Doña Toña of Nineteenth Street
Louie the Foot Gonzalez

Her name was Doña Toña and I can’t help but remember the fear I had of the old lady. Maybe it was the way all the younger kids talked about her:

“Ya, man. I saw her out one night and she was pulling some weeds near the railroad tracks and her cat was meowing away like it was ready to fight that big black dog and, man, she looked just like a witch, like the Llorona trying to dig up her children.”

“Martin’s tellin’ everybody that she was dancin’ aroun’ real slow and singin’ some witch songs in her backyard when it was dark and everybody was asleep.”

Doña Toña was always walking somewhere… anywhere… even when she had no particular place to go. When she walked, it was as though she were making a great effort because her right leg was kind of funny. It dragged a little and it made her look as if her foot were made of solid metal.

Her face was the color of lightly creamed coffee. The wrinkles around her forehead and eyes were like the rings of a very old tree. They gave her age as being somewhere around seventy-five years old, but as I was to discover later, she was really eighty-nine. Even though her eyes attracted much attention, they always gave way to her mouth, Most of the people that I had observed looking at her directed their gaze at her mouth. Doña Toña had only one tooth to her name and it was the strangest tooth I had ever seen. It was exceptionally long and it stuck out from her upper gum at a forty-five degree angle. What made it even stranger was that it was also twisted. She at one time probably had an overabundance of teeth, until they began to push against each other, twisting themselves, until she had only one last tooth left. It was the toughest of them all, the king of the hill.

Doña Toña was born in 1885 in one of the innumerable little towns of Mexico, The Mexican Revolution of 1910 drove her from her little town home when she was twenty-seven years old. She escaped the mass bloodshed of the Revolution by crossing the border into the United States and living in countless towns from Los Angeles to Sacramento, where she became the most familiar sight in Barrio Cinco. She was one of the barrio’s landmarks; when you saw her, you knew that you were in the barrio. She had been there longer than anyone else and yet no one, except perhaps her daughter Maria, knew very much about her. Some people said that was the way she wanted it. But as far as I could see, she didn’t show signs of wanting to be alone.

Whenever Doña Tona caught someone watching her during one of her never-ending strolls, she would stop walking and look at that person head-on. No one could keep staring at her once she had started to stare back. There was something in Doña Toña’s stare that could make anybody feel like a child, Her crow-black eyes could hypnotize almost anybody. She could have probably put an owl to sleep with her stare.

Doña Tona was Little Feo’s grandmother. She lived with her daughter, Maria, who was Little Feo’s mother. All of Little Feo’s ten years of life had passed without the outward lovingness that grandmothers are supposed to show. But the reason for it was Little Feo’s own choice.

Whenever Little Feo, who was smaller, thinner, and darker than the rest of the barrio ten year olds, was running around with us (Danny, Fat Charlie, Bighead, Joe Nuts, and a few other guys that lived close by) nobody would say anything about his “abuelita.” Before, whenever anybody used to make fun of her or use her for the punchline of a joke, Little Feo would get very quiet; his fists would begin to tighten and his face would turn a darker shade as all his blood rushed to his brain. One time when Fat Charlie said something like, “What’s black and flies at night? Why…it’s Feo’s granny,” Little Feo pounced on him faster than I had ever seen anybody pounce on someone before. Fat Charlie kicked the hell out of Little Feo, but he never cracked another joke like that again, at least not about Doña Toña.

Doña Toña was not taken very seriously by very many people until someone in the barrio got sick. Visits to Doctor Herida when someone got sick were common even though few people liked to go to him because he would just look at the patient and then scribble something on a prescription form and tell the sick one to take it next door to McAnaws Pharmacy to have it filled. Herida and the pharmacist had a racket going. When the medicine Herida prescribed didn’t have the desired effect, the word was sent out in the barrio that Doña Toña was needed somewhere. Sometimes it was at the Osorio house, where Jaime was having trouble breathing, or the Canaguas place, where what’s-her-name was gaining a lot of weight. Regardless of the illness, Doña Toña would always show up, even if she had to drag herself across the barrio to get to where she was needed; and, many times, that’s exactly what she did. Once at the place of need, she did whatever it was she had to and then she left, asking nothing of anyone. Usually, within a short time of her visit—hours (if the illness were a natural one) or a day or two (if it were supernatural)—the patient would show signs of improvement.

Doña Tona was never bothered about not receiving any credit for her efforts.

“You see, comadre, I tol’ you the medicina would estar’ to work.”

“Andale, didn’t I tell you that Doctor Herida knew what he was doing?”

“I didn’t know what that stupid old lady thought she was going to accomplish by doing all the hocus-pocus with those useless herbs and plants of hers. Everybody knows that an old witch’s magic is no match for a doctor’s medicine, That crazy old WITCH.”

And that’s how it was. Doña Toña didn’t seem to mind that they called on her to help them and, after she had done what she could, they proceeded to badmouth her. But that’s the way it was and she didn’t seem to mind.
I remember, perhaps best of all, the time my mother got sick. She was very pale and her whole body was sore. She went to see Doctor Herida and all he did was ask her what was wrong and, without even examining her, he prescribed something that she bought at McAnaws. When all the little blue pills were gone, the soreness of her bones and the paleness of her skin remained. Not wanting to go back to Herida’s, my mother asked me to go get Doña Toña. I would have never gone to get the old lady, but I had never before seen my mother so sick. So I went.

On the way to Little Feo’s house, which was only three blocks from my own, I saw Doña Toña walking towards me. When she was close enough to hear me, I began to speak but she cut me off, saying that she knew my mother was sick and had asked for her. I got a little scared because there was no way that she could have known that my mother had asked for her, yet she knew. My head was bombarded with thoughts that perhaps she might be a witch after all. I had the urge to run away from her but I didn’t. I began to think that if she were a witch, why was she always helping people? Witches were bad people. And Doña Toña wasn’t. It was at this point that my fear of her disappeared and, in its place, sprouted an intense curiosity.

Doña Toña and I reached my house and we climbed the ten steps that led to the front door. I opened the door and waited for her to step in first, but she motioned with her hand to me to lead the way.

Doña Toña looked like a little moving shadow as we walked through the narrow hallway that ended at my mother’s room. Her leg dragged across the old faded linoleum floor making a dull scraping sound. I reached the room and opened the door. My mother was half-asleep on the bed as Doña Toña entered. I walked in after her because I wanted to see what kind of magic she was going to have to perform in order to save my mother; but as soon as Doña Toña began taking some candles from her sack, my mother looked at me and told me to go outside to play with the other kids.

I left the room but had no intentions of going outside to play. My mother’s bedroom was next to the bathroom and there was a door that connected both of them. The bathroom could be locked only from the inside, so my mother usually left it unlocked in case some unexpected emergency came up. I went into the bathroom and, without turning on the light, looked through the crack of the slightly open door.

My mother was sprawled on the bed, face down, Her night gown was open exposing her shoulder blades and back. Doña Toña melted the bottoms of two candles and then placed one between the shoulder blades and the other at the base of the spine. Doña Toña began to pray as she pinched the area around the candles. Her movements were almost imperceptible. The candlelight made her old brown hands shine and her eyes looked like little moons. Doña Toña’s voice got louder as her hands moved faster across my mother’s back. The words she prayed were indecipherable even with the increase in volume. The scene reminded me of a priest praying in Latin during Mass, asking God to save us from damnation while no one knew what he was saying. The wax from the candles slid down onto my mother’s back and shoulder blades, forming what looked like roots. It looked as though there were two trees of wax growing out of her back.

About a half an hour went by before the candles had burned themselves into oblivion, spreading wax all over my mother’s back. Doña Toña stopped praying and scraped the wax away. She reached into the sack and pulled out a little baby food jar half-filled with something that resembled lard. She scooped some of the stuff out with her hand and rubbed it over the areas that had been covered by the wax. Next, she took from the sack a coffee can filled with an herb that looked like oregano. She sprinkled the herb over the lardlike substance and began rubbing it into the skin.

When she was almost finished, Doña Toña looked around the room and stared straight into the dark opening of the bathroom. I felt that she knew I was behind the door but I stayed there anyway. She turned back to face my mother, bent down, and whispered something in her ear.

Doña Toña picked up all her paraphernalia and returned it to its place in the sack. As she started to leave, she headed for the bathroom door. The heart in my chest almost exploded before I heard my mother’s voice tell Doña Toña that she was leaving through the wrong door.

I hurried from the bathroom and ran through the other rooms in the house so that I could catch Doña Toña to show her the way out. I reached her as she was closing the door to my mother’s room and led her to the front of the house. As she was making her way down the stairs I heard her mumble something about “learning the secrets” then she looked up at me and smiled. I couldn’t help but smile back because her face looked like a brown jack-o-lantern with only one strange tooth carved into it. Doña Toña turned to walk down the remaining four stairs. I was going to ask her what she had said, but by the time I had the words formed in my mind, she had reached the street and was on her way home.

I went back inside the house and looked in on my mother. She was asleep. I knew that she was going to be all right and that it was not going to be because the “medicina” was beginning to work or because Doctor Herida knew what he was doing.
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