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Old Friends



THE END WAS COMING, but I didn’t see it coming.

I was done for the day. The sun had set, my shovel was on my shoulder, and I was walking up the path to the village. As I passed under a high stone wall, my mind only on my empty stomach, a shadowy figure swooped down on me with a shriek that could have raised the dead. I let out a yelp and leaped out of the way.

“Scared you,” cried my best friend, Rico Rivera. “Scared you bad, Victor Flores.”

I shook my shovel at him. “Mano, you’re lucky I didn’t attack you with this.”

“What did you think I was?”

“A flying cow, you maniac.”

“You should have heard yourself! You squealed like a pig!”

I could only laugh. It had been a long time since Rico had pulled a trick like this. This was the way it used to be with Rico and me, until three years ago, when Rico started trade school in the city of Silao. He lived there now with his sister, whose husband worked at the General Motors plant. Sometimes Rico came home to the village on weekends, but I wouldn’t always see him. We were fifteen years old now, with life pulling us in different directions, but we still called each other ’mano. We were hermanos in our hearts. Actual brothers couldn’t have grown up much closer.

Rico put his arm around my shoulder. “I have something to tell you, Victor.” Suddenly he wasn’t joking around. “Follow me,” Rico said gravely. “I have a secret to show you.”

“You know how I hate secrets. I thought there weren’t any between us.”

“A couple of minutes, and there won’t be.”

Dusk was deepening as Rico led me past the village church, past the cemetery and the dirt field where we’d played fútbol and béis-bol ever since I could remember. I followed my friend to the old village, abandoned after an earthquake hundreds of years before. All that remained, overgrown with brush, vines, and cactus, were the stone walls built to hold back the hillside. The moon was up, but its light was weak and eerie. This was a place to stay away from.

Rico paused where one of these ancient walls was especially thick with giant prickly pear. “We have to crawl underneath the cactus,” he announced.

I wasn’t so sure.

“It should be easy for you, Victor. C’mon, Tortuga.”

Only Rico called me Turtle. It was a little joke of his. With his long legs, he’d always been the better sprinter, but not by much. “Turtle,” though, was only partly about running. Mostly it had to do with my cautiousness.

Here and now, I had reason to be cautious. This was where my four sisters collected cactus fruit and also the pads for roasting as nopales. Teresa, the oldest of my sisters, always carried a stick on account of the rattlesnakes.

Unlike Rico, I was afraid of rattlesnakes. “It’s too murky to be crawling in there,” I told him.

“I know what you’re afraid of, but it’s the middle of March. They haven’t come out yet. Just follow me.”

As always, Rico went first. Once inside, we sat next to each other, our backs to the ancient wall. “Just like the old days,” Rico said.

I liked hearing him say that, but it wasn’t like Rico to be sentimental. What was this all about? Maybe it was going to be a trick after all. There would be no secret.

“Watch this,” Rico said as he reached into a crevice and brought out a small glass jar. With a gleam in his eye, he placed it in my hand. In the patchy moonlight, I had to bring the jar close to my face to make out what was inside. It was a roll of money, and not pesos. American greenbacks, with the number 100 showing. “How much?” I gasped.

“There are fifteen of those. You’re looking at one thousand, five hundred American dollars.”

I was astounded. In school I had learned to convert kilos to pounds and kilometers to miles. But pesos to dollars was different, floating up and down. The last I heard, it was eleven to one. That meant this was more than sixteen thousand pesos. My family could get by for more than a year on this much money. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Your parents gave it to you?”

“My parents? Did you hit your head, ’mano?”

“Did you win the lottery? Is the money yours, Rico?”

“It’s mine. It’s from one of my brothers in the States. It’s my coyote money.”

The expression meant only one thing. Coyotes were the smugglers who took people across the border to El Norte.

It didn’t seem possible. “You’re leaving for the other side?”

“Yes, I’m leaving Mexico. I’m going to cross the wire. Destination, the United States of America.”
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This Is My Chance



RICO TWIRLED HIS MONEY jar in the moonlight. “In the last year, Victor, the price that the coyotes charge to get you across the border has gone from a thousand dollars to fifteen hundred. And here it is, fifteen hundred.”

“It’s not only more expensive,” I said, “it’s more difficult and dangerous. It must be really bad. From the whole village, only four men came home this winter.”

“I know. When they leave, they’re taking me with them. It’s going to be exciting. Fortino, the leader, says we might have to try a couple of times before we make it across. I’ll make it, no problem—I’m a fast runner.”

Rico wanted me to be excited for him. How could I pretend I was? It was all too much: this fortune in bills to be handed over to the smugglers, and even more so, the danger Rico thought was so appealing.

“I’m not afraid,” he insisted.


“You should be.”

“It’s different for you, Victor, because of what happened to your father. I understand. He was unlucky, that’s all.”

This hurt. My father had traveled back and forth across the wire many times, working in El Norte and returning to the family for only a few precious months every winter. Four years ago, he returned home in a coffin. He had always worked in the fields and the orchards, but this time he had taken a job helping to build the foundation for a new high school in the state of South Carolina. When the accident happened, my father and a friend from the village were doing some shovel work in a deep, sandy trench. With no warning, the walls collapsed on them. Both of them were killed.

“Why do you think you will be lucky?” I asked. “What about the desert? Every day, it is said, people die in the desert.”

“That may be true, but think how many get through to shake the hand of Mickey Mouse.”

Rico was smiling at his little joke. I was still too stunned to laugh. “Don’t be so serious, Victor. Once I get across the border, it’s the land of opportunity. Everyone agrees, everything’s better in the States. It’s not like I’m making this all up. A teacher from my school quit two weeks ago to go work at a Laundromat in Los Angeles.”

Rico knew a lot about El Norte. Ever since I could remember, he liked everything American—cars, music, fashions. His hair was cut short and bleached the same yellow as his Lakers cap.

“You said your brother gave you this money. Which brother?”

“Reynaldo, the oldest. He wired it to a Western Union in Silao, in care of Fortino.”


Rico was the last of eleven children, the baby of his family. He’d come along like a miracle after his brothers and sisters had already left home. Most of them lived and worked in the States, but his parents allowed no contact. As Rico had often told me, they were afraid he would run off to join them.

“Isn’t Reynaldo the one your father never even speaks of?”

“I guess they never got along. Reynaldo is the one with the most money. He takes care of people’s swimming pools in Tucson. Reynaldo even has one of his own—imagine that! He has another business, too, buying and selling cars.”

Rico always spoke of cars with reverence, even in front of his father, who couldn’t afford one. Nobody in Los Árboles could, and the same went for tractors. Ours was a village with so little that it didn’t even have the trees it was named after.

“You’ve told your parents,” I said.

“Are you crazy? I can’t tell them.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow! March is the best time, before the desert gets hot.”

I felt queasy. Rico had grown up knowing he was supposed to stay home, nearby, like his sister in Silao. If he did well at the technical school, he would be able to get a job where his brother-in-law worked, putting together the Suburbans at the General Motors plant. His parents were counting on him to look after them in their old age. I had heard Rico’s mother say these things more times than I could remember.

No, I shouldn’t have been surprised about Rico leaving for the States. Rico wanted all the things that money could buy. But just as much, it was the adventure he was after.

I didn’t know what to say. I had no desire to go to the other side. Living in El Norte had been the dream of my family a long time ago, but that dream died even before my father did. It had become too expensive and too dangerous to sneak an entire family across.

Rico twirled his money jar and said, “Things are complicated in my house, not simple like in yours, Victor.”

I didn’t want to argue, not now. Things were not simple for my family, they were scary. Rico knew I had to raise a crop of corn to sell every year, but he didn’t know that the little money my father had left behind was long gone, and the price of corn kept falling like a crippled bird. Rico didn’t know we were teetering on the brink of disaster. My sisters’ hand-me-down clothes were practically in tatters. No toys for my little brother. And Rico didn’t know what it felt like to be hungry, really hungry, the way we had been this winter. Turning the soil these last few weeks, sometimes I got so light-headed I thought I would faint.

I hadn’t been able to talk to Rico about these things before, and I couldn’t bring myself to do it now. “Have you even met your oldest brother?” I asked.

“He was here once when I was little, but I don’t remember him.”

“If he doesn’t even know you, why would he give you the coyote money?”

“Because I asked him for it. I wrote to him. I told him I wanted to work, that I’d help clean the swimming pools, wash cars, do anything.”

“How could you write to him? How did you know where to write?”


“I found a letter from him, to my parents. They never showed it to me. I found it in a chest at home.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t even get the money until last week. There was no time to tell you. And now I have to go, and go soon.”

“Why is that?”

“Haven’t you heard? The Americans are talking about letting everybody work legally—everybody who is already there. But you have to get across now, as soon as you can. Once you’re a legal worker, it’s only a matter of time before they change the law some more, and allow you to become a citizen. That’s what everyone thinks is going to happen.”

“Rico, I just don’t see how you’re going to tell your parents.”

“I didn’t say I was,” he snapped. “I would if I could, Victor! But if I tell them, they won’t let me go—you know that. ’Mano, they’ll never forgive me for doing this, but I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t.”

“You can’t leave like a thief in the night, without their blessing.”

“I won’t have to go in the night. My parents are going into Silao tomorrow on the morning bus. I’ll take the afternoon bus.”

I bit my tongue to hold back words that should never be spoken between friends.

“Do you think this is easy for me?” Rico said. “My heart is breaking.”

“Don’t go, then. You still have time to reconsider.”

“Believe me, that’s all I’ve been doing. This is my chance! You should be happy for me!”


“I’m afraid for you.”

“Victor, you are my best friend. After I leave, I want you to tell my parents.”

“Me? How can I?”

“You’ll be able to say that you didn’t know, that I didn’t tell you either, not until the last minute.”

“What if it doesn’t work out about the swimming pools?”

“I’ll work in the fields, whatever it takes.”

“You hate working in the fields!”

A silence grew between us as I thought about Rico’s parents, and the danger. To my surprise, my friend began sobbing.

My childhood had ended when my father died, when I left the village school and began to work in the fields. Rico’s ended when this idea had taken root in his mind.

Rico wiped away the tears and said, “I’m going.”

I reached for my friend and embraced him. If he had to stay home against his will, he was going to be like a lion in a cage. I tried to speak but found it impossible.

“I will miss you,” I finally managed. “Very much.”

“Ask my parents to forgive me, Victor.”

“I will. Will I ever see you again, Rico?”

“Who can say? Whatever happens, you’ll always be my brother, even if you are a turtle.”

Through the sting of my own tears, I said farewell. “Travel well, my brother.”







3

Trouble of My Own



LOS ÁRBOLES IS AN out-of-the-way place surrounded by mountains. From the village, it’s a walk of a mile to reach the back road that runs between Guanajuato, the beautiful city of old churches, and Silao, the not-so-beautiful city of auto plants. Silao is closer, and that’s where people from the village go to shop. Los Árboles has only one small store for things like candy, sodas, and lottery tickets. This Saturday morning, there were many people walking the dirt track through the fields to catch the bus.

Hoping to avoid Rico’s parents, I kept my eyes on my shovel work. There was still a chance Rico would change his mind, and I would not have to tell them the news that would break their hearts. Keep working, I told myself. Think only about the crop you’ll soon be planting.

The only answer I knew to the falling price of corn was to plant more corn. In addition to my family’s plot, I was tilling two pieces of ground long gone to weeds. They didn’t belong to us, but that was okay. Most of the fields lay fallow, abandoned by men working in El Norte or by families who had left for the cities—usually Querétaro or Mexico City.

I knew why Señor Rivera was going into Silao, but I couldn’t guess what would take Rico’s mother away with her son home for the weekend, unless it was shopping for the makings of a special dinner for him.

It was impossible to think of Rico’s parents without remembering their kindness. Ten years before, when my father knocked on their door, the Riveras opened it to complete strangers. The rain forest of Chiapas, close by the Guatemala border, was where we actually were from, a land of monkeys and parrots, giant snakes and jaguars, poverty and violence. My parents had been caught up in the struggle of the poor to grow crops on land that belonged to the wealthy. In the end, we had to flee for our lives, and were trying to reach the United States. We made it halfway when my father was robbed by a pickpocket at the bus station in Silao.

A priest from Silao gave my father a little money and put us on a bus heading for the city of Guanajuato, with instructions for the driver to let us off at the path to Los Árboles. We would know we were on the right track if we were walking toward the outstretched hands of El Cristo Rey, the gigantic statue of Christ the King that crowns the summit of the mountain above the village. The priest told my father to go find Señor Emilio Rivera, who was a leader in his village and a friend to strangers. That was Rico’s father. We have lived here ever since.


“Victor! Victor!” A familiar voice was calling my name and bringing me back to the present. Rico’s father was motioning to me. He was wearing his best going-to-town jeans and a clean shirt. His black felt cowboy hat over his thick silver hair made him look even more dignified than usual.

Señora Rivera, also dressed up, went ahead slowly with one of her friends.

Señor Rivera limped toward me. Pangs of guilt and shame ran through me for the terrible secret I was keeping. Had Rico been able to sleep? I’d woken exhausted, as if all night I’d been wrestling a wild beast. I ran to meet the old man, to save him the trouble. His limp was from the tractor accident in Colorado that ended his migrations. He had worked in El Norte for almost thirty years, though not since Rico was a small child.

“I only have a minute,” Señor Rivera said. “At the house, I’ve sharpened a shovel. You’re welcome to borrow it. Trade for a day, and I’ll sharpen yours.”

I thanked him. Rico’s father was proud to be a campesino, a true man of the countryside. He had a great love for the village and wanted to believe that there was still a future for farming in Los Árboles. He had started the village co-op a few years before when the price of corn started the slide that wasn’t over yet. The co-op was so the growers could sell their crops all together and get a better price than they would if they sold small amounts by themselves.

“This evening I will bring back the news from the meeting of the co-ops,” Señor Rivera said, “about the outlook for the prices this year.”


I wiped sweat from my eyes and said, “I will be saying my prayers.”

Midday came, and I left the field for our comida. Three of my sisters were already at the table. Mamá called from her outdoor oven. Our little brother, Chuy, ran to open the door for her, his eyes big as our empty plates, ever hopeful for a miracle of loaves and fishes.

The platter of tortillas and the bowl of rice and beans were going to make a meager meal. As my mother set the food down, I grappled with my feelings. I was the man of the family. I should have been able to provide better than this.

Graciela joined us from behind one of the blankets hanging over the openings of the two small bedrooms. “Who took my lipstick?” she cried. The youngest of the girls, Graciela was nine and very protective of her birthday present.

Little Chuy bugged out his eyes and puckered his lips like a fish. They were bright red.

Graciela got a look on her face, and was about to reach for Chuy. Mamá saw this coming, bowed her head, and began to say the grace, which she added onto at the end. She said that the last night of frost was coming soon. This year we would plant an especially big garden. By the middle of April, we would have fresh greens.

“Pepe de Chu-ey!” Graciela cried as soon as Mamá was finished. “Where did you put it?”

“On my lips,” the chango said, with his monkey grin.

“Give it back!” She lunged for his pockets but he darted away.


“Enough,” Mamá said. “Sit down, both of you.”

“Chuy,” Graciela hissed. “I’ll get you later.”

Mamá served me first, with Teresa, Mari Cruz, Isabel, Graciela, and little Chuy looking on. Chuy was short for Jesús. His baptismal name was José de Jesús. Sometimes we called him by both nicknames—Pepe de Chuy.

My sisters and brother watched Mamá pack my tortilla half full of beans and rice, then place a bowl of rice with milk in front of me. It was left over from my early meal, before the others were even awake. “Something extra for all that hard digging the rest of the day,” she said to me, but it was more for the others, especially Chuy, who was born with three stomachs.

I gave my bowl of rice with milk to my brother, who hadn’t yet learned to hide his hunger. Mamá disapproved, Graciela groaned. I couldn’t help it. Seeing my little brother hungry always felt like a knife turning in my heart. He was only five years old.

I went back to work. An hour later my mother, sisters, and Chuy came down to the field. They broke up the clods behind me and raked the earth smooth as they had been doing weekday afternoons. When the time came for hoeing the weeds, and finally for harvesting, I would need their help with that, also.

By late afternoon I was alone again and keeping my eye on the path. This time I was working in the plot farthest from it. If Rico was going to pass by with the men who were leaving, I didn’t want to be close enough to see his face or have him see mine. I busied myself slinging rocks off the field and worrying about the price I would get when the time came to sell this year’s corn. The price had to go up this summer, it just had to. We needed the cash money, and more than we made last year—real money to buy all the things we couldn’t keep going without. If the news Señor Rivera brought home this evening was bad, I didn’t know what we were going to do. It was me who should be going north, not Rico.

At the time of last summer’s disappointment, I tried to get Rico’s father to explain why the prices kept going down every year. “Here is the reason,” Señor Rivera said with his voice beginning to tremble. “All over Mexico, people are buying less and less of our own corn for cornmeal. American corn is cheaper. Mexican corn is heading for the edge of the cliff.”

None of this made sense to me, but I never got more of an explanation. The subject made Rico’s father very upset.

From the corner of my eye I saw a group of men walking toward the road to catch the afternoon bus to Silao. These were the men leaving for El Norte. Were there four, or were there five? The way they were bunched up, I couldn’t tell. Was Rico with them or not?

No family members kept them company on their way to the bus. That was the custom. There was too much sadness about the leaving. Good-byes were said at home, behind closed doors.

I took a long look. I tried to make out something that would identify my friend. The sun caught some short yellow hair showing under a yellow baseball cap. It was Rico.
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The Bells of Los Árboles



I WATCHED THE BUS DISAPPEAR, and with it my best friend. There was nothing to do but put my foot to my shovel.

It was tough digging. The soil had to be freed from the roots of the weeds, and the winter frosts had brought rocks to the surface. I kept at it until the sun was low in the sky, until I saw the late bus from Silao returning.

The village bells were tolling, possibly to mark the return of the bus. Old Carmita, who lived close by the church, rang them for any and all occasions, real and imagined. She had rung them at the funeral of my father as he was lowered into the ground behind the church. After that, the bells always made me uneasy. As people stepped off the bus and started up the path, I felt light-headed, weak all over. How was I going to tell Rico’s parents that he had run away?

I felt almost paralyzed as the villagers drew closer, among them the proud man with the black hat and silver hair. It was Señor Rivera who had spoken up for me when the teacher in the village school wasn’t going to let me enroll without a birth certificate. Señor Rivera had been like a second father to me. The idea of telling Rico’s mother was even more terrifying. All those years she had welcomed me into her beautiful home, a dark-faced Indian kid from Chiapas who lived on dirt floors and without electricity. Fed me, encouraged me, told me how smart I was.

What was I going to say to them?

As the people got closer and began to pass by, I went back to work, hoping Rico’s parents would also pass by. Instead, I heard my name called. I walked toward Rico’s father with no idea how I was going to find the words to tell him about his son.

This time Rico’s mother wasn’t walking ahead. She was staying at her husband’s side. This was going to make it worse, far worse.

As I drew close, it was easy to see that Señor Rivera was very upset. He and his wife appeared to be holding each other up. “I’m sorry, Victor,” Rico’s father began. “The news is a catastrophe. A big meeting of the countries has been held. The Americans wouldn’t even budge.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They say that ‘free trade’ is supposed to help us. We get manufacturing jobs like my son-in-law’s at the General Motors plant in Silao. That’s fine with the American companies. It’s expensive for them to pay car workers in the States. But when it comes to agriculture, this free trade is killing us. This year is going to be no different, after all. The Americans refuse to stop selling their cheap corn in Mexico.”

I went weak in the knees. “How could American corn be cheaper than ours? The Americans have to send theirs here, and just to grow it up there must cost a lot of money. All those tractors, all that fuel—”

“Chemical fertilizers, pesticides…” Señor Rivera agreed.

“How much do I spend? How can they grow corn cheaper than I can?”

“They can’t grow it cheaper,” Rico’s father replied angrily. “The only way those big farmers up there can make a profit is because the government gives them a lot of money in addition to what they get when they sell their corn. Subsidies, they call it.”

“But why would their government do that?”

“So their farmers can make a profit! To keep them in business!”

“Don’t they know it will put us out of business?”

“They know.” The veins were standing out on Señor Rivera’s forehead. His face was very red. “More and more people from Mexico will try to cross the border now, to find work. This, while the Americans are trying harder than ever to turn us back, ever since the terrorist attacks.”

Rico’s mother had been waiting for the conversation to be over. She looked very tired. “My wife has been to the clinic,” Señor Rivera said. “We should be getting home.”

“So, what should I do, Señor Rivera? What should I do?”

“You might as well not plant any corn, Victor—no more than your family can eat. It’s not going to get better this year. In
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