“An exaggeration is a truth that has lost its temper.”

                                           -- Kahil Gibran 

This is a story that I would like to share with you that I heard long ago in either a border town honkie tonk or an especially bad AA meeting. 

Whether or not it is true I leave to you to decide, for I have given up putting its details in either category. 

However, it is one of those tall tales that we hope has at least a mustard seed of truth to it, and the fact that it has been in the back regions of my mind for years, and I have heard from both the Texas and Mexican side of the Rio Grande as to its authenticity caused me to write this ambivalent benediction as a cure to all that is wrong with this modern day world. 

He was called after he died the Gringo Angel. 

I can’t use the exact Spanish translation, since most of my so-called classy reading audience used English as their official ear, I will not bother to give you a lesson in the poetics of the Tex-Mex dialect. 

The Angel, it was said sarcastically by those who knew him, was an ugly creature, for he had been cursed with a burned face and a body riddled by smallpox. You know those markings that cry out for either horror or Christian sympathy, causing repulsion from the most hardened of human eyesight. 

As it is with most ugly spirits, came the additional hushed rumors of evil and sexual perversion that were untrue and cruel. 

It was safe to say, that no one knew where the Gringo Angel had come from and why he’s face had been burnt so baldy. 

One theory that held sway around Veteran’s Day was he’d been a pilot in the last American war, barely surviving a crash landing up around Fort Mosby. 

On the Texas side of the river, it was common for Anglo mothers to tell their children, “Stay away from that monster, do you hear me children?” 

The local sheriff, Bubba Taylor, kept a close eye on the Angel, and there was never any evidence that the homeless man committed any offense other than jay walking and talking to himself when mistreated by the so called finer folks of Texas society. 

But Taylor made sure this so called beast was fed and had a warm place to sleep, at least on his watch. 

South of the border, however, the Gringo Angel was cursed with further abuse and indignation for with poverty and lack of education caused further demonstration of bigotry and abuse against him. During full moons, it was not uncommon the Angel was beaten to the point of death by roving drug gangs and corrupt Mexican policemen. 

Often, when the sun set, the marked man was go into hiding, for he knew as well all do, the nighttime brings out the worst with insecure people. 

Yet, the Angel survived for years, and when the universe was benevolent at Christmas and Easter, he was treated with a banana peel of charity. 

But he loved the library, and when one beautiful lady was on duty, she would allow him to sit alone, of course, in the section of those great books marked with poetry and fiction. 

Maria, I think her name was, would tell him, “Sir, we have a new collection of Ambrose Bierce, would you like to see it?” 

The Angel would nod, saying nothing, advertising a shy smile, wanting not to incriminate any innocent humans or other creatures of the night space. 

Yet, as the legend continues, Maria was attuned to suffering herself, her husband abandoning her with three small children to raise, and, of course, leaving no forwarding address. 

Often her kids were left home while Maria worked, and as we all know, unattended children can visit heaven and hell in no short order at all, playing close to the Rio Grande near a section of that legendary river that was susceptible to runoff and flash flooding. 

As fate would have it, the rains were harsher than in past summer days, where the usually knee deep river was now a full fledged nightmare. 

Sundown was coming, and Maria was worried about her three children, for she had tried phoning them several times without an answer. 

As she was walking out of her office, Maria always saw the Gringo Angel standing at the circulation desk with a new stack of books. 

He was in no hurry, but as the rains came down harder, Maria’s anxiety became more evident. “Angel, I cannot close this library for another hour, you know where I live, can you check on my three children?” 

The Angel nodded, saying nothing, leaving his books to be picked up at another time.  

Maria’s co-worker overhead this conversation, as soon as the Angel walked she corned Maria, saying, “Why would you trust that monster with your kids?” 

“He’s not a monster, Judy; he’s a good man who’s just got a bad deal by life.” 

“Nobody can look at his face, Maria, except you. There is a rumor that you sent him a turkey for Christmas.” 

Maria smiled, she did not have time to respond to such silliness, her only concern where her two beautiful little girls and handsome young son.

 

What happened next is the source of myth and latent gossip, and here is the point where logic takes a back seat to faith. 

The Angel quickly arrived at Maria house and saw her three children clinging to life by a small tree in the middle of the Rio Grande.  

They were all dangerously close to the Gringo rapids as they were called, meaning if the kids let go of their slender hold, death was a certainty for all three little ones. 

The Angel jumped in without hesitation, quickly swam towards the children. He was a strong swimmer under normal conditions, but this current was brutal, and took its toll upon him aging body. 

Gathering the first child he came to he swam back to the river banks depositing her onto the muddy safety of the riverbank. 

Again the Angel went back for the other sister and finally Maria’s son. He was exhausted, while the unforgiving Rio Grande was about to crest at twenty feet above flood level. 

Maria arrived just in time to witness what happened next, for as the Angel swam to meet her with her young son, he slipped, briefly losing his balance with his final cargo and to Maria it looked as if the Angel might have given up. 

She screamed, “You animal, don’t you kill my child, do you here me!” 

The Angel regained his balance, and delivered Maria’s last child to her outstretched and doubting arms. 

Refusing to come aground, he gently pushed off, allowing the mighty current to take him down stream into legend and Mexico, beyond the sights and sounds of the Big Bend. 

He was never seen again. 

Maria gathering her family together never forgave herself, trying to find out what became of the Gringo Angel.  

Finally she and her family moved away from this border town, digesting herself into America’s mainstream. 

As time went by, and as her children grew up, they also tried telling journalists and historians what happened that late August Day, before meeting me some years back. 

But sadly nobody would believe them, for each contracted facial smallpox, and although healthy, wealthy and wise, their faces assumed the look of Gringo Angels. 

And as well all know, many folks, perhaps including me, like our heroes to be beautiful. 
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