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    As always, I carry your star, embroidered. Over

    my heart—this plenum & plain universe.

    —Juan Felipe Herrera

    En esta noche: que me valga la memoria

    para nombrar las cosas como fueron.

    —Tino Villanueva

  


  
    Over There on the Other Side

    Who will know us when we breathe through the grass?

    —Gary Soto

    La línea has many stories.

    Once while waiting to cross, Moms told me about the time she and my dad first crossed la línea. It wasn’t that hard. Maybe it was because it was the 1960s, decades before various border-patrol operations made it difficult to cross without papers. Maybe it was because they were from the border that no one questioned when they pulled up to the agent in their borrowed white Mustang. For the agent, they were just a pair of teenagers in love. One of those good-looking couples who crossed because they wanted to cruise around el otro lado. Maybe they were planning to take a walk around downtown Calexico. Maybe they were going shopping in El Centro. Maybe they were just going to Brawley for ice cream. And after their cruise, they would return in their ranfla to Mexicali. Maybe that’s what went through the border agent’s mind as he let them pass without asking too many questions. So easy. So quick.

    I am waiting in a long line. There are about fifteen cars ahead of me. I look at those around me, at the drivers, at their faces. Some are tired, some bored, some anxious, and a few, just a few, are nervous. It is hot and we are all waiting in cars, waiting to cross la línea, that line that in other areas is called the border.

    It is no longer so easy or so quick to cross the border.

    A man passes by selling newspapers. The main story is about the seventy-two undocumented migrants massacred in northern Mexico. Many of the victims remain unidentified. I think about one of them, one of those anonymous victims massacred senselessly. One who decided to leap: leave his country, cross Mexico, and then cross into the United States. One, as so many others before, who would not make it. One who would remain in the registries as a number: Unidentified Migrant #5.

    Between the lines of cars, I see people selling candy and water, Red Cross volunteers asking for donations, kids carrying rags and large bottles of water to clean windshields. I see a man without legs pushing himself in a wheelchair, a tin cup on his lap. I see a long wait in a long line.

    My father died the same day the Unidentified Migrant #5 was murdered in Tamaulipas, was massacred alongside seventy-one others who he might or might not have known. I think of the people who arrived for my father’s burial. People who came to say good-bye under a blue sky and the August Mexicali heat. People, some like my father, who crossed the border illegally in search of a better life. Some stayed, others came back, and a few went missing.

    Unidentified Migrant #5, the one who left his country to cross to the other side: the one who accepted the weight of being undocumented so that he could earn money for his family. Maybe he was convinced by an enganchador who promised him loads of dollars and more over there in El Norte. Maybe he left because he had a young wife who was pregnant. Maybe he had a relative over there, someone who could help him get a good job to pay back the enganchador. Of course he must have heard about the danger: the possibility of being robbed or kidnapped, or the likelihood of being enslaved by some cartel. If he did have family on the other side, there was always the chance of losing a finger, a hand, an arm, if he was unable to come up with the ransom. Of course the danger would have seemed small before the promise of the good life that awaited him over there in El Norte. Allá en el otro lado.

    Over there on the other side: that limit that in other parts is called border.

    Unidentified migrant #5 will never know the other side.

    He will never add his story to la línea as my parents did. He will never know the long lines waiting to cross. He will never pass through the fields of cotton of Texas; the strawberry fields, the orange groves, the olive orchards of California; the meat-packing plants of the Midwest; the construction sites of Chicago and New York City. He will never feel the winter chill of the Northeast, nor the damp summer heat of the South. He will remain just a statistic in the sad history of migration and become just a memory in his family’s history: the uncle, the brother, the father who left for the other side and never came back. He will remain like my father, a blurry memory of a figure saying good-bye from a doorway and driving away in his car.

    My turn. The border guard scrutinizes me from behind dark sunglasses. In his hand he holds my passport. He checks out the old white Mustang that I’m driving.

    What are you bringing from Mexico? he asks.

    Nothing. Nothing more than my dead, I want to respond.

    But I simply say: Nothing.

  


  
    Sleepwalker

    Months later, the same nightmare: I had fallen into the irrigation ditch and the current was taking me to the tunnel beneath the highway. I would flail in my sleep in an attempt to get out of the ditch and onto the ground.

    My brother Todd suffered this same dark dream. There were nights when I would awake to hear him thrashing in his bed, raising his arms, diving under the covers, grabbing a pillow, and then breathing deeply, knowing that he had saved me.

    Todd was a sleepwalker. He acted out his dreams with such intensity that Moms had to lock the bedroom door at night so he wouldn’t get away. For years, I lived these dreams too: we shared a room. He would kick the air. Applaud. Act out scenes from Star Wars. Shit like that. One night, Moms forgot to lock the door and he walked out. I followed. We walked down the quiet street by the light of the moon. I watched the homes of my mostly sleeping neighbors. There were a few televisions on, occasionally a dim light, but mainly the houses were dark. At Daniel’s house I saw a shadow in the window. My tía, I thought. Waiting as she always did. We wandered around the hood until I could finally guide my brother back home. After that night, he had to go to bed zipped up in a sleeping bag to restrict his movements.

    His voice on the phone: barely audible. Hoarse. There’s a lot of noise on the line, ruido blanco. He calls from beyond a storm of static: a voice calling from another planet. As a kid he was a sleepwalker. Now he is an insomniac. I can see him standing there, whispering to me on the phone. He’s too thin; his gaze, distant and blank. I know that he is nervously scratching at the scars that mark his arms. He’s telling me about his trip to Soledad. I look out the window. Snow. His voice coming from across three thousand miles of continent and three time zones: he in San Francisco, I in Hanover, New Hampshire.

    A storm of ruido blanco between us, his voice scrambled in the nightworld.

    There is a photo of us together taped to the wall of my dorm room. We are standing on a hill. Behind us are the ditch and the orchard. He is dressed in that style he brought back with him after his first year at Cornell: khaki pants, ironed flannel shirt buttoned to the top, shiny calcos. No one could understand why he returned with that moda, that very East Los look. An urban SoCal cholo look showing up in rural Northern Califas. Me, I am in my usual uniform of jeans, black T-shirt with the Green Lantern logo, and scuffed Nike shoes.

    He went to Soledad because they said he’d find our father there. I never understood why he insisted on looking for that cabrón. Maybe he thought he could save him. Todd had always been that way, looking for damaged people to save. Maybe he thought he could save himself in the process.

    One morning, Todd walked out of the camper where he was crashing and headed for the nearby hills. The insomnia made everything more intense: the colors, the sky, the landscape. A stop sign captivated him. Dark stains appeared to be eating the white S-T-O-P. The letters slowly dripped down into the red and mixed with the stains. They meant something dark and horrible.

    Freaky, ése. I touched that sign and felt an odd vibra. Neta, bróder. I felt like those manchas sensed me and began to move toward my fingers. I lifted my hand and, I don’t know . . . I felt something strange. A heavy sense of cansancio. I fell asleep right there.

    He says all this and then sighs.

    He dreamed. He was sitting beneath the stop sign when Dad drove up in a black car. Todd stood up and called to him. No response. The car moved forward, heading toward the hills. Todd began to chase the car, yelling out his name. He couldn’t catch up. He slipped and fell beside the road.

    I woke up when I hit a rock. I stood up. I was alone in the hills. Scratched up. Bleeding from one of my knees.

    And?

    And nothing. Nada. I walked down the hill to the camper. Never found our dad. I always arrive five minutes after he leaves. The only thing I find is his echo.

    A long silence. I hear someone ask my brother something. No response. Then I hear him sighing deeply.

    I saved you, bróder. Do you remember? That time you fell into the acequia?

    Of course. Maybe tal vez I’ll save you sometime, I said.

    Doubt it, ése. Doubt it a lot. Check this, bróder. Check out what I’m going to tell you. Ready? Tell Moms that I know how this will end.

    What?

    Ruido blanco on the line. Coughing. The hoarse, whispered voice that comes from a long ways away.

    I know how this will end.

    And then silence.

    I am left holding the phone. Wind. Static.

    I close my eyes and see the stop sign. The melting letters. The dark stains. The echo of a person who could no longer be saved.

  


  
    She Would Tell Stories

    My mother, older but still looking young, lights a candle every morning at the altar for my sister, then runs a hand over the ceramic urn that holds the ashes.

    She’ll then sit at her chair and close her eyes.

    When we were children I remember her telling stories while standing at the window. Outside the fall rain would descend in large drops that would splash on the ground. She would tell stories while looking out at the drowning yard. She watched rivers of recently seeded lawn loosening and spreading over the sidewalk. She watched as her carefully tended rose garden turned into a mud pit. Her black hair covering part of her face; her eyes weary after a long day at the nut-packing plant; her mouth tired after hours of yelling over machinery. She would look outside, telling stories while she waited: for her children to fall asleep; for her husband to come home. The lights of the white Mustang cutting through the rain and illuminating the new house.

    She was young. Too young to be a mother. Too young to have followed her husband to a small town a thousand miles north of the border and far from her home. Too young to live in that agricultural town when she had grown up in a large border city where every weekend she could go out dancing, go out to the movies, or just go out for a walk on the busy downtown streets.

    Young. Too young.

    And we would watch her, my sister and I, while she told us stories. She would tell us about her border town, about the dances and the Friday-night parties, the cruises along the boulevard in her cousin’s car on Saturday nights, the trips to the movies on Sunday afternoons. She was considered one of the prettiest women in her barrio, and there were always guys from other areas trying to catch her eye. Instead, these dudes usually met the fists of some batos from the hood who were not about to let some interlopers from another colonia scoop up their women. Usually, the fists were attached to her oldest brother, who was considered el Rey del Barrio. He was the best looking, the best dancer, and the best fighter. He was known in all the surrounding barrios and he was respected.

    But my father didn’t know el Rey. He saw my mother one afternoon when she was working at the record store and he realized that he wanted to be by her side. My moms turned and saw my jefe looking at her. And then she saw him walk into a tree. And in that moment, Moms also wanted to be by his side.

    My jefe drove into the barrio the following weekend with his brother. It didn’t take him long to find out where Moms lived. He was at the wheel of a borrowed white Mustang. He sent his younger brother to knock at my abuelo’s door. The batos from the hood stood around, waiting for my uncle to put a stop to yet another pretendiente to my mother. For some reason, the beating didn’t happen. My moms intervened.

    The batos from the hood were not impressed. Later, when my jefe made another trip into the barrio, they jumped him. It was my uncle who stepped in. He then laid down the law: my father was off-limits. He was allowed to walk the streets of the barrio, and anyone who disagreed would have to answer to my tío and his fists.

    And that was that.

    And she would stand at the window, looking out at her flooded lawn, and tell us stories. Stories about over there, far, far from here. Here where she didn’t have cousins to hang out with or an older brother who would protect her.

    And we would listen to her stories while she waited for the lights of my father’s car to pull into the driveway of our new house, recently built, recently bought. It was the beginning of the American Dream. This was the house she had dreamed of for many years, with a big front yard where she would plant her roses and a large backyard where Dad would lay a cement patio and plant fruit trees. This was the house where she was finally going to be able to put down roots.

    Here was where she was going to have her family united. Everything was going to be wonderful. She would never have to wait long nights for an arrival. Together she and her husband would build on her American Dream.

    Here. Here was where there would be no drunken arguments, no beatings on the nights when he would drink away his paycheck and come home staggering with blazing eyes.

    Here. Here was going to be where things would work out and there would no longer be summers in northern Mexico where we would listen to her beg our abuelo to let her come home.

    Here, here, in the new house with a husband who would arrive to spend the night by her side and not by someone he met in the bar.

    And she would wait. And wait. And wait.

    She would tell us stories, and we listened to her talk as a way to forget her geography of pain, her trail of scars leading from here to her home over there. And in her stories she would have a shiny new house, with a united family and beautiful flowers growing in the garden.

    And everything.

    Everything.

    Everything would be in its right place.

  


  
    Homeboys

    My cousin Lalo. As kids we all called him Eddie. But in high school, he became Lalo. Homeboy had an older brother, Todd. Todd was the first child in his family to be born on this side de la línea. And as the shit was heavy for Mexicanos in those days, his jefes decided to give him a problem-free name. A gringo name. Todd. But he was screwed when it came to his last name. Rodríguez. No way to hide that nopal nailed to his forehead. Todd Rodríguez. A messed up bróder, bifurcated in name. Eso sí, he was the star child of that familia. He was the older brother who was going to save his family from la misería after the divorce of his folks that hit his family with the force of a hydrogen bomb. A lot of people in town also suffered collateral damage. Smart bato, though. Made it to the top of his class in high school. Sure, it was a rural high school in Northern Califas. Orland, a tiny speck of town lost in the orange groves and the olive orchards. But still. It was enough for some recruiter from the East Coast—I don’t know, maybe he took a left at Sacramento when he should have taken a right—to offer him a scholarship to Cornell.

    It would have all been un final feliz, the typical happy ending—farmer boy makes good, let’s quickly put up the words The End on the screen and get the audience out of here—if that dumbass Todd had not died a junkie in some callejón in San Francisco.

    That was some messed up shit.

    Homeboy could not hang with the white elite of Cornell who had brought out a child of migrant workers in one of those liberal acts of kindness to deposit him in a whole other class structure. Shit blew his mind. Rise in social class that rapidly without preparation? C’mon. That’s beyond science fiction. One could end up with a deep case of the bends. Resulted that Todd was out of place: unable to hang with either those richie riches or with the rich, urban Hispanics from the affluent Latino suburbs who saw him like some alien brought from another planet. Despite his American name. And instead of assimilating into the country-club set, homes became a stereotype. He dressed in that ’chuco style from cities like Stockton or Sacras. And worse, the loser became an addict, strung out on las drugs del momento. He failed out of Cornell. The university was unprepared to deal with a bato like him. He finished homeless y wasted on the streets of San Francisco. He became just another statistic and excuse for tapado conservatives to declare that Affirmative Action was a fracaso.

    Todd, he was familia, but he wasn’t really a cuate of mine.

    My homeboy was Lalo, Todd’s younger brother who was around my age. We were tight as kids. This primo was able to leave the pueblo, make it into Dartmouth, and actually survive in a town even more lost than Ithaca. All this despite the fears of his moms that he would end up a cartoon gangster like his older brother. One time, Lalo told me about these few Hispanics from Southern California. Self-hate leaked from their skin. They were the ones who came from money but denied it, as if being upper-middle class were a disease. They wanted to be farmworkers and claimed to be authentically attached to the land so they could say that they knew discrimination. But deep down they knew that when things got tough, they could run to Papi and his money. Born with silver spoons, they wanted to eat off of paper plates. At first, they expected Lalo to confirm their condition of suffering Hispanics, but the bato was a punk rocker. Unlike me, the dude could play an instrument, whereas I was just a DJ at a punk rock radio station. Anyway, homes played bass in a band. He taught his band how to play “La Bamba,” the punk version by the Plugz. The one that ended with the lead singer screaming that he wasn’t a capitalist, but an anarchist. Homeboy survived those white winters and then bounced around different countries while doing graduate work in New York and San Diego. Now the bato teaches at the University of Iowa.

    Lalo asked me if
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