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To my sister, Mago, my little mother


Dear Reader,

In recent years, more than 200,000 children have arrived at the U.S. border asking for permission to stay. Most are from countries such as Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, and some from my own country—Mexico. They come escaping violence, poverty, persecution, corruption, but some also come to be reunited with their parents.

You see, in countries with extreme poverty and limited opportunities, many parents are forced to leave their children behind to go to a place where they can find a better life. Many of these children are left for years and years not knowing if they will ever see their parents again.

This is exactly what happened to me and my brother and sister. We were left in Mexico by both our mother and our father when they came to the U.S. to find better jobs. The years passed, and our desperation and fear grew. What if they forgot us? Or worse, what if they replaced us with American-born children? What if we never saw them again?

There were times when we thought about running away from our hometown to come and find our parents. We wanted to ask them, Do you still love us? Do you still want us? Luckily, we never had to make that journey alone. My father did return for us eventually. And one day I found myself running across the U.S. border with my dad and two siblings, putting my life at risk to finally have the family I dreamed of.

The immigrant children of today who have been arriving at the U.S. border have not had the same luck as me. They have been forced to flee their hometowns—often by themselves—to pursue their dream of having their parents by their side. Or worse, they come because their lives back home are in danger due to the instability and violence raging throughout Mexico and Central America.

I wrote The Distance Between Us because I believe that immigrant children have important stories that need to be told. I thought that maybe if I told my story of being a child immigrant it would help shed light on the controversial issue of immigration. I hope that those who read my book would show compassion, understanding, and love toward all immigrants, especially child immigrants.

This book was first published for adult readers, but I wanted to share my story with young readers as well, immigrant and nonimmigrant alike. Ultimately, The Distance Between Us is about survival and triumph, of learning that no matter how difficult our childhoods might be, we owe it to ourselves to look toward the future with hope, and to not let anything or anyone keep us from becoming the kind of person we want to be.

Where do you want to go? Who do you want to be? What do you want to achieve?

Hold on to your dreams, dear reader. When times get tough, hold on tight and don’t let go.

Abrazos,

Reyna Grande



Part One

MI MAMÁ ME AMA
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“I won’t be gone long.”

“How long?” I wanted to know. I needed to know.

“Not too long,” Mami replied, closing her suitcase. She was going to a place most parents never come back from, a place that had already taken my father, and was now taking my mother.

The United States.

My sister, Mago; my brother, Carlos; and I grabbed our bags of clothes and followed Mami out the door of the little house we’d been renting. Mami’s brothers were packing our belongings for storage. Just as we were about to step into the sunlight, I caught a glimpse of Papi. My uncle was putting a photo of my father into a box. I ran to take the photo from my uncle.

“Why are you taking that?” Mami said as we headed down the dirt road to Papi’s mother’s house, where we would be staying while Mami was gone.

“He’s my papi,” I said, and I clutched the frame tight against my chest.

“Your grandmother has pictures of him at her house,” Mami said. “You don’t need to take it with you.”

“But this is my papi!” I said. She didn’t understand that this paper face behind a wall of glass was the only father I knew.

Papi had left for the United States two years before. He wanted to build us a house—a real house made of brick and concrete. Even though he was a bricklayer and could build a house with his own hands, he couldn’t find work in Mexico because of the weak economy, so he’d left to go to the place everyone in my hometown calls El Otro Lado, “The Other Side.” Three weeks earlier he’d called Mami to tell her he needed her help. “If we’re both here making dollars, it will be faster to buy the materials for the house,” he’d said, then they would come back to Mexico to build our house.

But in the meantime he was leaving us without a mother.

Mago (short for Magloria) took my bag of clothes so I could hold Papi’s photo with both hands. The dirt road was full of rocks waiting to trip me, but that day I was extra careful because I carried my papi in my arms, and he could break easily.

My hometown of Iguala de la Independencia in the southern state of Guerrero is surrounded by mountains. My grandmother lived on the edge of the city, and as we walked to her house, I kept my eyes on the closest mountain. It was big and smooth, as if covered by green velvet. During the rainy season a circle of fog wrapped around its peak, like the white handkerchief people tie around their heads when they have headaches. This was why the locals had named it the Mountain That Has a Headache. Back then I didn’t know what was on the other side, and Mami didn’t either. She’d never been anywhere outside of Iguala. Until that day.

We didn’t live far from Papi’s mother, and as we turned the corner, her house came into view. Abuela Evila’s house sat at the bottom of the hill. It was a small adobe house painted white with a terra-cotta tile roof. Bougainvillea climbed up on one side. The vine, thick with red flowers, made the house look as if it were bleeding.

“Listen to your grandmother,” Mami said, startling me. All four of us had been quiet during our walk. She stopped and stood before us. “Behave yourselves. Don’t give her any reason to get angry.”

“She was born angry,” Mago said under her breath.

Carlos and I giggled. Mami giggled too, but stopped. “Hush, Mago. Don’t talk like that. Your abuela is doing us a favor by taking you in. Listen to her and always do as she says.”

“But why do we have to stay with her?” Carlos asked. He’d be seven years old the following month. Mago was eight and a half years old, four years older than me.

“Why can’t we stay with Abuelita Chinta?” Mago asked. I thought about Mami’s mother. Her voice was soft like the cooing of the doves in the cages around her shack, and she smelled of almond oil and herbs. But as much as I loved my grandmother, I wanted my mother.

Mami sighed. “Your father wants you to stay with his mother. He thinks you’ll be better off there—”

“But—”

“Basta. He has made a decision, and we must do as he says,” Mami said.

We continued walking. Mago, Carlos, and I slowed down, and soon Mami was walking by herself. I looked at the photo in my arms, at Papi’s black wavy hair, full lips, wide nose, and dark brown eyes looking to the left. I wished he was looking at me, and not past me. I wished he could see me.

“Why are you taking her away?” I asked the Man Behind the Glass. As always, he didn’t answer me.

“Señora, we’re here!” Mami shouted from the gate of my grandmother’s house. From across the street the neighbor’s dog barked at us.

“Señora, it’s me, Juana!” Mami yelled, louder this time. She didn’t open the gate to go in because my grandmother didn’t like Mami. And the truth was my abuela Evila didn’t like us, either, so I didn’t understand why Papi wanted us to stay there.

Finally Abuela Evila came out of the house. Her silver hair was up in a bun so tight that it pulled her scalp. She walked bent to the ground, as if she were carrying an invisible sack of corn. As she came to the gate, she dried her hands on her apron, stained with fresh red sauce.

“We’re here,” Mami said.

“I see,” my grandmother replied. She didn’t open the gate, and she didn’t ask us to come in and cool ourselves under the shade of the lemon tree in the patio. The bright noon sun burned my scalp. I got closer to Mami and hid in her shadow.

“Thank you for taking care of my children, señora,” Mami said. “Every week we’ll be sending you money for their upkeep.”

My grandmother looked at the three of us. I couldn’t tell if she was angry. She was always frowning, no matter what kind of mood she was in. “And how long will they be staying?”

“For as long as necessary,” Mami said. “Only God knows how long it’s going to take to build the house Natalio wants.”

“Natalio wants?” Abuela Evila asked, leaning against the gate. “Don’t you want it too?”

Mami looked at us and put her arms around us. We leaned against her. Tears stung my eyes, and I felt as if I’d swallowed one of Carlos’s marbles.

“Of course, señora. What woman wouldn’t want a nice brick house? But not at the price we must pay to have it,” Mami said.

“American dollars go a long way here,” Abuela Evila said, pointing at the brick house built on the far side of her property. “My daughter has built herself a very nice house with the money she’s made in El Otro Lado.”

We turned to look at the house. It was the biggest one on the block, but my aunt didn’t live in it. She hadn’t returned from the U.S. even though she’d left long before Papi had. She had left my cousin Élida behind, and my grandmother had been taking care of her since.

“I’m not talking about the money,” Mami said to my grandmother. Then she turned to us and bent to be at eye level with us. She took a deep breath and said, “I’ll work as hard as I can. Every dollar I earn will go to you and the house. We’ll be back before you know it.”

“Why did Papi only send for you and not me?” Mago asked. “I want to see him too.” As the oldest, she remembered Papi better than I did. She longed for him more than I did.

“I told you why. Your father only had enough money for me. And I’m going there to work. To help him with the house.”

“We don’t need a house. We need Papi,” Mago said.

“We need you,” Carlos said.

Mami ran her fingers through Mago’s hair. “I’ll be gone a year. I promise by then I’ll come back and bring your father with me. Do you promise to take care of Carlos and Reyna for me, be their little mother?”

Mago looked at Carlos, then at me. I didn’t know what my sister saw in my eyes that made her face soften. Did she see how afraid I was? Did she see that my heart was breaking at losing my mother? “Sí, Mami. I promise. But you’ll keep your promise, right? You will come back?”

“Of course,” Mami said. She opened her arms to us, and we fell into them.

“Don’t go, Mami. Stay with us. Stay with me. Please,” I pleaded, holding on to her.

She kissed the top of my head and pushed me toward the closed gate. “You need to get out of the sun before it gives you a headache.”

Abuela Evila finally opened the gate to allow us inside, but we didn’t move. We stood there holding our bags, and I wanted to throw Papi’s photo against the ground so it shattered into pieces. I hated him for taking my mother from me just because he wanted a house and a piece of land to call his own.

“Don’t go, Mami. Please!” I begged.

Mami gave us each a hug and kissed us good-bye. I pressed my cheek against her lips painted red with Avon lipstick.

Mago held me tightly as we watched Mami walk away. When she disappeared where the road curved, I tore my hand from my sister’s and took off running, yelling for my mother. Through my tears I watched a taxicab take her away. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Mago standing behind me.

“Come on, Nena,” she said. There were no tears in her eyes, and as we walked back to my grandmother’s house, I wondered if, when Mami had asked Mago to be our little mother, it had also meant she was not allowed to cry.
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Every day, while Mago and Carlos were at school, I stood by the gate and looked down the dirt road where Mami had disappeared, hoping to see her return.

“Go inside, Nena,” Mago said when she and Carlos arrived from school. She ushered me back into our grandmother’s house, where we spent the rest of the afternoon doing nothing but chores.

“You won’t stay here for free,” Abuela Evila had said as soon as the gate had closed behind us that morning when Mami had left. And by now I knew she meant it.

Two weeks had gone by, and everyone in the neighborhood now knew our mother had left. We couldn’t go anywhere without people looking at us with pity. One day Mago and I were passing by the baker’s house on our way to the tortilla mill, and the baker’s wife looked at us and said to her husband, “Look at them, poor little orphans.”

“We aren’t orphans!” I yelled. I grabbed a rock to throw at her, but I knew Mami would be disappointed in me if I threw it. So I let it fall to the ground.

Still, the baker’s wife had seen the look in my eyes. She knew what I’d been about to do. “Shame on you, girl!” she scolded. “I would want the earth to swallow me whole if I had a daughter like you.”

“Oh, don’t be too harsh on the girl,” the baker said. “It’s a sad thing, not to have any parents.” He got onto his bicycle to deliver his bread. I watched him until he turned the corner, mesmerized at how he wove his bike through the rocks on the dirt road without losing his balance and spilling all the bread in his giant hat basket.

“If your mother ever comes back, I’ll be sure to tell her of your behavior,” the baker’s wife said, pointing a finger at me. She went into her house and slammed the door shut.

“I can’t believe you,” Mago said, whacking me with the straw tortilla basket.

My eyes stung with tears. “But we aren’t orphans!”

She was too angry to speak to me. She held me tightly by the wrist and hurried me along to the tortilla mill. I stumbled on a rock and would have fallen if Mago hadn’t been holding me. She slowed down and loosened her hold on my wrist.

“I don’t want people feeling sorry for us,” I told her.

She stopped walking then. She touched the scars on her face from an accident when she was little. There was a scar on her cheek, her eyelid, and on the bridge of her nose. People always felt sorry for Mago because of her scars, and she hated it.

“I’m sorry I hit you, Nena,” she said. At hearing her call me baby, I immediately forgave her.

*  *  *

When we got back from the tortilla mill, my cousin Élida was waiting by the gate, asking why we’d taken so long. “Can’t you see I’m hungry?” Élida, who was going on thirteen, had a round chubby face and big puffy eyes that looked like frog eyes. I thought that since we were all in the same situation—having been left behind by our parents—we would be friends. Élida wasn’t interested in being our friend. Like the neighbors, she called us the little orphans, even though her mother had left her too. The pretty dresses Abuela Evila made for her on her sewing machine, and the many gifts her mother sent her from El Otro Lado, helped Élida transform herself from the little orphan to a privileged granddaughter. She was everything we were not.

At seeing her, I got angry again at being called an orphan, at being hit by Mago, at my mother for leaving me, at my father for taking her away. “Your hair looks like a horse’s tail,” I said.

“Stupid orphan!” she said, yanking my pigtail. Abuela Evila took the tortillas from Mago and didn’t say anything to Élida for pulling my hair.

Carlos, Mago, and I sat on the two concrete steps leading from the kitchen to my grandmother’s bedroom, since the table was only big enough for four people, and those seats were already taken. Abuela Evila gave a pork chop to my grandfather. Another to Élida. The third to my aunt, Tía Emperatriz, and the last pork chop she took for herself. By the time the frying pan came our way, there was nothing but oil left. Abuela Evila scooped up spoonfuls of oil and mixed it in with our beans. “For flavor,” she said.

If Papi were here, if Mami were here, we wouldn’t be eating oil, I thought.

“Isn’t there any meat left?” Tía Emperatriz asked.

Abuela Evila shook her head. “The money you left me this morning didn’t go very far at el mercado,” she said. “And their parents haven’t sent me anything this week.”

My aunt looked at our oily beans. She grabbed her purse and gave Mago a coin to buy us a soda. Mago came back from the store with a Fanta. We thanked our aunt and took turns sipping from the bottle, but the sweet taste of orange didn’t wash away the oil in our mouths.

“What’s the point of them being in El Otro Lado if we’re going to be eating like beggars?” Mago said after our meal. We took the dirty dishes out to the washing stone. Then we cleaned the table and swept the dirt floor. Carlos took the trash can out to the backyard to burn the pile of garbage.

“Regina!” Abuela Evila called out from her bedroom, where she was mending her dresses. “Regina, come here!” she said. It took me a moment to realize she was calling me, since Regina isn’t my name. But I was born on September 7, the day of Saint Regina, and my grandmother chose that name for me at my birth. Mami disobeyed her and named me Reyna instead.

“Yes, Abuela?” I said as I came to the door.

“Go to Don Bartolo’s store to buy me a needle,” she said, handing me a coin. “And hurry back.”

*  *  *

Don Bartolo’s two daughters were playing hopscotch outside his store. When they saw me walking past them, they pointed at me and said, “Look, there goes the little orphan.” This time I didn’t think twice. I didn’t care if the whole neighborhood thought I was wild and a disgrace to my family. I threw the coin as hard as I could. It hit the taller girl above her right eye. She screamed and ran into the store, calling to her father. I ran home as fast as I could, leaving the coin on the ground. When Abuela Evila asked me for her needle, I had no choice but to tell her the truth.

She called Mago over and said, “Take your sister to apologize to Don Bartolo, and don’t come back without my needle.”

Mago grabbed my hand and pulled me along. “Now you’ve done it,” she said.

“She shouldn’t have called me an orphan!” I yanked my hand from Mago’s and stopped walking. She looked at me for a long time. I thought she was going to hit me, but instead she took my hand and pulled me along in the other direction.

“Where are we going?” I asked. She didn’t tell me where she was taking me, but as soon as we turned the corner, the little house we had once rented came into view. We stopped in front of it. The window was open, and I could smell beans boiling on the stove. I heard the sound of a woman singing along to the radio. Mago said she didn’t know who the new tenants were, but it’d always be the house where we’d lived with our parents. “No one can take that away,” she said. “I know you don’t remember Papi at all, but whatever you remember about Mami and this house is yours to keep forever.”

I followed her down to the canal at the bottom of the hill. Mami would do the washing here. “This is where Mami saved your life, Nena. Remember?” Mago said.

I nodded, feeling a lump in my throat. The year before, I’d almost drowned in the canal. The rainy season had turned it into a gushing river, and the current had been swift and strong. Mami had told me to sit on the washing stones and stay by her side, but she’d let Mago and Carlos get into the water and play with the other kids. I wanted to get in, and when Mami was busy rinsing our clothes and looking the other way, I jumped in. The current pulled me down the canal. I couldn’t touch the bottom. Mami got to me just in time.

Now we went back to Abuela Evila’s house, not knowing what we were going to tell her. Before we went into the house itself, Mago took me into the small shack of bamboo sticks and cardboard near the patio. Inside were large clay pots, a big griddle, and other pots and pans. I’d been born in this shack. This was where Mami and Papi had first lived when they’d gotten married.

Mago and I sat on the dirt floor, and she told me about the day I was born, exactly the way Mami used to tell it. She pointed to the circle of rocks and a pile of ash and told me that during my birth a fire had been burning. When I was born, the midwife put me into my mother’s arms, and Mami turned to face the fire to keep me warm. As I listened to Mago now, I closed my eyes and felt the heat of the flames and heard Mami’s heart beating against my ear.

Mago pointed to a spot on the dirt floor and reminded me that my umbilical cord was buried there. That way, Mami had told the midwife, no matter where life takes her, she won’t ever forget where she came from.

But then Mago touched my belly button and said something my mother had never said. She said my umbilical cord was like a ribbon that connected me to Mami. She said, “It doesn’t matter that there’s a distance between us now. That cord is there forever.” I touched my belly button, and I thought about what my sister had said. I had Papi’s photo to keep me connected to him. I had no photo of my mother, but now my sister had given me something to remember her by.

“We still have a mother and a father,” Mago said. “We aren’t orphans, Nena. Just because they aren’t with us doesn’t mean we don’t have parents anymore. Now come on. Let’s go tell our grandmother we have no needle for her.”

“She’s going to beat me,” I said as we headed to the house. “And she’s going to beat you, too, even though you didn’t do anything.”

“I know,” she said.

“Wait,” I said. I ran out of the gate before I lost my nerve. I ran down the street as fast as I could. Outside the store Don Bartolo’s daughters were playing again. They glared at me the moment they saw me. Suddenly my feet didn’t want to keep walking. I put a finger on my belly button.

“I’m sorry I hit you with the coin,” I told the girl.

She turned to look at her father, who came out to stand by the door. She said, “My papi says we’re lucky he has the store. If he didn’t, he would have to leave for El Otro Lado. I wouldn’t want him to go.”

“I didn’t want Mami to go either,” I said. “But she’ll be back soon. And so will my papi.”

Don Bartolo took my grandmother’s coin from his pocket and handed it to me. “Don’t ever think that your parents don’t love you,” he said. “It is because they love you very much that they have left.”

I bought the needle for Abuela Evila, and as I walked home, I told myself maybe Don Bartolo was right. I had to keep on believing that my parents had left me because they loved me too much, and not because they didn’t love me enough.
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It didn’t take long for Élida and us to become bitter enemies. She was the favored grandchild, and she always made sure we didn’t forget it. When she had arrived at Abuela Evila’s house six years before, when she was seven, my grandmother had kicked my grandfather out of her bed to make space for Élida in her bedroom. Anything Élida wanted, she would get—a new dress, a new pair of shoes, treats, and unlimited time watching television. At my grandmother’s insistence Élida’s mother would send her presents too. Once, she got a Walkman from El Otro Lado, and she was the envy of the whole neighborhood. At home she would spend hours lying on the hammock listening to Michael Jackson songs on her Walkman while we three cleaned the house from top to bottom.

Another time my grandmother thought Élida should learn how to type so she could be the best secretary Iguala had ever had, and soon after a typewriter arrived from El Otro Lado. Élida would spend hours tap-tap-tapping away while we three did nothing but chores and longed for our own presents from El Otro Lado.

She hardly ever shared her stuff with us, and whenever she allowed us to play with her dolls, we had to play the role of the maids and she was always the rich woman. She was even bossier than my grandmother! Then we didn’t want to play anymore because it was bad enough being bossed around in real life, let alone when we were supposed to be playing.

But the worst thing about Élida was the nicknames she had given us. She called me Chueca, “crooked,” because I am left-handed, so she said I was deformed. Carlos she called Calaca, “skeleton,” because he was extremely skinny, except for his big belly full of tapeworm. And Mago’s nickname was Piojosa, because of all the lice she had on her head. Carlos and I tolerated the nicknames as much as we could, but not Mago. She and Élida were constantly fighting like old ladies, and things went from bad to worse the day Mago threatened to infest Élida’s hair with lice.

*  *  *

Élida’s hair was her most prized possession. It was so long that it tumbled down her back like a sparkling black waterfall. Every few days Abuela Evila washed Élida’s hair with lemon water to keep it shiny and healthy. In the afternoons Abuela Evila would fill up a bucket from the water tank, cut lemons off the tree, and squeeze the juice into the water.

Mago, Carlos, and I would hide behind a bush and watch through the leaves. Abuela Evila washed Élida’s hair as if it were an expensive and delicate silk shawl. Afterward Élida would sit under the sun to dry her hair. My grandmother then brushed it in small strokes, beginning with the tips and working her way up. She spent half an hour running the comb through Élida’s long, long hair while we watched.

Our hair was full of lice, our bellies swollen with tapeworm, but my grandmother didn’t care. She said, “Maybe you aren’t even my grandchildren.”

Sometimes I wished she was right. I didn’t want her to be my grandmother either.

“Your mother is not coming back for you,” Élida said to us one afternoon while lying in the sun to let her hair dry. “Now that she’s got a job and is making dollars, she won’t want to come back, believe me.”

Three weeks before, Mami had called us on the phone and told us she’d gotten a job at a garment factory. She’d said she was finally helping Papi save money for the house, and had promised to send us money for shoes and clothes. We couldn’t tell Mami not to bother, that the money they sent disappeared by the time my grandmother made it home from the bank. My grandmother would stand next to us while we talked on the phone, and if we said anything bad about her, she would spank us.

“She’ll be back. I know she will,” Mago told Élida. In the two and a half months we’d been there, my parents had called us every other weekend. Mago would remind Mami of her promise—that she would return in a year.

“Don’t lie to yourself,” Élida said. “They’re going to forget all about you, you’ll see. You’re always going to be the little orphans.”

“Speak for yourself. It’s your mother who’s not coming back,” Mago said. “Doesn’t she have another child over there in El Otro Lado?”

At being reminded of her American brother, Élida looked away. Abuela Evila came out of the house carrying a large plastic comb. She sat behind Élida and combed her long hair that smelled of lemonade. Élida was quiet, and she didn’t answer Abuela Evila when she asked her what was wrong.

*  *  *

An hour later Élida was back on the patio. She lay down on the hammock and watched us do our chores. Mago swept while I watered Abuela Evila’s pots of vinca and geraniums. Carlos was in the backyard helping my grandfather clear the brush.

Élida rocked herself in the hammock, eating a mango-on-a-stick that she’d bought at Don Bartolo’s store. It was a beautiful mango cut to look like a rose, its yellow flesh sprinkled with red chili powder. My mouth watered at seeing her take a bite.

“My mother loves me,” she said.

“Oh, shut up already,” Mago said. She turned the broom to face Élida and swept toward her.

“Stupid orphan!” Élida yelled, scrambling to get away from the cloud of dust Mago had sent her way. “Piojosa!”

“So what if I have lice?” Mago said. “And if you aren’t careful, I’ll give them to you, and we’ll see what happens to all that pretty hair of yours.” Mago pulled me to her and started parting my hair. “Look, look, a louse!” she said, holding it out to Élida.

“Abuelita! Abuelita!” Élida yelled, her eyes opened wide with fear. She ran into the house holding on to her thick long braid. Mago and I looked at each other.

“Look what you’ve done. We’re really going to get it now,” I said to Mago.

I thought we were going to get a beating with my grandmother’s wooden spoon, or a branch or a sandal, the usual choices. I would have preferred a beating to what we got.

*  *  *

In the evening, when my aunt came home from work, Abuela Evila told her to take care of our lice problem. My aunt gave Mago money and sent her to buy kerosene, a really smelly oil used to light lamps—and kill lice. The last rays of the sun were gone, and darkness fell around us. My grandmother turned on the light on the patio, but it didn’t work. There was no power that night. She brought out her candles and set them on the water tank.

When Mago returned with the kerosene, my aunt sat us down one by one.

“What if that doesn’t work?” Élida asked.

“If the kerosene doesn’t work, I’m shaving off their hair!” Abuela Evila said.

At hearing my grandmother’s words, I stopped squirming. Tía Emperatriz ran through my hair with a lice comb. She made me tilt my head all the way back and poured kerosene onto my hair. The smell made my head spin. She made sure every strand of hair was covered before wrapping my head with a towel and tying a plastic bag over it to keep it in place. I sat so still, I could hear the mosquitoes buzzing around. They bit my legs and arms, but the thought of getting my head shaved kept me from moving.

“Now off to bed,” my aunt said when she was done, “but stay away from the lit candles.”

*  *  *

My grandmother had given us a twin-size bed for the three of us to share. It was tucked into a corner of my grandfather’s room. I slept in the middle between Mago and Carlos so that I wouldn’t fall off. We would huddle together at night, clinging to each other, even though Carlos had started wetting the bed soon after Mami had left.

But that night I wasn’t worried about being peed on. It was a long, restless night, and we couldn’t sleep! I wanted to scratch, scratch, scratch, but I couldn’t. The overwhelming smell of the kerosene made me dizzy. I tried to hold my breath for as long as I could, and when my lungs were bursting, I would take in a big gulp of air and feel my head spinning like a top. I reached for my towel and pulled on it, not able to bear the pain any longer.

“Leave it alone,” Mago said.

“It hurts so much,” I said. “I need to scratch. I really need to.”

“My scalp feels as if it’s on fire!” Carlos said. “I can’t take it anymore.”

“Don’t do it,” Mago said. “We’ll get our hair chopped off if you ruin it now.”

“I don’t care!” With one swoop of his hand, Carlos pulled off the towel.

A half hour later I did the same.

*  *  *

Abuela Evila was true to her word. The next afternoon, when my grandfather came home from work, she had him take out his razor blade and scissors. Carlos’s hair was completely shaved off. We ran our hands over his bald head, feeling the stubble tickle our palms. When she saw him, Élida burst out laughing. “Now you really do look like a skeleton.” She started to sing a song. “La calaca, tilica y flaca. La calaca, tilica y flaca.” I laughed because it was a funny song and I could picture the lank and skinny skeleton dancing along to it.

“Regina, it’s your turn,” Abuela Evila said.

“Please, Abuelita, no!” I yelled as my grandmother dragged me to the chair. My grandfather hit me on the head with his hand and ordered me to sit still.

“It’s up to you if you want to move,” he said when I wouldn’t stop. “Just don’t blame me for how the haircut turns out.”

I jerked around, crying and yelling for Mami to come. I hated myself for being so weak the night before, when I’d torn the towel off. Tears rolled down my face, and I cried for my hair, because I loved my hair. It was the only beautiful thing I had, curls so thick that women in the street would stop and touch them and tell Mami “What lovely hair your daughter has. She looks like a doll,” and Mami would smile with pride.

“Don’t move, Nena. He’s doing a really bad job!” Mago said. But I didn’t listen, and the scissors hissed near my ear. I squirmed even more at watching my curls spill onto the ground and onto my lap, falling one by one like flower petals. Then my grandmother’s chickens came clucking to see what was happening. They picked up my curls and shook them around. They stepped all over them and dragged them with their feet across the dirt.

In the end, when Abuelo Augurio was done, I ran to the mirror. My hair was as short as a boy’s, and it was so uneven, it looked as if a cow had nibbled on it! I hid under my covers and didn’t come out. I looked at Papi’s photo hanging on the wall. I’d looked at myself in the mirror enough times to know that his slanted eyes were just like mine. We both had small foreheads, wide cheeks, and a wide nose. And now we both had short, black hair.

“When are you coming back?” I asked the Man Behind the Glass. “Do you love me?”

I wished I had a picture of Mami. I wanted to tell her I missed being with her. I missed going to the canal and sitting on the washing stone while she scrubbed our clothes and told me stories. If the water was low, she would let me get in and chase after the soap bubbles as she dunked the clothes into the water to rinse.

I missed going with her to visit Abuelita Chinta and taking a nap on my grandmother’s bed while they talked. I would fall asleep listening to Mami’s voice and the cooing of my grandmother’s doves. And at night I missed snuggling with her on the bed she’d shared with Papi. Mago and I would try to keep Mami warm so she wouldn’t miss him so much.

Mago came in to tell me it was dinnertime. I looked at her and hated her because she hadn’t gotten her hair chopped off. She’d dealt with the stupid scratching all night long, and in the morning she’d woken up and the lice had all been dead. Even though she’d washed her hair twenty times with Tía Emperatriz’s shampoo that smelled of roses, it still reeked of kerosene. But at least she didn’t look like a boy.

“Leave me alone,” I said.

“Come on, Nena. Come and eat.”

My stomach didn’t care that my hair had been butchered. It groaned with hunger, and I had no choice but to go out into the kitchen, where everyone could see me. Tía Emperatriz, who’d been at work when the hair cutting had taken place, gasped at seeing me and said, “Ay, Amá, what did you do to this poor girl?”

Élida said, “What girl? Isn’t that Carlos?” When I glared at her, she laughed and said, “Oops, I thought you were your brother.”

*  *  *

That night I had a dream about Mami. In my dream she was washing my still-long black hair with lemon water and scrubbing it so gently that I sighed with pleasure. I woke up with a pain in my heart, and I felt like crying. Then I realized that Carlos had wet our bed and I was soaked.
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We’d been at Abuela Evila’s house for six months, and it was worse than a prison. We weren’t allowed to go out except to run errands. My grandmother didn’t let us play with the neighborhood kids because she said she was responsible for us and didn’t want us getting into trouble. But on Saturday mornings she and Élida would go downtown, and we would sneak out of the house and rush to the vacant lot. There was an abandoned car there where we liked to play. The car was rusty and the seats were full of holes. It had no tires, but the steering wheel worked just fine.

“Where are we off to today?” Carlos asked, taking his turn at the wheel.

“To El Otro Lado,” I said.

“Vroom. Vroom! Here we go,” Carlos said.

The noises got louder. The car went faster. Carlos said, “Hold on tight for the jump! Yeee-haa!” As he drove, I looked at the Mountain That Has a Headache and was sure El Otro Lado was over there. Mago said the United States was really far away, and what could be farther away than an unknown town on the other side of the mountains?

“Head that way,” I told Carlos as I pointed to the mountain. “That’s where Mami and Papi are.”

Carlos started the noises again. The engine revved, and soon we were off. “Yeee-haa!”

*  *  *

Since I decided my parents were on the other side of the Mountain That Has a Headache, I would look at the mountain every night and wish them a buenas noches. In the morning I wished them a buenos días. Carlos and Mago did it too, even though Élida laughed and said we were a bunch of idiots to believe our parents were that close to us.

“My mami and papi are as close as I want them to be,” I said to Élida.

At first I didn’t really know where to find Papi. All I had was his photo. But one day, as we were walking to the store, Mago stopped outside a house to listen to “Escuché Las Golondrinas” playing on the radio and said, “Papi loved that song.” That was how I learned to find Papi in the voice of Vicente Fernández. Another time, as we were walking to the tortilla mill, the mail carrier passed by on his bicycle, and we caught a whiff of something spicy, like cinnamon, and Mago said, “That’s how Papi smelled!” I learned to find him in a bottle of Old Spice we found in a trash heap.

It was easier to find Mami. She was in the smell of the apple-scented shampoo my aunt bought for us. She was in the scent of her favorite Avon perfumes I smelled on her old friends when I stood in line with them at the tortilla mill. I found the color of her lips in the flowers of the bougainvillea climbing up Abuela Evila’s house. I heard Mami in the lyrics of her favorite songs from Los Dandys. And when Abuelita Chinta came to visit us, I saw Mami in her mother’s eyes.

Never a day went by when I didn’t go into the little shack where I’d been born. I traced a circle around the spot where my umbilical cord had been buried, and thought about the special cord that connected me to Mami.

Every two weeks when they called, I would find my parents in my grandmother’s phone. But always those precious two minutes when Abuela Evila allowed us to talk would go by too quickly. Two minutes to tell them everything we felt. So many things to say to them, but one night in August we said nothing at all. It was Mami who talked, who gave us the worst news of all.

She was going to have a baby.

“They’re replacing us already,” Mago said after handing the phone back to Abuela Evila. We went to the room we shared with our grandfather, and since there was no door, only a thin curtain, we could hear our grandmother telling my parents how tough things were and could they please send more money? “Your children need shoes and clothes . . . ,” Abuelita Evila said. But last time, when they’d sent the money she asked for, she’d used it to make Élida a new dress.

“They’ll leave us here and forget all about us,” Mago said. Carlos and I tried to make her feel better, but it was no use. I held my sister and cried with her. I felt so angry at my parents. I couldn’t understand why they’d asked God for another child. Aren’t we three enough? I put a finger on my belly button and thought of the cord that tied me to Mami. As long as that cord existed, she wouldn’t forget me, no matter how many other children she had. But Papi, what connected me to him? What would keep him from forgetting me?

*  *  *

The day after the telephone call, Mago refused to go to school, and Carlos had to walk alone. Mago spent all day in our room. She grabbed a history book and flipped through the pages until she found a map. She traced a line between two dots, and because I couldn’t yet read, I didn’t know what the letters spelled. “What are you doing?” I asked.

She showed me the map. “This is Iguala. And this is Los Angeles, and this,” she said as she made her finger go from one dot to the other, “this is the distance between us and our parents.”

I touched my belly button and said, “But we’re connected.”

She shrugged and said, “I just made that up to make you feel better.”

“You’re lying!” I said. I kicked her on the calf and ran out of the room with a finger on my belly button. I hid in the shack where I’d been born and cried myself to sleep.

I awoke to the sound of someone shouting my grandmother’s name at the gate, and I went out to see that Doña Paula had arrived. Since we lived on the outskirts of Iguala, we didn’t have running water. Doña Paula came every three days to deliver water from the community well. Her donkey carried two large water containers on either side. Her two boys rode on the donkey while she walked alongside it, pulling on the reins.
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