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“We’re moving back to México,” my dad proclaimed as we crowded
around the tiny table in my Abuelita Fina’s perpetually stuffy kitchen.
“Back? That implies we’ve lived there before,” I said, stunned by his
cavalier announcement. “What about our old house? Aren’t we getting
that back?”
My father furrowed his forehead in characteristic fashion, his thick
eyebrows gathering like storm clouds. He didn’t appreciate my budding
sense of sarcasm, which he also struggled to differentiate from my
obstinate naiveté. “The house is gone for good.”
My mother slouched visibly, wiping a tear away.
“And your mamá lived in Mexico,” he continued. “She was born and
raised there. She’ll be very happy to be closer to her mother. Won’t you?”
He searched her eyes for affirmation as she sullenly stared at the plate of
steaming chorizo con huevo Abuelita Fina slid before her.
The kitchen threatened to burst with the fragrance of spicy Mexican
sausage as Abuelita Fina reigned over the stove in her flowery house robe,
her head ingloriously crowned by pink curlers. Through the screen door,
I could hear my Cousin David playing fetch with Golden, a retriever that
had unexpectedly materialized at the front door one recent evening and
never left.
It was fun bunking with David, but I missed our home. I frequently
awoke in the middle of the night – in the sweltering heat trapped beneath
the creaky ceiling fan– and struggled to fall back asleep, fretfully reliving
the humiliation as the Sheriff’s deputy posted the foreclosure notice on
our front door and leaned on the hood of his cruiser while we loaded our
belongings into the dilapidated bakery van my dad used to haul tractortrailer tires. What he had claimed would be a short stay at his mother’s
house had turned into weeks and then months. In the cramped quarters,
everyone – Abuelita Fina, Uncle Nick, Cousin David, and I – could

overhear my parents arguing in hushed tones night after night. My uncle,
who had been living there since his divorce, had moved out onto the back
porch, relinquishing his room to my mom, dad, and little brother. Every
day, my dad left at the crack of dawn to toil at his tire plant, but no matter
how many tires he vulcanized and sold, the money couldn’t stretch like
the rubber he recapped them with. It was simply not sufficient to cover
the house payments, my school tuition, my brother Ruben’s mounting
medical bills, the trips to the children’s hospital for tests, and the varying
opinions regarding his confounding condition. Was it cerebral palsy? Was
it Dandy-Walker Syndrome? My father wouldn’t even repeat the words
“mental retardation,” which is what most of the doctors diagnosed him
with at the time. I had a sinking suspicion he suffered from all three, and
with every medical appointment, it seemed like – instead of answers – all
that my parents received were more vexing questions, more bad news,
and more hefty invoices.
“Mexico is the answer.” My dad’s eyes gleamed with the insouciant
excitement he usually reserved for one of his new business schemes. I
expected him to start scribbling numbers on a napkin, as he usually did
when detailing his business plans. “Everything costs less there. We can
rent a house dirt-cheap while we get back on our feet. And your Abuela
Carmela can help your poor mom with Ruben.”
“I can help her too, you know,” Abuelita Fina interjected from her wellworn spot at the stove. She was, after all, a full-fledged Abuela, a Mexican
grandmother, a woman who’d proven her mettle by raising not just her
own children, but also a grandchild or two for good measure.
“You have your hands full here already. Besides, a woman needs her
mother in times like these. Isn’t that so?” He once again sought my
mom’s support, but she was busy spooning her breakfast into Ruben’s
mouth. Although he barely fit in the high chair, he required its rigid
structure to support his flaccid and uncoordinated body.
“And what about the tire plant?” I asked, picturing the wooden
structure imploding by the railroad tracks.
“I’ll move it too,” he replied. “I’ll put it out on the ranch in Mexico.

Rent free! Our profits will soar.”
Stubbornly, I frowned, “But we’re American.”
They stared at me as if I’d just descended from the moon with Neil
Armstrong’s star-spangled banner in hand.
“We were Mexican first,” he schooled me. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter.
We’re Mexican-American. We’re both. We can live here. We can live
there. It doesn’t change who we are. What matters is that we provide for
ourselves and that I can put a roof over our heads. We can’t stay here
forever, like your Uncle Nick.”
“I heard that!” Uncle Nick bellowed from the back porch. “I’ll be back
on my feet soon. You’ll see.”
“Yeah, to go to the liquor store,” my dad muttered as he drained his
coffee.

Every morning at school, the nuns lined us all up in rows like soldiers
about to march into battle. There, in the parking lot, we placed our right
hands over our hearts and recited the national anthem.
It was no different on the last day of school. After our pledge of
allegiance, we filed neatly into our air-conditioned classrooms, our blue
and white uniforms drenched in morning sweat. That day, however,
instead of Sister Claire Veronica launching into the routine class schedule,
the Mother Superior visited our classroom, delivering a speech
specifically aimed at the eighth grade.
I’d attended St. Mary’s for four years, and now that my final semester
was winding to an end, it was widely assumed my classmates and I would
transfer seamlessly to high school at the crosstown Marist Academy. The
Mother Superior pontificated at great lengths – in her Irish accent – about
how well prepared we would be for the challenges the Marist brothers
would thrust in our faces. And then she ceremoniously paced up and
down the aisles handing each student a blood-red envelope. As my
classmates opened their missives, they extricated creamy cards bearing

elaborate script, smiling proudly and exchanging exuberant high-fives.
This, she said, was our exclusive invitation to an excellent Catholic school
education, our prestigious ticket towards an eventual college acceptance
and a life of unprecedented productivity, prosperity, and privilege. She
only hoped and prayed that we would be so kind as to learn from Jesus
and share that aforementioned prosperity with the Church and those in
need.
I glanced across the room at my best friend Jimmy, who beamed at his
pass to greatness.
As she swept by my desk, the Mother Superior hesitated, a red envelope
trembling in her hand. I reached out for it, but she hastily withdrew it.
“Mr. Lopez, please accompany me to my office when we’re done here,”
she clipped tersely, the corners of her shriveled lips turning unmistakably
downwards.
A communal “ooh” rose from the class as I flushed red with
embarrassment. How could this be? I had earned straight A’s. I had not
been disciplined in years, not since the time I’d gotten in trouble for
selling Mexican chile packets to the gringo students, making them sick to
their stomachs.
I followed her down the long hall, her stubby heels clicking on the shiny
marble floor, her navy blue cloak swirling behind her. In her office, she
motioned for me to sit across from her. Taking her seat, she placed the
red envelope bearing my name on her desk, her hands folding over it as
if she were about to pray. My eyes gravitated towards the cross hanging
on the wall over her head.
“Mr. Lopez, it is my solemn duty to address your special situation,” she
explained.
My eyes widened expectantly. Maybe my stellar grades had earned me
a scholarship to the Marist Academy. Maybe the nuns were about to
waive my unpaid tuition. Or better yet, maybe I’d been recruited to attend
one of the fancier Marist boarding schools up in the Northeast. The
future was wide open. This was my chance.
“I’m afraid the brothers at the Academy are hesitant to grant you a seat

at their school due to your parents’…” She paused, searching for the
appropriate phrase. “…lack of financial responsibility.”
I’d known for years my father struggled to keep pace with the tuition,
not to mention the utilities and, obviously, the mortgage payments, but
he worked so diligently I’d never once considered him irresponsible.
Wondering what then – if not a letter of admission – lurked within the
red envelope, I spoke, a tremor in my voice startling me, “So what
happens now, Sister?”
Sliding the red envelope towards me across her desk, she croaked,
“This is how much your parents owe our school. And, if you wish to
attend high school at the Marist Academy, the diocese demands that you
not only fulfill your obligation to us here at St. Mary’s, but that you also
prepay the entire year of tuition before you commence at the Academy.”
I grasped the envelope, but I didn’t bother opening it. I was naturally
good at numbers. I had witnessed the tuition bills piling up on my dad’s
grimy metal desk in the back room of the tire shop. I knew that, added
together with a whole year of fees at the Academy, the total would be
exorbitant, in the four digits, more than we could ever dream of affording.
I was as surprised to find my view of Sister Marie Antoinette wobbling
and wavering as I had been by my voice faltering. Don’t cry, I urged
myself. Be strong. Imagine what Jesus must have felt like dying on that
cross. Now that was pain. This is nothing. I fixed my eyes on the crucifix,
hoping that by gazing upwards, the threatening tears would be contained
within my eyelids.
“We enjoyed having you here as a student, Ramón,” her tone softened.
“You possess great promise.”
I yearned to ask her if I’d ever see my friends again? Was this the end
of the road for my education? I wanted to confess to her that I’d truly
come to believe this private schooling would be my ticket out of this
place, out of poverty. My father had sold me on this fantasy since the day
he’d plucked me from that makeshift, doublewide public school
classroom back in fifth grade and fortuitously planted me amongst the
rich kids and the nuns. And the Sisters of Holy Charity had egged him

on, hadn’t they? He had never provided comprehensive details, but he
had spurred me to study harder, convincing me the sisters insisted that I
contained the potential to be “number one,” that I was some sort of
Lopez Chosen One destined to hoist our family upwards and forwards in
the grand pursuit of the American Dream.
Were there no scholarships available? Should I ask? Should I swallow
whatever remnants of pride I might still cling to and beg, like the crippled
mendicants that littered the church steps on Sundays, hoping for alms to
fall from the hands of guilt-ridden churchgoers?
But I couldn’t bear to hear my voice crack and break again. I could not
allow the tears to stream down my cheeks, rendering me a helpless child
yet again. Instead, I clenched my jaw and rose swiftly to my feet, the red
envelope clasped tightly in my right hand. I nodded awkwardly as I held
my head up high in a vain attempt to keep my tears from spilling
downwards. And I raced to the boys’ bathroom, where I locked myself
in a stall and collapsed into uncontrollable sobs.

The red envelope lay crumpled into a ball on the greasy tire shop floor.
The statement of insurmountable tuition charges shuddered like the
portent of an earthquake in my father’s calloused and soot-streaked hand.
“I thought the nuns and the brothers were supposed to help people in
need,” I squinted through the steam rising from the scalding iron tire
molds.
“We’re not in need,” my dad asserted proudly. “It’s just a temporary
cash flow situation.”
How many times had I heard that? It seemed that in the vocabulary of
the Lopez men, “temporary” could apply to the entirety of our transitory
existence on this Earth.
“People who are sick. People who are disabled. People whose bodies
or brains don’t work as they should. They are the ones in need.”
“Like Ruben?”
The paper floated in the air as his massive open hand flashed through

the shadows and struck my cheek. Then I could not stop the tears. I fled
the tire shop, frantically streaking into the bright summer light.
“Ramón!” He shouted over the hiss of the steam rising from the tire
molds. “Come back here.”
Dashing along the tracks, all I could think of was escaping the sweat
and the stench of the baking rubber, the grime and the sting of the
vaporized, synthetically enhanced dust in my eyes, mirror images of his
own dark and brooding visage. His deluded dreams. Why had he sowed
these bitter seeds of disappointment in my heart?
At a bend in the tracks, I veered off into the old graveyard. There, I
searched for a familiar spot beneath a giant cottonwood tree. The name
“Lopez” was chiseled into an unremarkable grey stone. I’d come here
with my Abuelita Fina on Dia de los Muertos plenty of times. Every year,
she religiously brought pan dulce, sugar skulls, and bright orange-colored
paper marigolds to dutifully adorn her departed husband’s tomb. I’d
never met him, my abuelo. He was nothing more to me than a quarter of
my DNA and a cryptic face in a handful of tattered black and white
photographs, a foreign stranger in a white guayabera, straw hat, and
green-tinted, horn-rimmed glasses. Sitting there on the crumbling grass,
I wondered if he had ever slapped my dad? Whipped him with the belt?
Exhorted him to accomplish the impossible tasks that he himself could
not master? Generation after generation, these Lopez men passed down
the wisdom that our people had come here to America to make a better
life, to make progress that was impossible south of the border. But
generation after generation, it seemed we remained stuck in a cycle. Now
my father was determined to turn back the clock, literally go backward,
and retrace the steps of his father in retrograde. It was sheer madness. I
glared at my grandfather’s name on the tombstone. I was angry at him. I
hated him for dying before finishing his job. Maybe it was his fault my
father seemed so incomplete.


“I’ll take no part in it,” I said.
“What do you mean?” She replied, as always carrying her oversized
baby in her arms. Did she ever put him down? He was seven and still
hapless. How much longer could she keep carrying him? I stared at her
bulging biceps.
“I will not be moving with you to Mexico.”
Finally, she placed Ruben in his playpen, where he began to writhe and
cry. “But you have no choice.”
“Of course, I have a choice. We all have choices. We make them every
day. Just like you choose to stay with Dad despite everything. I choose to
make my own way.”
“But you’re still a child!” She began crying too.
“I’m no younger than my grandfather was when he was orphaned down
in Mexico during the Revolution and made his way up here to the
border.”
“You’ve been listening to too many of your Abuelita Fina’s stories.”
“Well, they’re true.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because I’m an American. I belong here. My future is here. I’m not
going backward.”
“But you said the Academy won’t take you because of the money we
owe.”
“I’ll go to public school. I was born here. It’s my right. I’ve learned a
lot with the nuns, and I’ll do great. I’ll be ‘number one,’ like Dad wants.
And I’ll get into college and make it out of this place.”
“What’s so wrong with this place?” She protested indignantly, acting
like she’d created it.
“Are you kidding?” I scoffed. “It’s basically Mexico, but with tap water
you can drink. And even then, you don’t want to because it’s brown and
smells bad.”
Ruben screamed as my mother wept.
Finally, I picked him up and bounced him up and down against my
chest. Immediately, he hushed and stared at me with his uniquely

unnerving, vapidly vacant gaze.
“Que demonios!” My dad huffed, filling the room with his
overwhelming presence. “What’s going on in here?”
“He’s not coming with us,” she cried.
He looked at me as if I had just shot him in the gut. “What?”
“I’m staying here at Abuelita Fina’s. If I live here in Brownsville, I can
at least go to the public high school, but if I move with you to Matamoros,
they won’t allow it.”
“Your place is with us,” he commanded. “You can study in Mexico.”
“No thanks. I belong here. My Spanish isn’t even that good.”
Our eyes clashed as my heart raced. I had never dared contradict him,
much less confront him. I expected him to hit me again, to barrel towards
me and mow me down, to toss me out the window onto the back porch,
and then kick me into the dusty yard where Golden might take mercy on
me and lick my wounds. Instinctively, he raised his hand to strike me, but
then he stopped, as if some invisible force had come between us in that
instant, held his hand aloft, protected me for an instant but divided us for
an eternity.
“This isn’t over,” he snarled, storming out of the house with a slam of
the front door.
When my mother opened her arms toward me, I thought she was going
to give me a hug, but then I realized she simply wanted me to hand Ruben
back to her. That’s why he hadn’t hit me. It hadn’t been God or Jesus or
the divine peace of the Holy Spirit restraining him. Ruben had been the
invisible force shielding me from my father’s wrath.

The house my father rented in Matamoros was a ten-minute drive across
the river from Abuelita Fina’s. It was on the same block as my Abuela
Carmela’s house, where my mother had grown up. In Mexico, there were
no zoning laws, so the residences were crammed between bodegas and
hardware stores. Most people ran one or more businesses out of their

homes in these neighborhoods that teetered between the chaos of
poverty and the somewhat sufferable stability of Mexico’s floundering
middle class.
He rented the house without letting anyone else see it first. “It’s close
to your mother’s place, so that’s all that matters,” he assured my mom as
we traversed the river.
Once we wormed our way through the tangled traffic into the center
of the densely populated city, she relaxed as she recognized the
neighborhood of her youth. How bad could it be, returning home?
The structure was one story and made of cinderblock somebody had
forgotten to paint, both inside and out. Like most homes in Matamoros,
there was no front lawn, just a wall with a door in it, right off the busy
street. Within those clammy walls, the noises of the city reverberated
exponentially, and the heat suffocated us as we ventured tentatively
through its low-ceiling hallways like cautious explorers on a colonizing
mission. Overhead, bald light bulbs illuminated the way. My mother put
on a brave front, but I could tell she was devastated. This was not a home;
it was a prison. At least our hovel in Southmost had been warm and soft,
made of wood. But this was my nightmare vision of a Siberian gulag. In
the back, there was a tiny kitchen with a rustic gas stove and a rusted
fridge. It opened up to an even tinier patch of dirt, which was meant to
serve as the backyard. Out there, a concrete sink was designed to wash
clothes, and overhead wires spanned the space for drying clothes. The
four of us filled the space to the point of discomfort as our tight shoulders
rubbed against each other. We could hear the neighbor talking to his pig
over the crest of the glass-spiked wall. In Mexico, it was commonplace to
shatter beer and soda bottles and encrust the tops of cement walls with
the shards for security. On the other side, the elderly man was assuring
his pig that its life had been worthwhile and that its impending death
would serve a noble purpose, to feed his family. Soon, his sharp blade
would slice its throat and spill its blood. And its final squeal would pierce
the night.
Horrified, my mother scuttled back inside the house. I lingered on the

patio with my father, wondering if the carnage would ensue immediately
or if the man would wait, rousing his neighbors in the middle of the night
with the dying animal’s blood-curdling shrieks.
“You’ll spend most of your time at your mother’s,” my father consoled
her during the ride back to Brownsville.
Not having uttered a word during the entire international trip, I
harbored no desire to begin now, as we sat in congested traffic on the
bridge. But then he had to goad me.
“And you, Ramóncito? What did you think?” He feigned unbridled
optimism as only he could.
“There were no power outlets,” was what came out of my mouth as I
stared out the car window at paraplegic beggars scooting about on crudely
made skateboards, palms outstretched for change.
“What do you mean?” My mother prodded.
“I mean just that,” I explained. “Where there should be outlets, there
were holes in the wall with wires sticking out.”
“That’s a simple fix,” my dad waved his hand dismissively. “A trip to
the hardware store.”
“Which is conveniently located next door,” I added sourly.
I could sense his eyes glowering at me via the rearview mirror. Next to
me, Ruben hunched asleep in a child car seat three sizes too small for
him.
The cars inched slowly towards the summit of the bridge, hovering over
the center of the Rio Grande below. My mother stared somberly out her
window towards the East. Out there, my dad often mentioned, the river
flowed out to the Gulf of Mexico.
I thought of the water channeling restrained within the banks, one to
the south and another to the north, people teeming in the shoulder-high
weeds at its edge yearning to cross, and I wondered if the river felt
liberated when it met the sea.
“I can’t do it,” I whispered.
This time I sensed both sets of parental eyes on me, his boring
disapprovingly through the mirrors, hers peering knowingly at me over

her shoulder.
The cars moved yet again. Starting and then stopping. With each release
of the brake and each subsequent depression, the car lurched and then
halted; Ruben’s head slumped forwards and then rolled backward.
“What was that, Ramón?” My father dared me.
I looked out at that river carving its wound towards freedom. I shut my
eyes tight. I imagined myself drawing energy and power from that water
flowing, and I heard myself repeat, “I can’t do it.”
“Can’t do what?” My mother insisted even though she knew the answer
to her question.
“Can’t move with you.”
Now the car lurched and halted more vigorously, violently even, as my
father fumed at the wheel. I expected him to lash out at me, put me in
my place, insist that I must follow his commands and follow wherever
they went, even if it was to the furthest corner of the world.
A few minutes passed. As my agitated pulse slowed, I saw his eyes shift
in the mirror towards the silhouette of my mother leaning into her
windowsill. Then I understood, perhaps for the first time, he was picking
his battles.
“What did you think, amor?” He asked in a softer tone of voice, but he
wasn’t fooling either one of us.
She sniffled, dabbing her ruddy nose with a tissue.
“Amor?” He pressed, gritting his teeth.
“It will do,” she assented.
Uncomfortably, our eyes met again in the mirror. Then the light flashed
green, indicating we should advance towards the immigration officer.

On the last night my parents and Ruben stayed at Abuelita Fina’s house,
Cousin David and I hung a pair of pink and white hammocks our
grandfather had brought from the Yucatan decades earlier. Swaying in
the Gulf breeze beneath the rustling palms, we gazed at the brightly

punctuated constellations in the inky sky.
“What’s public school like?” I asked my freckle-faced cousin, his curly
locks tumbling down to his shoulders as he stared up at the stars.
“You’ve been there. You know. It’s like mud instead of sand. It’s like
smoke instead of air.”
I grimaced. It had been a while. “I’m not used to it anymore.”
“You can do it. Everyone else does.”
“Good point.”
We swung silently for a while.
“It’ll cool to be in the same class finally,” he said. “Too bad Cousin
Bobby can’t join us.”
“Yeah,” I thought of our cousin stranded in San Benito, the next town
over, his father, our ephemeral Uncle Bobby, still MIA, just like he’d been
back in ‘Nam in ’72. “Too bad.”
“Don’t worry, man. We’ll look out for each other,” David said.
I wondered what skills I could bring to that endeavor. After another
long pause staring at the sky, I ventured to plumb the depths of
knowledge only he could fathom, “David?”
“Yeah?”
“What’s it like to live without your parents around?”
He waited for a while before he answered. I imagined him swimming
through a tumult of indescribable emotion. And then he said, “Abuelita
Fina’s alright.”
I shifted onto my side and looked at him. He grinned back, mischief
lurking in his eyes like he was a Mexican jack o’ lantern of some sort.

When they left, it was like surgery without anesthetic. Organs rudely
removed from one’s body.
The furniture we spirited from our Southmost shack had lingered all
summer long in the delivery van, a rusting testament to my father’s
stagnant sales prospects. Surrounded by towering weeds, the vehicle

squatted next to the disintegrating brick barbecue pit my grandfather
mythically erected with his own hands when my dad was knee-high to a
tlacuache.
After several attempts, my dad coaxed the van to life and maneuvered
it clumsily into the front yard. The driveway sloped down towards the
Lincoln Park Resaca, two strips of cracked cement, grass sprouting
between them like unkempt hair.
My mother embraced me, Ruben sandwiched between us, his mournful
moans subsiding as his skin pressed against mine beneath the triple digit
sun. Maybe for the first time, but certainly not for the last, I respected
her. Why? Because she did not beg for me to accompany them across
that violent, watery divide. Quite the opposite, as my father stared
expectantly at me, she reinforced her stand, “Vámonos, José. Déjalo con
tu mamá.”
Defeated, he hung his head and slid behind the vast wheel of the
“panadera,” as we called it. It was a bakery truck, but the baked goods it
delivered were tires instead of bread or donuts.
He scowled reproachingly at me through the cracked windshield as they
backed out of the driveway with our family’s meager goods. Many things
had stumped and confounded him in life, but his son defying him had
been the last contingency he would have imagined.
Probably to reassure her own son more than me, in that final instant of
their departure, Abuelita Fina, wrapped her hefty arm around my slender
shoulders and smiled proudly. No descendants of hers would ever find
themselves without a place to call home, without a patch of dirt to pledge
allegiance.
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