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You stand around. You smoke. You spit. You are wear­
ing your two shirts, two pants, two underpants. Jesus says, if they 
chase you throw that bag down. Your plastic bag is your mama, 
all you have left; the yellow cheese she wrapped has formed a 
translucent rind; the laminated scapular of the Sacred Heart nestles 
flame in its cleft. Put it in your pocket. The last hour of Mexico is 
twilight, the shuilling of feet. A fog is beginning to cover the 
ground. Jesus says they are able to see in the dark. They have X­
rays and helicopters and searchlights. Jesus says wait, just wait, till 
he says. You can feel the hand ofJ esus clamp your shoulder, fingers 
cold as ice. Venga, corre. You run. All the rest happens without 
words. Your feet are tearing dry grass, your heart is lashed like a 
mare. You trip, you fall. You are now in the United States of Amer­
ica. You are a boy from a Mexican village. You have come into the 
country on your knees with your head down. You are a man. 

(II 

Papa, what was it like? 

I am his second son, his favorite child, his confidant. After we 
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have polished the DeSoto, we sit in the car and talk. I am sixteen 
years old. I fiddle with the knobs of the radio. He is fifty. 

He will never say. He was an orphan there. He had no mother, 
he remembered none. He lived in a village by the ocean. He 
wanted books and he had none. 

You are lucky, boy. 

• 
In the nineteenth century, American contractors reached down 
into Mexico for cheap labor. Men were needed to build Amer­
ica: to lay track, to mine, to dredge, to harvest. It was a man's 
journey. And, as a year's contract was extended, as economic de­
pendence was established, sons followed their fathers north. 
When American jobs turned scarce-during the Depression, as 
today-Mexicans were rounded up and thrown back over the 
border. But for generations it has been the rite of passage for the 

poor Mexican male. 
I will send for you or I will come home rich. 

• 
In the fifties, Mexican men were contracted to work in America 
as braceros, farm workers. I saw them downtown in Sacramento. 
I saw men my age drunk in Plaza Park on Sundays, on their backs 
on the grass. I was a boy at sixteen, but I was an American. At 
sixteen, I wrote a gossip column, "The Watchful Eye," for my 

school paper. 
Or they would come into town on Monday nights for the 

wrestling matches or on Tuesdays for boxing. They worked over 
in Yolo county. They were men without women. They were 

Mexicans without Mexico. 
On Saturdays, they came into town to the Western Union 

office where they sent money-money turned into humming 
wire and then turned back into money-all the way down into 
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Mexico. They were husbands, fathers, sons. They kept themselves 
poor for Mexico. 

Much that I would come to think, the best I would think about 
male Mexico, came as much from those chaste, lonely men as 
from my own father who made false teeth and who-after thirty 
years in America-owned a yellow stucco house on the east side 
of town. 

The male is responsible. The male is serious. A man remembers. 

411 

The migration of Mexico is not only international, South to 
North. The epic migration of Mexico and throughout Latin 
America, is from the village to the city. And throughout Latin 
America, the city has ripened, swollen with the century. Lima. 
Caracas. Mexico City. So the journey to Los Angeles is much 
more than a journey from Spanish to English. It is the journey 
from tu-the familiar, the erotic, the intimate pronoun-to the 
repellent usted of strangers' eyes. 

Most immigrants to America came from villages. The Amer­
ica that Mexicans find today, at the decline of the century, is a 
dosed-circuit city of ramps and dark towers, a city without God. 

The city is evil. Turn. Turn. 

e 

Mexico is poor. But my mama says there are no love songs like 
the love songs of Mexico. She hums a song she can't remember. 
The ice cream there is creamier than here. Someday we will see. 
The people are kinder-poor, but kinder to each other. 

Men sing in Mexico. Men are strong and silent. But in song 
the Mexican male is granted license he is otherwise denied. The 
male can admit longing, pain, desire. 

HAIII-EEEE-a cry like a comet rises over the song. A cry 
like mock-weeping tickles the refrain of Mexican love songs. The 
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cry is meant to encourage the balladeer-it is the raw edge of his 
sentiment. HAIII-EEEE. It is the man's sound. A ticklish 
arching of semen, a node wrung up a guitar string, until it bursts 
in a descending cascade of mockery. HAl. HAL HAL The cry of 
a jackal under the moon, the whistle of the phallus, the mania­
cal song of the skull. 

0 

Tell me, Papa. 
What? 
About Mexico. 
I lived with the family of my uncle. I was the orphan in the 

village. I used to ring the church bells in the morning, many steps 
up in the dark. When I'd get up to the tower I could see the ocean. 

The village, Papa, the houses too ... 
The ocean. He studies the polished hood of our beautiful blue 

DeSoto. 

• 
Mexico was not the past. People went back and forth . People 
came up for work. People went back home, to mama or wife or 
village. The poor had mobility. Men who were too poor to take 
a bus walked from Sonora to Sacramento. 

Relatives invited relatives. Entire Mexican villages got re­
created in three stories of a single house. In the fall, after the har­
vest in the Valley, families of Mexican adults and their American 
children would load up their cars and head back to Mexico in 
caravans, for weeks, for months. The school teacher said to my 
mother what a shame it was the Mexicans did that-took their 
children out of school. 

Like wandering Jews. They carried their home with them, 
back and forth: they had no true home but the tabernacle of 
memory. 
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Each year the American kitchen takes on a new appliance. The 
children are fed and grow tall. They go off to school with chil­
dren from Vietnam, from Korea, from Hong Kong. They get into 
fights. They come home and they say dirty words. 

The city will win. The city will give the children all the village 
could not-VCRs, hairstyles, drum beat. The city sings mean 
songs, dirty songs. But the city will sing the children a great 
Protestant hymn. 

You can be anything you want to be. 

® 

We are parked. The patrolman turns off the lights of the truck­
"back in a minute" -a branch scrapes the door as he rolls out of 
the van to take a piss. The brush crackles beneath his receding 
steps. It is dark. Who? Who is out there? The faces I have seen 
in San Diego-dishwashers, janitors, gardeners. They come all 
the time, no big deal. There are other Mexicans who tell me the 
crossing is dangerous. 

The patrolman returns. We drive again. I am thinking of epic 
migrations in history books-pan shots of orderly columns of 
paleolithic peoples, determined as am/, heeding some trumpet of 
history, traversing miles and miles ... of paragraph. 

The patrolman has turned off the headlights. He can't have to 
piss again? Suddenly the truck accelerates, pitches off the rutted 
road, banging, slamming a rock, faster, ignition is off, the truck 
is soft-pedalled to a stop in the dust; the patrolman is out like a 
shot. The cab light is on. I sit exposed for a minute. I can't hear 
anything. Cautiously, I decide to follow-! leave my door open 
as the patrolman has done. There is a boulder in the field. Is that 
it? The patrolman is barking in Spanish. His flashlight is trained 
on the boulder like a laser, he weaves it along the grain as though 
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he is untying a knot. He is: Three men and a woman stand up. 
The men are young-sixteen, seventeen. The youngest is shiver­
ing. He makes a fist. He looks down. The woman is young too. 
Or she could be the mother? Her legs are very thin. She wears a 
man's digital wristwatch. They come from somewhere. And 
somewhere-San Diego, Sacramento-somebody is waiting for 
them. 

The patrolman tells them to take off their coats and their 
' shoes, throw them in a pile. Another truck rolls up. 

As a journalist, I am allowed to come close. I can even ask ques-
tions. 

There are no questions. 
You can take pictures, the patrolman tells me. 
I stare at the faces. They stare at me. To them I am not bear­

ing witness; I am part of the process of being arrested. I hold up 
my camera. Their eyes swallow the flash, a long tunnel, leading 
back. 

Your coming of age. It is early. From your bed you watch your 
Mama moving back and forth under the light. The bells of the 
church ring in the dark. Mama crosses herself. From your bed you 
watch her back as she wraps the things you will take. 

You are sixteen. Your father has sent for you. That's what it 
means: He has sent an address in Nevada. He is there with your 
uncle. You remember your uncle remembering snow with his 
beer. 

You dress in the shadows. Then you move toward the table, 
the circle of light. You sit down. You force yourself to eat. Mama 
stands over you to make the sign of the cross on your forehead 
with her thumb. You are a man. You smile. She puts a bag of food 
in your hands. She says she has told La Virgin. 

Then you are gone. It is gray. You hear a little breeze. It is the 
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rustle of your old black Duena, the dog, taking her shortcuts 
through the weeds, crazy Duena, her pads on the dust. She is fol­
lowing you. 

You pass the houses of the village; each window is a proper 
name. You pass the store. The bar. The lighted window of the 
clinic where the pale medical student from Monterrey lives alone 
and reads his book full of sores late into the night. 

You want to be a man. You have the directions in your pocket: 
an address in Tijuana, and a map with a yellow line that leads 
from the highway to an "X" on a street in Reno. You are afraid, 
but you have never seen snow. 

You are just beyond the cemetery. The breeze has died. You 
turn and throw a rock back at La Duena, where you know she 
is-where you will always know where she is. She will not go past 
the cemetery, not even for him. She will turn in circles like a loca 
and bite herself. 

The dust takes on gravel, the path becomes a rutted road which 
leads to the highway. You walk north. The sky has turned white 
overhead. Insects click in the fields. In time, there will be a bus. 

I will send for you or I will come home rich. 
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Tino & Papi 
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I. TINO 

In the photo, he stands to the side with his hand out as 
if pointing a gun.or a rifle. Everyone else, sisters, cousins, friends, 
neighbors crowd around me; the pinata in the shape of a birth­
day cake sways in the wind above our heads. Everyone's there: 
aunts, uncles, cousins,'-the neighbors, my madrina, everyone, 
even Mamagrande Lupita from Monterrey. I'm holding the stick 
decorated with red, blue, yellow tissue paper that we will use to 
break the pinata. And at age nine he holds out the imaginary gun, 
like a soldier. Only ten years later, 1968, he is a soldier, and it's 
not a game. And we are gathered again: tias, tios, cousins, 
comadres, neighbors, everyone, even Mamagrande Lupita from 
Monterrey, and Papi's cousin Ricardo who's escorted the body 
home. We have all gathered around a flag-draped coffin. Tina's 
come home from Vietnam. My brother. The sound of the trum­
pet caresses our hearts and Mami's gentle sobbing sways in the 

cool wind of March. 
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