afraid.  This time her fear was more intense.  She wondered if she should pick the receiver up, then decided to do so.  But the voice at the other end was so faint that she could not distinguish who might be on the other end.  She dropped the receiver like a hot potato on the cradle.

Like a crying baby, the phone rang again and again.  It was unceasing.  But Veronica did not want to be a victim of some prank or worse, someone truly dangerous from the county jail.  She ignored the phone and tried to hide underneath her blanket, underneath her pillow.  She prayed that the ringing stop and it did.  It was like someone drowning in the middle of a sea, but someone dangerous and foreboding, so that its death was well deserved.  She did not feel any regret or remorse, especially for someone evil, like someone calling from the county jail in the middle of the night to ruin her peace.  She would not allow it if she can help it.

The sun had peeked out and by now, Veronica was in the kitchen preparing food for Laurense and Ysabelle.  She wanted to tell Charlotte about the call and tell her how she felt but it was too early to wake her up.  She wondered if she should call her son.  Then, she wondered where her son was, indeed.  She had not spoken with him for several days.  Her heart skipped a beat.  Worry descended.  She hoped that her son did not meet a cruel fate, like one would if one encountered a person coming from some jail.  She poured a cup of tea to steady herself.  Perhaps she should wait until a little late then she would certainly call her son and tell Charlotte about the call last night.

The phone began to ring just as Charlotte was climbing down the stairs.  Laurense and Ysabelle were behind playing silly child games, screaming in glee.  But what met Charlotte and her girls was not the joy and promise of a new day but the tragedy that can befall a family at the most inopportune time.  Veronica picked up the phone.  She realized that it was the same silence and the same introduction that the call was coming from the county jail.  But she was not afraid anymore.  Charlotte and the daylight had joined forces, helping her to accept whatever the person on the other line would say.  When the person spoke, she instantly recognized him.  It was her son, and in an instant, everything that she cherished had exploded into chaos and confusion, and then melted into despair.

“Mom?”

“Is it you?”

“Yes, mom.  I am in jail.”

“Why son?  What happened?”

“I only have a short time to talk to you, mom.  Help me, mom.  I don’t know who to turn to.”

“Where are you?  I’ll be there right away.”

His voice was frigid, but yet anyone who is someone’s son will sound desperate when a mother hears his voice.  “Tell me, son, where are you?”

“I’m here in the county jail, in San Francisco. Mom?  Will you come?”

Veronica cried out, and before she could answer, her son once again asked, “Mom?”

“Yes son.  I will.  I’ll get you out.  Don’t worry.”

The click was the last noise she heard from the receiver.  As soon as she put the receiver on the cradle, her knees shook that Laurense rushed to her side to steady her and walked her to a chair.

Charlotte fetched a glass of water for Veronica, still dazed by who or what was going on.  Veronica tried hard to calm down and think, but her heart was skipping every other beat.  She took a sip of water then closed her eyes, trying to remember the conversation and to remember the voice which would always defer to her whenever he needed help.

How the past rushes back like a tide in a hurry to bury the land.  She could see him with Charlotte, her two darlings, playing in the fields in Sikatuna, oblivious to the worries that would burden them later.  There they were, amongst the tall grasses or up the trees already bowing down with the weight of its fruits, just carefree and happy.

The laughter resonated in the crisp morning air, when there was still fog or mist on the ground.  The little patter of feet beating the cement carport was the same sound as the flailing of rice in provincial times, when everything was yet so innocent.

How Veronica would find joy in Charlotte and her boy, how proud she would be seeing a teen growing up to be a man.  She cannot quite remember when she had erred by teaching her son bad things.  She taught him the truth and realities she faces, at least those that could uplift his spirits or morale so that he could lead a fruitful and holy life.  She did not deviate from the rules of the four saints and the promise of eternal rewards that so punctuated the Holy Scriptures.  From her father to her son, the wisdom of ages had been passed down.

But the world caught up with the lives of her children.  She could no longer protect them from the vagaries of life.  But what had she done?  Where did she err, causing her son to end up in jail?

To some other family, to be in jail would be a non-event, a part of their filial fabric.  But this was not true with Veronica’s family.  Her family was God-fearing and no amount of thought devoted to devising or plotting a crime.  Thus it was incomprehensible that her son was in jail.

She tried to be strong but it is difficult.  In the many small problems that beset her, there were always people helping her, taking care of her.  But this time she did not know how she could help her only son.  She thought of people that could help her. Time and time again, thoughts of Medy came. After all, she was the key to Lising’s release many years ago.  But she is too embarrassed to ask again.  She had not yet repaid Medy for that debt she owed.  That was a long time ago, although a debt unpaid can never be wiped out.

She thought of others who might be able to help aside from Medy.  But yet, she thought not so much about getting her son right away but what to do next.  Indeed, what did she need to get her son out?  What must she do?  Like a whiff of breeze, it occurred to her that to get him out would be a formidable task.  She would ask Charlotte but Charlotte could not suggest anything truly effective.

She can only think so much.  A mother can only do so to a certain extent and then, although mothers don’t give up, they tire and lose by default whatever their constitution.  But whatever a mother can do, she does.  She rummaged through the closet for a decent dress, put on her make-up and pair of patent leather walking shoes, then strut out the door, into her car and drove straight to the San Francisco County jail.  Whatever mothers can do involves the heart.  It is her concern that holds families together.  She defines the home where her children find their way back, a place of comfort.

So she goes out, if not be of help, at least to bring home her son so that in his direst hour he can find solace in her.  It is far more important for him to find solace than for her to seek and find hers.

She parked the car in some alley where the meter hounds would easily find it and issue a parking ticket, if not tow it.  She walked about, wondering where the county jail was.  

After asking some policemen for directions, she eventually ended up in the booking jail.  She looked up before entering the threshold, and there, as if imagining that she would be entering hell, she burst into tears, then collected her sobs in a dainty handkerchief.  Embarrassed, she stepped to the side, as if finding a corner only she knew.  She could not take it, for she could not wail about the indignities attributed to her son.  When she realized what she had to accomplish, she calmed down and readied herself for the truths that would strike her like a cruel whip.  She must bear this, this whip.  She must endure if only to allow her son to have solace, to have peace in his moment of hell. Veronica inhaled what was left of the sorrow she had allowed to escape from her bosom then straightened her pretty dress and slowly walked into the reception to inquire of her son.

The receptionist-police lady confirmed that her son was indeed in jail, for charges of assaulting someone with a deadly weapon.  Her face turned grim and angry.  She protested that he was incapable of the charge, but the officer calmly explained that she was merely reading what the record said.  Veronica pleaded to see her son, after all, weren’t mothers entitled to see their sons, especially when they were in trouble?

How times had truly changed.  Her dear son was no criminal.  There was no time in his life that she had known him to be in trouble.  And if there indeed was a minor one, it could be easily remedied.  But being criminally charged was a serious business.  These were grown-up problems.

She was told that she could only see him during weekends.  She inquired how she could seek his release sooner.  The officer looked into the book and gave her a monetary figure for bail.  In shock, Veronica’s response was stunted, for she didn’t know where to get that kind of money.  Reading the reaction of Veronica, the officer advised her kindly that she might seek the help of a bondsman.  That way, Veronica would only pay a tenth of the cost of bail.

Veronica thanked the officer and immediately walked out of the building.  Looking across the street, she saw a line of bondsman’s offices.  She walked across and looked into each office like a tipsy drunk, whispering in the blank air with eyes red as a drunken bum, every office a blur.  Even if the lady officer had advised her of what she should do, she could not truly comprehend the ramification of her actions.  All she hoped was that whatever she did would get her son out.

In one of the offices, she saw someone smiling at her like an angel from heaven.  The lady waved her hand, as if reaching for Veronica, and enticed her to come in.  The lady offered a seat and immediately upon seating, Veronica released her pent up sadness and fear.  On her back, a hand descended and stroked her shaken body, tired, beaten and defeated.

“They told me that my son had beaten someone with a deadly weapon…beaten someone with a deadly weapon.  Oh, how I could not comprehend what it means for who they are describing is not my son.”

The lady did not say a word.  She pulled a seat near Veronica and beside her, she listened.

“My young boy…where did I go wrong?  Could I have made him better if I told him about the cruelties this world had inflicted on me or onto anyone Fate might capriciously choose?  There were many times I wanted to talk to him and just share moments, so I could know him better as a man and begin to accept whoever he might grow up to become.  Many times I begged for his time, and yet he could not afford to give me that time because Life had been too fast for him and all he tried to do was cope.” 

Veronica opened her handbag and pulled out a picture of her family, Charlotte to her right and her son to her left.  When she handed the picture to the lady, Veronica smiled to herself.  The lady reciprocated.

“My family.  That’s him, my son.  He looks decent.  He is decent,” she hesitated then continued, “Does he look like a criminal?”

The lady shook her head but did not say anything.

Veronica did not immediately respond, either.  She merely stared at the picture.  Caught up in that moment, she had to wonder why she had not forced him to find time to spend with her and his sister.  She regretted the many times that she thought she had said or done something which caused him to be at a distance.

“You can never protect your children from life,” the lady said.  “They too must go through this just as you have.”

“Is there a way to shield them from the vagaries and caprices of life that cause them to take a different path?”

The lady smiled philosophically.

“Their life is not your life.  Their mistakes are not yours.  They are grown children.  You are punishing yourself for what they do.”

“If I must be punished so be it.  It should be I, not them.”  Veronica looked at the picture again.  “…not him.”

“I wish I could turn back the clock, just a few years, perhaps, and set time to talk to him, tell him about my life, about his father.  I wish I could once again stroke his hair and kiss his forehead and laugh at all his silly jokes.

“You know, there is no other place I want to be but with my children.  There is no other place special as one if both of them are with me…when we share our hopes…when we spend idle time wasting away talking about seemingly inconsequential events in our lives…perhaps to know what we don’t know yet…perhaps to relive the happy times we have shared together, the tragedies that unite us…perhaps to say or express that we do love each other”.

Veronica took the picture back and cautiously put it back in her purse.  She looked into the lady’s eyes asking help.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

That late afternoon, Veronica slumped on a seat in the reception area, exhausted from the day’s event and emotionally drained.

There were better days, but they dissipated in a fog of hopelessness.  Everytime she got battered like a slave without rights.  Her eyes were shut for there was nothing good to see.  Every part of the room reminded her of the many defeats she endured.  She prayed to herself if only to find repose, but even her prayers were distracted by the realities confronting her.

Whenever the door into the holding cell slammed, she groggily woke up, thinking that her son had been released.  But time and time again, her son, her life, had not shown.  Only the noise echoed in the room, the ghost of realities that somehow teased or taunted her.  To a lesser extent, her sense of reality blurred with her sense of hope.  But she was ready, oh, so ready to meet her boy.

It had been several hours since that game of wait and see had occupied her.  But as she closed her eyes once more, she noticed a door slowly opening.  It was somewhat unusual because the door was not open haphazardly, and then allowed to fall back in a big bang that would caused her to awaken from her sleep.  The door opened, carefully but deliberately.  A figure stepped out, slowly turning the knob so as not to let the door bang.  Veronica could make out a figure but she was not sure yet.  She had given herself so much hope before, that now she was on the verge of giving up wanting to know the man and just go back to sleep.  When the man turned, she saw a worried face, the face of a boy she had always loved and cherished.  She saw her past and the life she had invested in, so that this boy would grow up to lead a life worthy of what she had taught.  There were prayers she remembered and lullabies and story-telling that rushed back, until she found strength to stand up, freeze a moment, and then momentum to rush forth, feet pacing and eyes watching the young boy’s eyes.  Both mother and son were crying.  Perhaps he too had remembered the songs and lullabies, the story-telling and the prayers he heard whenever he was sick.  He remembered her stroking his ruddy cheek and kissing him on the forehead, as if trying to remember him for who he was then, not now.  The rush of shared personal histories overpowered him, and for all these, for her love, for her tireless care, he cried on her shoulder and there he whispered, “Mom, I am not a criminal.”

Veronica cried and whispered back, “I know my son.  Let’s go home.  Tell me, tell me my son what happened, and I will always be on your side.”

They did not move.  They embraced and wept for awhile, eyes closed, silence pervading the stillness of the room.  How sad these walls were, for they didn’t speak of happiness, especially for innocent people caught up in the vagaries of Life.

They went home to Charlotte’s house and Veronica prepared a good dinner for her son.  She did not allow him or herself to talk about what had happened for she knew that sordid tales could not be shared on an empty stomach.  So she pulled out all the stops and started cooking.

Her son sat quietly at the dinning table transfixed by the beautiful bouquet of flowers in a big and generous vase gracing the tabletop.  They were all pretty together, the colors exploding.  The stems were like pencil markings from some artist’s pencil.  The leaves mingled with each other, giving the crystal a jade hue.  He knew that an individual flower was beautiful enough.  But certainly, when combined them with other equally beautiful flowers, the image could become breathtaking, bringing back his fondest memories that made his heart joyous even if this joy was subdued.

Veronica prepared the table, setting the best plates and linens, all smiles and good tidings.

Then she stopped cold, the happiness she was filled with suddenly dissipated.  There was no one at the dinner table.  There were no flowers or big, generous crystal vase set on the table, no flowers adding color to dark wood, no son waiting for her food, for the dishes that long ago had always whetted his appetite.  There was nothing but the beautiful setting she laid and the scarcity of food permeating every nook and cranny of the house.  Then she realized that everything was ghosts of her hopes, her dreams and wishes, thinking that he was there, that indeed she had bailed him out of prison and taken him home to celebrate.

She learned that she was not allowed to bail him out of prison because of the gravity of the case.  Her knees shook then gave way.  Several officers helped her to a seat and there she rested until she regained her composure and was able to take herself home.  That day, she was not able to see her son.

She cried on her way home, looking at the bail bonds offices across the street from the Hall of Justice wishing that they could have helped.  But whatever she had that she was willing to lose, to forfeit, to give as ransom for her son’s freedom, all were moot.  All were useless to fight the injustice of Life.  There was no justice.  There were only opportunities that were not afforded to her.

She peered inside those small, dingy offices, but anything that looked promising, anyone who might be willing to help, were illusions blurred by the tears her eyes cowered behind.  Her heart beat blood of a mother’s despair, her chest heaving forward, and then collapsing as she did just a short time ago.

Oh, how hope gave realities false promises as she set the table.  Once again, she collapsed but managed to sit on the bench nearby.  She gazed at the end of the table where he would sit like the master of the house.  Charlotte would be on one long side of the table with her two girls across, and she, by Charlotte’s side.

How they would laugh at the silly jokes, the noise bouncing off that simple home where nothing evil could come in.  They would revel and talk about the good times, and even the bad; all would seem inconsequential in this gathering.  She would discuss her life, only the best parts, of course.  After all, they lived in the best of times.  The worst was gone and thrown away.  The past was its dustbin.

As the rain fells outside on the plants she cherished, because they were milestones of her life, and as she cowered underneath the blanket on cold sheets, she reflected on the past. That past that came gurgling back to surface, revealing a fissure, just as founts would act on a volcano.  The cold weather did not give respite from all she had gone through, for her thoughts never cease, recollecting whatever burden had been given her to bear.  Everytime there was a moment that would allow her to rest, to take time out, that moment only gave way to despair.  She could just pick up her bag and leave, put on a nice dress and find something frivolous to escape to, but again and again the clutches of the past would grab her by her leg, then her neck, locking her in a cell where no one could set her free. Oh, she could set herself free, needless to say.  But the point of the matter was that she could.  She wouldn’t allow herself to break free of the ball and chain.

She looked about underneath the sheets.  It was dark and the day would not allow it to be otherwise, for the black and stormy skies would not add luster or color or light today.  Her thoughts were as dark well as she recollected the last day she had seen her son.

It was stormy that day, too.  She saw her son disappear behind the door first, before she did.  There was no sun streaming through that small portal, which was unusual because for the most part, sunlight shone every time she visited her son.  She could hardly recall a day when it was as stormy as that day.  Outside, rain poured like fighting cats and dogs.  It was not pitter-patter on the roof, but a sustained pounding.

As she rushed to her car, she knew that something was wrong, amiss.  Her heart was anxious, but she could not particularly say what the matter might be.  She glanced behind again, back to the prison now hovering over her.  She saw shadows moving, like ghosts of prisoners long dead, while the lightning flashes and thunder claps shook her to her very core.  She got more scared.  Her pace to her car quickened, but it was not because she was getting wet, but because her heartbeat pounded and even though the rain was cold, she wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hands.

She looked back one more time before disappearing into the car, and noticed smoke.  She thought that it was quite odd that smoke would rise behind the ramparts on a rainy day.  But she justified it by imagining that the facility needed some heat for cold weather like today.  Just before the door slammed shut, she thought she heard a faint roar, and wondered if she could just be hearing the roar coming from a malfunction in her car.  She dismissed her suppositions quickly.  She pulled out her rosary and said her prayers loud enough so she could hear her own voice.  Sometimes, doing this eased her thoughts and subsequently her anxiety.

She reached home half soaked, quickly changing into her house clothes.  She fetched a hanger from her closet and hung the beautiful dress to dry while laying her shoes by the door after wiping off drops of water still clinging to them.  A little tired, a little exhausted, not so much as a day working, but weather-induced, she reclined on her bed as she watched the rain pour.  It must have been an hour or so after she thought she had fallen asleep when the telephone rang.

It screamed that telephone.  It yelled and demanded.  It called out frantically as Veronica reached for it.  At the other end Charlotte was talking loud and fast.  She had not yet adjusted to whatever Charlotte was saying, for she was talking like a run-away train.  Veronica rose from her bed.  The rain was competing with Charlotte, for as loudly as she talked, the rain pounded on her window sill louder.  It had already been a couple of hours, and yet the rain had not ceased.

Veronica picked up some words:  television, son, prison.  It had taken a while but soon Veronica realized that Charlotte wanted her to turn the television to the news.  There it was, San Quentin.  Smoke was everywhere.  Police sirens screamed at each other.  Gunfire was heard here and there.  People were running.  Dead policemen lay on the grounds, as the television crew honed the picture in on the prison grounds.  An announcer appeared remunerating the sequence of events leading up to the riot.  A riot!  Veronica dropped the phone on the receiver, forgetting to bid Charlotte goodbye.  She tried calling San Quentin.  She prayed.  She dialed.  She talked to herself as if she had a clone by her side.  The building was burning, and she could not do anything but watch, watch it die in a hot and smoldering flame.  Her hands shook frantically at how much the flow of events had eluded her.

She was there in that same courtyard just a few short hours ago.  Now there were dead policemen on the ground, one mutilated.  She could not remain composed anymore. She was wailing, screaming.  No one could hear her. The rain had grown louder.

The phone rang again.  It was Charlotte.  Veronica told her quickly that she would drive back to San Quentin and see if her son was alright.  She must be crazy, Charlotte told her, but nothing was crazier than sitting still, watching the massacre happening in San Quentin.  Hurriedly, she threw on clothes.  Never mind if she was not pretty.  Never mind the make-up.  Never mind the slow trip to the prison.  She rushed to her car and drove in the pouring rain, that vicious rain.  She didn’t care, for if her son dies, what was there left to care for.  She cried, for there would never be a time again to be pretty with somewhere to go.

Her heart was in her throat, throbbing like a massive heart attack.  She could see the billowing smoke from the other side of San Pablo Bay crossing the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge.  She felt her tears rushing down her cheeks and yet she never thought of wiping them.  There was no time.  She was too busy watching the prison complex, looming nearer as she approached the end of the bridge.  Around a hill she swerved, then a long way from the prison gates still, a police blockade met her.  She parked her car, and without regard for her safety or the falling rain, she ran towards the blockade.  Police officers met her.  She pled to get closer.  She inquired what happened but she did not give the officers time to respond.  She was too pre-occupied with her son’s safety.  The police restrained her for she did not care anymore for her safety.  She wanted to crash through the barriers and go get her son, get him to safety.

She wants him.  She needs him.  He is her life, the only one who keeps her sane.  Saving him is merely saving her sanity.  Veronica fought the police’s restraint.  She screamed, begged and pleaded.  She raised her chest to heaven and flailed her thin and weak arms just to get herself free from the clutches of the police officers.  But nothing worked.  She had exhausted herself to despair.  And when her strength was no more, she collapsed in the mud beneath her feet and knelt, sitting on that mud as her head gazed upon it in despair.

She didn’t hear the rain anymore…nor what the officers were saying.  She could only hear the last sounds of her son’s voice as he said goodbye to her just a few hours ago.  She didn’t see the wet and muddy ground, only the last time she saw him being hauled away behind the heavy grey door just before, she, herself, disappeared behind the door she was holding.  There was no sun, just the pounding rain.  In their midst, she whispered to herself inaudibly, “Oh God, what have I done.  What criminal offense had I done to deserve this?”

The police officers just watched her in her most pitiable state.  They could only see an old lady crying and whispering something to no one but herself.

