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    For Lalo and Chucho, who live it.

  


  
    Prologue

    Julio Cesar Tamayo

    I have a sign up in my bar, directly behind the tap and right next to the flat screen television, so you can’t miss it. In neon pink and yellow marker it says: “If you’re drunk, 1. Call a cab. 2. Walk. 3. Call your Mom! Now you have no excuse.” I have one of the girls rewrite it every couple of weeks because it’s written on an erasable board and it wears away. Every now and then we’ll add a few more entries just to fuck around. A while ago we wrote, “Remember Wopper Barraza!” It was there until just two weeks ago. I erased it myself after seeing Wopper Barraza at the county fair. I was with my cousin Ralph. We had just passed the kiddie rides, and we were eating candy apples and talking about getting a churro or maybe a hotdog before we reached the beer garden. Ralph pointed him out—otherwise I wouldn’t have recognized him. “Look over there, man, that’s Wopper,” he said. “I thought they deported him,” I said. “He came back,” Ralph said. “Two years he was gone. Became a big shot down there, like a real big shot, raking in money and everything, but he gave it up and came back.” I asked Ralph how he knew. He said Mr. Beas, his counselor at the community college, told him. Then Wopper saw me and nodded his head to say what up. I went to the bar right away and erased the sign, you know, just in case he showed up at some point. But he still hasn’t.

  


  
    Part I

  


  
    Chapter One

    I

    After Wopper Barraza’s fourth drunk driving violation, the judge ordered his immediate deportation. Wopper, whose given name was Roberto, told the judge, “But I haven’t been there since I was a little kid.”

    The judge, a gray-haired man with thick black eyebrows, looked for a long time at Wopper’s round face, slowly shifting his gaze from the young man’s shaved head to his full cheeks and broad nose and finally resting on his languid brown eyes. Then he replied, “Well, you should have thought about that before you got behind the wheel.”

    Wopper muttered his disbelief. Then he objected again. “But that doesn’t make any sense, sir. I don’t know anybody there. I came here when I was three years old! I’m American. You can’t send me to Mexico—what the hell am I going to do there?”

    The judge sighed but was unmoved. “Look, you were warned after your third drunk driving violation that there was a chance you could be deported. If that didn’t scare you enough, then, well, you deserve the punishment. You’re lucky you have your life. You’re lucky you didn’t kill someone.” He scanned his papers. “Your blood alcohol level was your highest yet.”

    Wopper told him his defense from the beginning: “But I only live two blocks from the bar.”

    “Then you should have walked,” the judge said. Before Wopper could protest, the next case was called.

    His mother didn’t take the news well. He and his father were seated at the kitchen table while his mother paced back and forth, opening and closing cabinets for no apparent reason. As she listened to Wopper’s explanation, her pudgy face twisted in agony. She clasped her hands together. She stomped her foot. She even reached across and swatted his head. She then told him she’d never make menudo for the rest of his days. “Because with your lifestyle you’ll be dead before long in Mexico. But even for the rest of my days I won’t make menudo!” His father protested, as this was also his favorite meal to nurse a Sunday morning hangover. “Woman, calm down now. Let’s not get carried away. That doesn’t even make any sense. What does menudo have to do with anything?”

    “I don’t care!” she snapped. “I don’t care! I punish you, too, Jorge, because if you had just been harder on him when he was a child, he wouldn’t have ended up like this! You gave him everything he wanted! Everything! Whatever he wanted at the store, you buy! Whatever he wanted to eat, you give! And that’s how he ended up like this! Twenty-four and still a child!” Once more she swatted the back of Wopper’s head. Then she sat down at the table and burst into tears.

    “Mom, don’t cry—”

    “You be quiet! I’m not crying for you. I’m crying for myself because no mother should have to wake up one day to realize she’s raised a son like you!”

    Wopper considered this for a moment and sighed. He had messed up and he knew it, but at this point the drunk driving seemed almost irrelevant. It was his punishment that troubled him. Wopper recalled the court-appointed lawyer’s detached expression as he explained the terms of his release. “Three days, Mr. Barraza. That’s it. You’ve got three days to leave the country or else face arrest.”

    Wopper groaned. “What am I going to do in Mexico? I’ve never even been there since I was three.”

    His mother didn’t answer him.

    His father, on the other hand, accepted the news favorably. He also didn’t understand what was so bad about driving drunk if you didn’t crash, or why imbibing five beers and two shots was cause for nights in jail, exorbitant fines, long meetings with Mothers Against Drunk Driving, and—who knew?—revoked green cards. But now that it had happened, he mulled over the situation, considered it with his optimist’s bent, and announced to his son that he would turn over all his property to him.

    “What property are you talking about?” Wopper asked.

    “Oh, mijo, I never did tell you about my land, eh?” his father said, removing his cowboy hat and running his fingers through what remained of his stringy hair. With great pride Jorge Barraza told his son about the ten-acre parcel he had purchased on the outskirts of their hometown, La Morada, Michoacán. He had saved and saved and bought a choice piece of property overlooking the vast reservoir, the very one constructed by the government in 1972 to provide much-needed water to the villages on the outskirts of La Piedad. The earth was rich, the soil was red, and there was not a stone to be found. It was his piece of heaven, he said.

    “No it isn’t!” Wopper’s mother screamed. “It’s shit for a piece of land with more rocks than weeds! You couldn’t grow crab grass on that land, let alone—”

    “Woman, that’s not true!” Jorge insisted.

    “Tell him lies, then! Tell him and he’ll go find out for himself!”

    “Please stop with all of your negative talk!”

    “He’ll find out for himself. Then he’ll know you’re full of it!”

    Jorge shook his head vigorously but said nothing.

    His wife continued unabated. “Negative talk, you say! I’ll show you negative talk. How about when he gets down there, not knowing a soul . . .”

    Wopper left his parents arguing in the kitchen. Telling them was easy compared to what came next. He grabbed his bike from the side yard and pedaled over to Lara’s house.

    After Wopper looked up from carefully and noiselessly leaning his bike against the short chain link fence outside her parents’ small one-story stucco home on Depot Street, Lara was already at the door chewing him out.

    “I seen you from the living room window, and what did I tell you about calling before you come over?” she yelled.

    Wopper ignored her and walked past her into the house. He could smell her perfume. It was the one that gave him a headache. She also wore more makeup than she used to, which he didn’t understand, since she barely left the living room. At least she had stopped wearing the contacts that were supposed to make her black eyes look green but only made them look swampy. She had stopped that on her own; he never dared comment on her appearance.

    Lara continued, “What did I tell you about calling before coming over?” Wopper turned on the television. She walked over and turned it off. He looked up at her. “What’d I tell you?” she asked again, her voice rising.

    “Tell me about what?”

    “About coming over without calling?”

    Wopper couldn’t remember.

    Lara groaned. “You don’t remember shit, you know that? I told you last time to call before you come because what if I want you to pick something up at the store?”

    “What’d you want me to pick up then?” he asked.

    “Stuff. Things for dinner. We don’t even have soda.”

    “I couldn’t pick it up anyway,” he said, turning the television back on. “Because all I got is the bike now.”

    “Then take the bike with the basket!”

    “I’m not riding around on that bike.”

    “Your dad does—drunk son like drunk father. Unbelievable!”

    “Oh,” he said quietly. “We gotta talk about that.”

    She nodded and then paused. “You know what I don’t understand, Wopper, is how in the hell, with all these drunk asses leaving the bar, why it’s you who gets caught every time? Why is that? Why does my boyfriend have to be the only idiot in town who has four DUIs—”

    “I’m not the only one,” he said. “There was this guy who had—”

    “I don’t care about that guy! I care about my boyfriend being an idiot. What’s gonna happen now?”

    In addition to a suspended license, weekly meetings with Mothers Against Drunk Driving, and significant fines, which his parents paid, his previous violations had resulted in Wopper performing community service, mostly involving trash pickup. The first and second times he was assigned highway duty. The third violation, however, had him working garden maintenance at the courthouse, smack in the center of downtown. He had to wear a bright orange vest, and, sure enough, several of Lara’s friends spotted him and called her immediately to ask what had happened, feigning concern but hoping for juicy details. The first day she brought him lunch; after that she refused, telling him she was embarrassed to be seen with a convict.

    “You gonna have to go to those meetings with the mothers again? I can’t wait to see their faces when they see you come in again! This time you’re not even gonna know what hit you! But for real, what did the judge say?”

    Wopper sighed. “Well . . .” He sighed again.

    “What he say?”

    “Shhh, damn!” he snapped.

    “Don’t tell me to shut up!”

    “I didn’t tell you to shut up, just be quiet, damn, so I can tell you!”

    “I’ll leave the room, that’s what I’ll do! I don’t care if they make you live with the Mad Mothers, I don’t. I’ll leave the room if you tell me to shut up again!”

    “I didn’t tell you to—” he drew in a deep breath. “Okay, okay, okay.” He beckoned her to sit down. “Okay, just, just let me tell you. So the thing is—”

    Lara was nervous now. She could tell by Wopper’s face that it was serious, that it was something unexpected. Being nervous made her even more impatient. “Come on!” she cried.

    “They’re deporting me,” he muttered.

    Lara was silent. It took her a moment to register what he’d said. “Deported where?” she asked. “Out of Woodland? I didn’t know they could do that—”

    Wopper shook his head. “No, not Woodland, dummy. They’re sending me to Mexico.”

    “Mexico! You’re kidding, right? For how long?”

    “Forever. They’re kicking me out of the country. They’re taking away my papers.”

    “But you haven’t been to Mexico since you were a baby,” Lara said, her voice trailing off.

    Wopper was quiet. The television was suddenly very loud. There was a commercial on about a big sale at Sears. Smiling models wearing different outfits posed against a white background. They both watched it numbly. Suddenly the door opened and Lara’s mother walked in, all bundled up in a coat, scarf, mittens, and a beanie. She saw the glum look on the young people’s faces. She thought she knew why. “So you told him, huh, mija?” she said, as she took off her puffy purple coat and threw it onto the sofa chair. Lara remained staring at the television, dumbstruck. Her mother continued, taking off the rainbow-colored mittens and putting them in her coat pocket. “Well, so be it! You are going to be parents out of wedlock, but there are worse things in life.” She loosened the scarf around her neck but kept it on. She tossed off the beanie, strands of hair full of static rising off her head. “I don’t know how this could’ve happened. Seems to me like you guys are on the couch every night watching television. But what do I know? And yes, it’s true, Wopper don’t have a job, but he will find one, isn’t that right? And me and Lara’s father will do what it takes to help out when we can because that’s what family is for, isn’t that right?”

    Wopper turned his head to her slowly, as if just now noticing her walk in. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

    Lara’s mother looked at him quizzically. “The baby.”

    “What baby?”

    Lara’s mother realized her error. “Oh, I just . . . I thought, I thought that . . .”

    Without turning away from the television, Lara said, “We’re going to have a kid.”

    Wopper was still confused. “What do you mean? Who is?”

    “We are. Who else would I be talking about?”

    “But I’m—” he stopped.

    Lara then told her mother that Wopper was to be deported.

    When Wopper left Lara’s house he didn’t feel like going home, so he rode his bike toward downtown. It was cold and he could see his breath in the air. There was no one around. The streets were empty, even of cars. He kept thinking of the look of disgust on Lara’s face when he asked her if she was going to get an abortion. All she answered was, “I’d rather you cross the desert.” He didn’t know what she’d meant by that. “Maybe I will,” he said. “Yeah, right,” she scoffed, which confused him even more. On Main Street, he passed the Army Surplus store and peeked in. He hadn’t shopped there in years, not since high school when all he wore were Dickies and Ben Davis. He’d have to buy clothes for his trip, he thought. No telling what they would have down there. He briefly imagined himself dressed like a vaquero with boots and a big shiny belt. He rode his bike across the street, then crossed back to the other side, and then looped around and retraced his zigzagged path. He paid close attention to the storefronts of Main Street’s old buildings—antique shops, a variety store, a women’s clothing boutique, a few restaurants, a diner—places he’d never entered, nor cared to. But now he realized he never would, and a part of him wanted to, just for the sake of knowing. He passed the pizza parlor; he had been there a few times, but he preferred Domino’s.

    At the corner of East and Main he rode past Jack in the Box. The lights were bright and from the street he could see Mr. Gregory, his racquetball partner at the sports club, eating a hamburger. The unlikely pair ended up together by default: during pre-league, when everyone chose playing partners, no one chose them. Mr. Gregory was too old and couldn’t move fast enough to return shots. There were other old men, but they accepted their feebleness more gracefully. Mr. Gregory, on the other hand, complained, griped, instigated arguments, and called interference when no one was even close. He usually stormed off the court halfway through the match. In Wopper’s case, no one asked him because he was overweight and lazy, or so slow that he appeared lazy, and, like Mr. Gregory, he complained to no end and called interference whenever possible. So they were left to one another. If anybody stuck around to watch their matches, they would’ve at least found them humorous—an old rail-thin white man dressed in all white with a headband playing against a fat brown kid dressed in khakis and a red 49ers jersey, arguing, insulting one another, half the shots unreturned—but no one watched: they were given the last slot of the night, after everyone else left to have beer.

    Wopper parked his bike outside where he could see it and entered Jack in the Box. He approached Mr. Gregory’s table and said, “That hamburger ain’t gonna help you run any faster.”

    Mr. Gregory looked up, scowling and ready to return with an insult of his own. He was dressed nicely, but his eyes were bloodshot and he had trouble focusing. Wopper wondered if the old man was drunk.

    “I was about to shove this hamburger where it don’t belong,” Mr. Gregory barked. “You’re lucky I look before I act.”

    Wopper laughed. “Well, if you fight anything like you play racquetball, I’d be able to crawl out of your way.”

    Now Mr. Gregory laughed. He took a large bite of his hamburger and chewed slowly, smacking his lips. He sipped his coke and swished the liquid around in his mouth before speaking again. “What brings you around here? Have a seat.”

    “Just riding my bike. Needed to think,” Wopper answered as he sat down across from Mr. Gregory.

    “You want a hamburger?”

    “Naw, that’s all right. I ate not too long ago.”

    “By the looks of it, that never stopped you before. What, you on a diet? You trying to move up the ranks of the racquet league? I knew you’d get tired of playing this old fogey soon enough.”

    Wopper laughed and then grew quiet. He didn’t know what else to say. They usually just played racquetball or cracked jokes about one another’s playing ability. The old man continued eating, his chews and smacking lips the only sounds between them. Finally, Wopper said, “You know that’s how I got my name?”

    “How’s that?” Mr. Gregory said after swishing around the coke in his mouth. He didn’t appear too interested. In fact, it looked as though he was staring intently at his reflection in the window.

    Wopper told him the story anyway. He was eleven, and he and his parents were heading to a soccer tournament in Redding. Before they left Woodland, his dad stopped at Judy’s Grinders and bought twenty hamburgers for the entire team. Over the course of the two-hour trip, Wopper, alone in the back seat, quietly ate twelve of the twenty hamburgers. When they arrived, his dad held up the bag triumphantly and told Wopper’s teammates that he’d brought them all “gwoppers” for lunch, because that’s what he called every hamburger. The team cheered and gathered around, but when Jorge looked inside the bag, he found mostly empty wrappings. Meanwhile, his son had rushed to find a bathroom. When he returned, his teammates were cracking up, and his dad was yelling at him. “Twelve gwoppers, mijo, twelve gwoppers you ate!” But that day he scored the winning goal, a first for him. Everybody joked that it was because of the “gwoppers.” By the end of the tournament it had become his nickname. Somewhere down the line the “g” was dropped.

    When he finished his story, Mr. Gregory chuckled. “Gwopper, Gwopper,” he mumbled. He took another bite of his hamburger and then again used his coke like mouthwash. “You told me that story before,” he said.

    “Really? Why didn’t you stop me then?”

    The old man didn’t answer.

    After another long silence Wopper told him that he wasn’t going to be playing racquetball anymore. Mr. Gregory dropped his hamburger and rapidly wiped his fingers on a napkin. He looked hurt. Wopper realized that maybe Mr. Gregory thought this was the club’s way of pushing him out of the league, so he told him his reason for leaving.

    “Deported?” Mr. Gregory said. “I didn’t know they could do that.”

    Wopper sighed and said he hadn’t known either.

    “So is that why you’re out at this time of night—checking out your old haunts before leaving?”

    Wopper hadn’t thought about it. “I guess,” he said. He rose from the table. “Maybe I’ll be back someday.”

    “Sure thing, but tell me—”

    “Yeah?”

    “Did you let me win half those games? I just have to know. I just have to know whether the games I did win were won fair and square.”

    Wopper chuckled. “No, you beat me fair and square,” he said, overemphasizing the fair and square, as if maybe he didn’t mean it.

    “I figured,” Mr. Gregory said. “Well, we’ll see if I find another partner who’s as lazy as you.”

    “I doubt it,” Wopper said as he turned to go.

    “Good luck down there. If you need anything don’t hesitate to call. You got my number, right?”

    “Yeah, I think so,” Wopper lied, assuming the old man was just being polite. He couldn’t imagine what he’d ever need from Mr. Gregory.

    He lingered for a moment. Mr. Gregory returned to his hamburger.

    “Do you think I’ll be all right?” Wopper blurted out. Mr. Gregory stared straight ahead, chewing loudly. He hadn’t heard. Wopper didn’t care to repeat himself. He didn’t even know why he had asked. He turned around, and through the window he saw that his bike was gone. He hurried outside and circled the restaurant, looking for it, but to no avail. He kicked the brick wall and cursed. He thought of calling his dad for a ride but then decided to walk.

    On the way home he felt sadder than he could ever remember feeling. He stared hard at everything he passed, as if taking it in for the first time. He noticed the shadows cast by the large dormant trees. He looked closely at the houses he’d walked by his entire life. First, the nice old homes close to downtown, dark and quiet, peaceful. Then the homes grew smaller, some run-down, others not, until finally he reached the dilapidated apartments and bungalows on Fourth Street. This was the beginning of his neighborhood. Men in cowboy hats and baseball hats, bundled in jackets, stood around their cars, drinking beers and listening to norteño music on the car radio. Children were still outside playing. On Fourth and Fifth Streets, children played at all hours of the day, even in the cold and late into the night, as if no one ever told them to come inside. In the distance, a group of men, women, and children surrounded the hotdog and corn-on-the-cob stand in front of El Buen Gusto, their faces hauntingly illuminated in pale green. He absorbed it all and wondered if he would remember this night. Would he even remember his neighborhood, or would it all disappear because he’d never paid close enough attention? Until that moment, he never thought he needed to. Why remember what’s always been there and always would be?

    He was leaving everything he’d ever known. He had never done anything by himself before, never gone anywhere alone. He hadn’t even really left Woodland. He had an aunt in Dunnigan, an uncle in Antioch, another one in Vacaville, a few cousins in Fresno. He’d visited them a handful of times. He’d been to Los Angeles once for a wedding and to San Francisco for a quinceañera. But that was it: a day or two, a long weekend. But this was permanent.

    His father was waiting for him at the kitchen table. The house was dark except for the ceiling lamp above him. He had a crudely drawn map spread out on the table and was inspecting it with a magnifying glass. Next to the map was a list of names and addresses, all in his father’s scribbling hand. “Mijo!” he called out as soon as the door opened. “So glad you’re home! I’ve found it. I’ve located our land so that when you get there you’ll know exactly where to go.”

    Wopper walked toward the kitchen table and peered at the map. His father had covered it with indecipherable details. Wopper went to the fridge and poured himself a glass of milk. His father jotted down something else and then pulled a chair out from the table. “Sit, sit! We have to go over this!”

    Wopper sat down. He was suddenly very tired and wanted to go to bed.

    “Look, mijo. So here you see I’ve written down all you need to know to make yourself comfortable in La Morada. Here is where you buy groceries—from Doña Eusebia—and you buy milk—oh, milk like you’ve never tasted! Straight from the cow—from her husband who sells it at the corner, over here. His name is Don Pio. And then over here is where you need to go for all your work supplies, hardware, anything you should need to fix up the little house that’s there. It’s not much, I’ll warn you, but it’ll do for now until you can start saving a little from the crops—”

    “Wait, Dad, what crops? What are you talking about?”

    “Mijo, you’re going to cultivate our land! You’re going to grow corn! Good corn—corn like you’ve never seen before! At least that’s what you’ll grow mostly. You’ll have a garden of your own for basic vegetables, and I’ll tell you what—you see this house right here, this is where Don Martín lives—you go to him immediately, immediately, I say—he’ll help you. He was your grandfather’s compadre and he wouldn’t deny the grandson of his compadre anything. He knows everything there is to know about La Morada. You go to him and he’ll make sure you lack for nothing. Do you understand me? Mijo, are you listening?”

    Wopper nodded his head slowly.

    “This is an opportunity for you! I realized this is a blessing. This will change your life—you’ll become a man now! A man! No longer your mom’s little boy who can’t fend for himself—no! You’ll become a man down there, I swear to God.”

    “Dad.”

    “You’ll love it down there—at first it will be different, very, very different, but you watch, you’re a son of that soil, as much as me, as much as your grandfather and grandfathers before—the Barrazas are a strong family in La Morada, just ask Don Martín when you see him, he’ll tell you. Watch and see the respect you command when you say, ‘I am Roberto Barraza.’ You wait—”

    “Dad.”

    “What, mijo? Look, so here I’ve written down where you need to—”

    “Dad! Listen to me!”

    “What, mijo? What?”

    “Lara is pregnant.”

    In a moment his father’s excitement disappeared completely. His brow furrowed and a look of confusion crossed his face. “But mijo . . .” He paused, his expression fixed. He turned and looked at the map. He made to point at something but then stopped. He looked at his son and said, “What’d you go and do a thing like that for?”

    Wopper looked at the map. He scanned the names, reading the scribbled details without comprehending them. “It doesn’t matter,” he mumbled. “It doesn’t change anything. She isn’t coming with me.”

    II

    Raul Leon

    The night before Wopper left, he was supposed to meet up with us at Zitios Bar. He told me he had plans with his girl, but he didn’t think they would stay out all night, no later than eleven, twelve. So me and all these other fools we grew up with got together probably around ten. We sat at the bar and ordered a round of tequila shots, and then we got beers and made fun of Pete for ordering a bright blue mixed drink. We talked about playing pool or darts, but none of us made any move to do so. The night was slow and it was just us for a good while, then a few other fools we didn’t know showed up, then some girls, nothing much to look at, but we looked at them anyway. Mostly, though, we just watched the television screens.

    When I heard Wopper was gonna get deported I felt real bad for him, but more so I felt bad for his mom, because I couldn’t help but think about my own mom and how she would feel if one day I got kicked out of the country. I love my mom. I love her more than anything else in this world. She’s everything to me. And me and my brother and my little sister, we’re everything to her, but me especially because I’m the oldest. What I mean is, I was old enough when my dad left that we both felt it together, and she knew that and I knew that. I was nine, but my brother was only three, and my sister was still in my mom’s stomach. So my dad mainly left me and my mom, if you know what I mean, and even though it was hard for me, I had to be there for her, and she always loved me more for that, I feel like. I’ve fucked up along the way, got suspended hella times then finally expelled, never graduated even though all I had to do was fill out some study packet, got arrested twice, came home too many times to count with swollen foreheads, black eyes, and broken noses, but for all the worry I must’ve caused her she never held it against me. Shit, she’s been there for me just like I’ve been there for her. I don’t know what Wopper and his mom’s relationship is like, but like I said, I couldn’t help but feel bad for Mrs. Barraza.

    While we were waiting for Wopper, these fat girls in skimpy-ass tube tops sat down next to us, and they were fucking ugly. Busted teeth, eyebrows drawn in all lopsided. I had no interest in talking to them, but I wasn’t sitting next to them, Frankie was, and Frankie is about as ugly and fat as they were, so he started in asking them lame questions like, “You all come here a lot?” At some point they asked us what we were up to. Drinking, bitches, I thought to say, but Frankie tells them that we’re waiting for our friend Wopper. “Oh,” they say. Then like five minutes passed and Frankie’s dumb ass runs out of dumbass things to talk about, and there’s just silence, all of us sitting at the bar—me, Frankie, Pete, Tony, José, Arty, Johnny, Oscar, Ruben, and these fat chicks—and we’re not saying a damn word, and the jukebox had stopped playing, and it was the longest silence, I swear to God. We were just looking at the television, or at our beers in front of us, or at the shelves behind the bar full of tequila, whiskey, and vodka bottles, not saying anything. I even turned to my left and stared at the pool table as though there was a game going on. Finally, one of the fat chicks with dyed blonde hair asked, “Why you call him Wopper? He eat a lot of Whoppers or what?”

    And dumbass Frankie just nods his head, his fucking neck jiggling, and he says, “Yup. Basically.”

    None of them know Wopper like I know him. We’ve known each other since Beamer Elementary. I came here not knowing a word of English, not one word. And so the teacher, she told me to sit next to Roberto Barraza because he was good at explaining things. And so everything the teacher said in English, Wopper told me in Spanish. And even though I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know English in the class, I knew I had the best translator, because Wopper wouldn’t just repeat what the teacher said, but he’d add his own shit, like he knew more than she did. What was her name? Ms. Martinez, that’s right. She was my first teacher, but sometimes I don’t know what I learned from her and what I learned from Wopper. Because she taught me about letters and numbers, but Wopper, he would talk about Woodland, and the NFL and WWF, and shit on television I had never heard of, and he would tell me what we were gonna do at recess, and he would tell me about girls even though we couldn’t have been older than eight. I swear to God I thought that fool was like the expert on the United States. I never forgot what he did for me, even though it was the most natural thing to do. Just be friends with the new kid. But I was that new kid, and I wasn’t just new to the school, but new to the country, and Wopper took away all my fear. That’s all I knew before. Just fucking piss-in-my-pants fear, and Wopper, he took that away. And I love him for that. I’ll say that to the day I die. I love Wopper for what he did.

    When we got older we stayed close, but we were never as close as when we were kids. My mom and us, we moved to Donnelly Circle, and I started hanging out with older fools who lived where I did, and they got me doing shit I wish I hadn’t done. Not for my sake, but for my mom, because she couldn’t have wanted me getting high and fighting and getting kicked out of school. But I was just doing what made sense to me. Wopper stayed out of it. He kicked it with a lot of Norteños, but he was never one of us. But not because he was a pussy; he wasn’t. He’d just say, “My mom would kill me.” And the other fools laughed, but I defended him because I could respect that. I remember one time he was about to be jumped by some Sureños just because he was wearing a red 49ers hat—fool loves the Niners—and I just happened to come by, and because those fools didn’t want beef with me they left Wopper alone. But he would have fought them. He would’ve and everyone knew that, so it was cool that he kicked it with us without being one of us. He was a homie, and that was it. He just had his own way of doing things.

    When we all got older, us friends from elementary school, we’d meet up at the bar, buy each other drinks like that was the nicest thing we could do for one another, and we’d talk about when we were kids. That’s all anyone ever talked about, like nothing new was worth mentioning. But Wopper getting deported, now that was something new. That was something to talk about. But the truth is, none of us knew what to say. I guess we could’ve started with what the fuck he was going to do in Mexico. Where would he live? What kind of job would he get? I mean, seriously, I couldn’t picture any one of us living in some ranchito. Visiting during the fiestas, that’s all right, but forever? Couldn’t imagine it. None of us could.

    So we all sat there at the bar, waiting for Wopper to show up on his last night in Woodland, and it got later and later, and those ugly-ass bitches left, and we still waited, and we kept talking about old times, and we laughed even though none of the stories were that funny. We just laughed because we were getting faded, and it was better to laugh at old times than to pretend that what we were doing now was worth talking about. My job stacking boxes at the Walgreens warehouse? I swear to God I think we all envied Wopper. Maybe we all felt bad for his mom, but we all envied that fool. Why? Because he was getting the fuck out of Woodland, which I guess is an all right place to be from, but at the same time it’s just fucking Woodland, and it’ll always be Woodland, and I don’t know how else to explain it. We envied Wopper because he had no idea what tomorrow would be like. And we all knew exactly what it would be like. Like yesterday and the day before. I already said this, but I’ll say it again because sometimes people forget what others mean to them. I love Wopper for what he did when I was eight years old, when I came here afraid of everything and he showed me that I didn’t have to be. I love him for that. I wish we’d stayed as close as we were at that age. To me there’s nothing sadder than friends going their separate ways. Sometimes it’s gotta be that way, it just happens, you know, but it’s still sad.

    That’s why, when I heard Wopper was getting deported, I called that fool up and told him we were gonna drink to old times, but mostly we were gonna drink to his future. “Yeah, yeah, cool,” he said. “I’ll be there.” But he never showed up. He never came, and everyone took off except me. I waited and waited, and I kept looking at my phone, thinking he was gonna send me a text or call. But there was nothing. He probably couldn’t get away from his girl, I figured. So it was just me and the bar and the drunks getting drunker. I watched the television screens show the same sports highlights they’d been playing for hours. Before I left, I went into the bathroom and took a piss. I stared at the white wall, and you know what I wanted to do? I wanted to punch a hole right through it. I wanted to punch a hole in that fucking wall. And I was about to. But I stopped myself. I kept looking at the white wall, and it was spinning, but not like you think. It was spinning and spinning, and I swear to God I thought I saw Wopper’s future. And instead of punching the wall I started laughing. I said, “Motherfucker, you the lucky son of a bitch!” I couldn’t stop laughing. I only stopped when some drunk-ass wetback came into the bathroom and said, “Why you laughing, primo?” I told him to mind his own business, I wasn’t his fucking cousin, and then I left the bar and drove home.

    III

    Lara Gonzalez

    My bedroom window faces the afternoon sun, so that starting in April and all the way through probably September, by two, three in the afternoon, it’s too damn hot to be in. I swear, my room doesn’t cool down until two in the morning. But I’m used to it. Sometimes I’ll open my window, and from my bed I can stare up at the stars or maybe the moon. My room is the same as it was in junior high, the same posters on the wall—Selena, Titanic—the same photos of me and my friends—our bangs teased so that they stood straight up—even the same pink comforter from Beauty and the Beast. I don’t know why I never changed anything. Just got used to it, I guess.

    It was on one of the last hot nights of September that Wopper got me pregnant. My parents had gone gambling at Cache Creek. It was late and I was tired and I just wanted to watch television, but Wopper convinced me. He said something like, “Who knows when’s the next time they’ll be out.” So I gave in. Wopper came and then he just collapsed on top of me—as if he’d been knocked out cold—and I remember I was staring out my window at the stars, wishing I knew of constellations other than the Little Dipper and the Big Dipper. That’s what I was thinking about, I swear to God. When Wopper got up from the bed, I heard him mumble, “Shit.” But I didn’t think to ask what had happened.

    The evening before Wopper left we got a room at the Best Western off Highway 5. I told him to get a nice hotel in Davis so we could at least feel like we’d gotten away from things, but he told me he didn’t want to be driving all the way out there. A ten-minute drive, fifteen at the most! And I was the one driving because he didn’t want to risk it. I don’t know what else they could’ve done to him. But anyway, the Best Western isn’t too bad if you ignore the highway traffic outside your window. We went to our favorite place to eat first, not a fancy place, just a taqueria that we always went to with bright orange tablecloths and white plastic chairs. It was my idea to go there, but Wopper probably would’ve chosen the place as well, not for any sentimental reason though, just because it was the place we always went. I was freezing my ass off in my nicest black dress, and all he wore for the occasion was a parka, a black pocket t-shirt, and jeans. We were quiet as we ate our food: me, tacos de res; him, sopes. Funny the things you remember. Even though I tried to ask questions, I could see I was mainly annoying him, so I stopped. I looked at the paintings on the wall: scenes of Mexican villages with red tile roofs and cobblestone streets. In each one there was a beautiful Mexican girl with green eyes too large for her head, wearing a white blouse and carrying a ceramic pitcher of water on her head. I wanted to make some crack about those paintings being like the rancho Wopper was heading to, but I kept my mouth shut. As we were finishing, a man went to the jukebox and put on Pepe Aguilar’s “Por Mujeres Como Tú.” It wasn’t our song—we didn’t have one, of course—but it was a song I liked, and sometimes I wondered about it, you know, if Wopper heard this song—shit, if he heard any song about love—did he think of me?

    Was I the one to lose him because I said I wasn’t following him? How could he expect me to go? Even if I wasn’t pregnant, this was his shit to deal with. I couldn’t be dragged along. I never even gave him a choice. I told him I wasn’t going as soon as he told me, and of course he let it be, probably knowing I was so stubborn that if he tried to fight I’d only fight back harder. But still I wanted him to beg me a little. I wanted him to at least ask, even though I’d already told him my answer. Will you go with me? he should have said. And I would still yell at him and tell him what an idiot he was and how never in a million years would I bring up my kid in Mexico, but still, I wanted him to ask. Instead, he just shrugged. He always shrugged. Never seen someone shrug as much as Wopper Barraza. You’d think he had no opinion on anything. Just went along with it all, or at least pretended to go along with it all. Because a shrug can mean, Okay, sure, or, I don’t agree, but whatever, or it can mean, which was most likely the case, I’ll say I’m going along with it, but in the end I’ll just do what I want, which isn’t much either way. I don’t know how it fits here. Like I said, it wasn’t like he had a choice. He had to leave and I told him I wasn’t going.

    When we got to the hotel we still weren’t saying much. Our room was on the second floor and faced a Denny’s and a bright Chevron sign. We could hear the cars zooming by on the freeway. He kept looking at his cell phone. “Who you expecting to call?” I asked. “No one,” he said, “just checking the time.” “Where do you have to be?” I asked. “Nowhere,” he mumbled. I asked him a question about the good-bye party his mother was throwing the next day. He didn’t even answer me, and I could tell his mind was somewhere else. Not with me on our last night together. I told him, “If you just want to go home we can. No use wasting money on a hotel if you’re going to be in a bad mood.” And all he said was, “Nah, it’s all right, I’m good.” I felt sick to my stomach, I really did. We’d been together for seven years, and
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