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INTRODUCTION





Martíneztown, 1945: Tales of Life and Loss in an Albuquerque Barrio is a compilation of personal recollections that take the reader to Albuquerque’s Santa Barbara / Martíneztown neighborhood at the end of World War II. Innocent, hapless, heart-rending, and kind human beings in my adopted community inspired the accounts herein.


The leadoff story, “The Day I Shed a Tear,” dramatizes how a pack of dogs mauled my dog, Chopo, to death as I headed for Santa Barbara School (constructed in the early 1900s, today a historic site). Distraught at the loss of my beloved pet I yearned to return to the family ranch in the Río Puerco Valley.


Let us go back in time. After the demise of the WPA (Workers Progress Administration) during the early 1940s, my father, like many other ranchers and farmers in the Río Puerco Valley southeast of Chaco Canyon where we lived, lost his job. To make matters worse, he struggled to carve out an existence from the land on his parents’ ranch to feed a growing family. The skies had become increasingly frugal with their clouds and precipitation. Not even the santos seemed to heed my mother’s supplications for rain to sprinkle the crops.


The pressures of living on the fringes were mounting for Mom and Dad. The time to take stock not so much of our past, but of our present with a future in mind, preoccupied them. Our past was clear, our present very much in the balance, and our future as murky as the muddy waters of the Río Puerco. In their best wisdom my parents decided to move to Albuquerque in the hope of a better life. My father, an extremely intelligent man with only a fifth-grade education and no technical training whatsoever, was determined to carve out a new niche for the entire family.


The sultry days of July 1945, as my family and I ventured into Albuquerque, are still embedded in my psyche. But what made those summer days memorable was not the heat. More striking was the change from the open spaces in rural New Mexico to a new and confined existence in quasi-urban life in the so-called Duke City. Throughout time I learned to adapt to, as well as to cope with, a variety of surprising external forces.


We relocated to the Hispanic barrio of Santa Barbara (named after the Santa Barbara Cemetery founded in 1869), although most local citizens considered it an integral part of Martíneztown,* a historic enclave in what was then northeast Albuquerque. Our new abode—if one could graciously call it that—was my paternal grandmother’s dispensa, a storage shed on my grandparents’ home west of the Santa Barbara Cemetery. Grandma Lale’s forlorn shed stood in their back yard as if to convey its own sympathy upon our arrival. The tattered screen door, the only entrance to the tiny dwelling, greeted us with the clearly visible words that read “RAINBO is Good Bread.” My little brother Beltrán, six years old, with a penchant for cutting up even at his age said, “Amá, aquí vamos estar toos atoraos como gallinas.” (Mom, we’re going to be stuck here like chickens.) He had spoken volumes.


Our cramped quarters for two adults and five children (a sister was born here later) for the next four unforgettable, tense, and unpredictable years (1945–1949) was the first contradiction or anomaly. But for the moment, at least, the present reality was an eye-opener to my mother, first and foremost. As for my father’s reaction to our current situation, it was all a matter of the end justifying the means. “Nothing lasts forever,” were his consoling words. Years later we moved to Los Ranchos de Alburquerque. There Dad built Mom a home with adobes that he purchased from our neighbor Daniel Sedillo in Los Ranchos, who hailed from Martíneztown.


For a young boy like me, Santa Barbara opened my eyes to the allure, travails, and disappointments of a semi-urban life in Albuquerque. Though life as a child can be adventurous, I somehow found the beginning of our new existence bizarre and eerie, which left me to ponder if survival in the vicissitudes of the inner city was even or ever possible. The strangeness I felt in a so-called barrio was not only ratified but in some cases magnified at Santa Barbara School.† A number of students treated me like a country bumpkin. While not prepared to cope with those unknown forces, I was determined above all not to succumb to kids’ tomfoolery or teasing just so they could claim victory or another victim.


Bit by bit I became exposed to a confined world that clashed dramatically with the blue skies and wide-open spaces of my beloved Río Puerco Valley. The unlimited freedom I once relished in the countryside was now reduced to square footage and a fenced yard where you could reach across to your neighbor’s house and touch the walls plastered with cement, not mud. Even the homes on our street somehow seemed to be lined up one after the other like chickens roosting in the chicken coop.


Pumping water from Grandma Lale’s pump was also a novelty. So, too, was running errands to the small privately owned neighborhood stores or carrying our trash weekly to the city’s garbage dump. Today this area lies parallel to Interstate 25, not far from the so-called Big I that links the North and South I-25 with I-40, east and west.


I did relate to a handful of things in Santa Barbara. For example, virtually every family had an outhouse. On Mondays, wash day, women hung their clothes to dry on a clothesline. And the ever-present chimneys spewed plumes of white and dark smoke from the wood-burning stoves. For good measure one could add poverty, pride, hardworking men and women, and Spanish, the people’s dominant language.


A prime example of the rural and urban worlds that merge or clash is seen in “Wanna Go to the Movies?” The lighthearted story calls to mind my first-ever visit to a movie theater in downtown Albuquerque. Pat Perea, a neighbor whom I befriended, and his pals burst out laughing when I hid under my seat upon seeing a herd of galloping horses on the screen coming toward me. I thought I was going to be trampled to death.


Some of the words and expressions my barrio friends employed as they ambled to and from the theater baffled me. Their mode of communication, esoteric at best, becomes more vivid in “Borrego.” Borrego is a zoot-suiter whose inner-city jargon clashes with my own standard and regional Spanish of the countryside.


Time and again the reader will encounter colorful and intriguing characters in Martíneztown, 1945, Tales of Life and Loss in an Albuquerque Barrio. A case in point is the inimitable drunkard Tranquilino (aka el Tanque/the Tank) highlighted in “The Man Who Swore a Lot.” He is renowned for his plethora of obscenities directed, above all, against women. An antithesis in temperament can be seen in the generous bachelor don Hilario, as portrayed in “Don Hilario and His Hogs.” He hosts a yearly Matanza in the fall and invites his neighbors to join in the traditional festivity of butchering and sharing a pig.


Language and culture are mutually inclusive, for one cannot exist without the other. Don Hilario is emblematic of both. He, like his neighbors who migrated to Santa Barbara, steadily adjusted to the trials and tribulations of urban life but did not assimilate completely.


The characters mentioned above reflect in part the captivating personalities the reader will encounter in Martíneztown, 1945: Tales of Life and Loss in an Albuquerque Barrio. I first wrote my remembrances in Spanish, my native tongue, even though my ancestral roots stretch across several centuries in New Mexico. The use of Spanish is pivotal since it drives the theme, tone, and development of the respective characters within each story, as well as in the English version.


As translator, one must be conscious of the spirit and nuances inherent in the target language. This is especially true in translating plays on words, double meanings, or idiomatic expressions. Each one of these entities must be treated with flexibility otherwise the conversion from Spanish to English loses its flair and authenticity. The art of translating is not a perfect science, to be sure, therefore maintaining the integrity of language and culture as much as humanly possible is fundamental.


A bilingual glossary juxtaposing regional terms with those of modern usage, plus common expressions or idioms, have been included for readers who are unfamiliar with the northern New Mexican Spanish dialect. Zoot-suiter expressions or pachuquismos typical among inner-city youth during the 1940s are appended as well.


Seventy-plus years have passed since my family and I left Santa Barbara/Martíneztown for Los Ranchos de Alburquerque. My grandparents, Teodoro and Emilia García (nicknamed Lolo and Lale, respectively), bought their Santa Barbara home in 1912, the year my father was born. Located at 417 Wilson Avenue (today Aspen Avenue), it still stands. Though the home was sold shortly after my grandparents’ death in 1972, I nonetheless visit the neighborhood from time to time.


But those days of yore are gone and etched only in memory: cars have replaced people strolling to and fro; dirt roads where kids played are now paved; and the nameless back alleys of yesteryear today boast the names of proud folks who have gone on to a better life. Even the gurgling ditch built around 1830 that once ran through the barrio when my family and I lived in Santa Barbara in the 1940s no longer exists. Nowadays everything seems eerily peaceful in comparison to the hustle and bustle of the barrio that I hereby describe in Martíneztown, 1945: Tales of Life and Loss in an Albuquerque Barrio.


I am pleased to pay homage, individually and collectively, to those private citizens of bygone years. Regardless of their character traits or shortcomings, real or invented, they were decent human beings whom I observed day in and day out. Above all else, every single individual—fictional or non-fictional—in the ensuing stories demonstrates his or her own raison d’être whether victim, hero, or persona non grata.


NASARIO GARCÍA, PHD


Santa Fe, New Mexico




	* For a treatise on Martíneztown I recommend Martíneztown 1823–1950: Hispanics, Italians, Jesuits & Land Investors in New Town Albuquerque by Joseph P. Sánchez & Larry D. Miller.



	† Anyone interested in my education and career in academia, I recommend Beyond My Adobe Schoolhouse: My Life in Education, University of New Mexico Press. Visit my website: https://nasariogarcia.com.

















The Day I Shed a Tear





MY BELOVED DOG’S NAME was Chopo. He was the first and only dog I ever had as a kid. Because of the hurtful and ugly way that he died I never had the desire to talk about him until now.


Let us turn back the clock. I was six years old when Dad gave Chopo to me at our ranch in the Río Puerco Valley of New Mexico where my family and I lived. As a kid, time is something I took for granted. Time only mattered when I got hungry, sleepy, or my playing time was cut short because of having to do household or ranch chores. Otherwise, time came and went routinely like the four yearly seasons.


More than seventy years have passed since I became the proud owner of Chopo, a beautiful beige-and-white puppy. He was my loyal companion for three years. As he got older, Chopo playfully chased after Mom’s chickens. He was good-natured. I loved him very much.


At first Mom let him sleep on the floor in the bedroom but only because he was a puppy and the nights were cold. Once the weather turned warm, Chopo had to stay outside. One day when I least expected it, Mom popped a question.


“Hijito, my dear son, have you thought of a name for your little dog? You can’t keep calling him ‘perrito (puppy dog).’ You have to baptize him,” Mom said, and she winked at me.


“Like when my little sister was baptized at the church?”


“Well, not exactly, but you should give him a name. Animals enjoy names just like us humans. That’s why your dad named his horse El Moro, which means bluish-gray.”


I didn’t have a clue what to name my puppy until one morning before breakfast. I hopped out of bed but I couldn’t fine my house slippers. This was not the first time I had looked and looked for them. I usually found my puppy playing with them under the bed. Suddenly a name clicked.


“Guess what, Mom?” I said to her, all excited, as I finished my oatmeal. “I’m going to name my little dog Chopo,”


“Why Chopo?” Mom asked.


“Because every time I go looking for my chopos (house shoes), one is missing. That’s why I want to baptize him Chopo,” I said, and Mom smiled as I looked at her.


“I think that’s a clever idea and a good name for your puppy,” Mom added. “Your father will be very proud of you.”


That evening Dad came home from work. While we were eating supper, Mom broke the silence.


“Hijito, aren’t you going to tell your dad the good news?”


“What good news?” I answered, somewhat confused.


“You know, about your dog.”


“Oh yes!” I said, trying to collect my thoughts. “Dad, I have something to tell you.”


“You do? And what is it?” he asked before I could continue.


“I now have a name for my puppy. From now on we’re going to call him Chopo.”


“Chopo! How did you come up with a name like that?” I then gave him the same explanation that I had given Mom.


“Hijito, that’s a good name. I like it. The kids in our neighborhood will love the name Chopo.”


“What neighborhood?” I exclaimed in a loud voice.


Dad’s words hit me like a good kick in the stomach. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Mom had not said anything to me either about leaving the ranch.


“Mijo,” Dad said to me in a serious tone of voice, “we’re leaving the ranch and moving to Alburquerque where I’ll try to find a job to feed the family. That is no longer possible here on our small ranch. In September you’ll go to a school in the city.”


We moved to the Santa Barbara barrio. I wasn’t too thrilled about going to a new school. I started at Santa Barbara Elementary School. It wasn’t very far from my paternal grandparents’ storage room, where we now lived, so I walked. That first day I ate breakfast and then went outside to look for Chopo. I hollered at him; he was lying under Dad’s old clunker, carrito.


“Chopo. Ven a comer. Tengo que irme a la escuela.” (Come and eat. I have to leave for school.) By now he answered to his name. I gave him something to eat and he gobbled it all up.


“Bueno, ya me voy” (Okay, I’m going), and I rubbed his head. He wiggled his tail; he was happy.


I went inside the house to say goodbye to Mom. When I came out, Chopo was at the entrance waiting for me.


“Bueno, hasta la tarde amá.” (Okay, see you this afternoon, Mom.)


I hurried because I didn’t want to be late for my first day of school. When I crossed Edith Boulevard alongside Santa Barbara Cemetery just before I got to school, I heard a voice.


“Hey, doggie. You going to eschool? Whatsa matter? Can’t you speek Inglish?” said a young boy who was bouncing a basketball on his way to school. I looked back and saw Chopo.


“Chopo, ¿qué haces aquí?” (What are you doing here?)


“Hey! What’s jour naime? And don’t jour dog speek Inglish?” I heard the boy again but I ignored him. “I esked ju something. Eez dat jour dog? ¿Tu perro?”


“Yes,” I responded. “He don’t understand you. He only espeeks Espanish.”


“Well, he betta learn to speek Inglish like the dogs in the barrio,” he said to me in a threatening manner. At that given moment this other boy came up to me.


“You better keep an eye on your dog,” he cautioned me, “’cause there’s some mean dogs around.”


“And who are you?” I asked.


“I’m Bobby Ortega. I live two doors from your grandma.”


I got Chopo by the collar and took him home as quickly as possible. Mom tied him to the car porch, and then I ran back to school as fast as I could. I didn’t want to be late.


Santa Barbara School had several rooms for different grades and teachers. This was a contrast to the one-room schoolhouse used for grades one to eight back at the ranch, and only one teacher.


That day, the kids in the school grounds made fun of my bib overalls and high-top shoes. They also poked fun at how I spoke what little English I knew and the way I said certain words with a Spanish accent. My classmates were not very kind either, but somehow I endured my first day of school.


When I got home Chopo was under Dad’s car, his favorite resting place. As soon as he saw me, he ran toward me.


“Epa, Chopo. ¿Qué tal?” (Hey, Chopo. What’s up?)


I rubbed his head, and he wiggled his tail. He was tickled to see me, and I was happy to see him as well. Mom heard the noise and came out the kitchen door to greet me.


“Hijito, you’re home! How was school? I bet you had fun, right?”


“Well, yes and no,” I responded with little enthusiasm. “Those atascaos, dimwitted school kids laughed at my English.”


“Don’t be bitter, hijito. Nothing lasts forever. And remember, ‘On this earth it is better to forget about insults than to seek vengeance.’”


“Okay, Mom,” and I left it at that. I didn’t dare tell her about kids making fun of my pants and shoes.


My second day of school was better, but on my third day, instead of coming home for lunch, Mom wrapped scrambled eggs with fried potatoes in a flour tortilla. I carried my lunch in a brown paper sack and ate it in the cafeteria where lots of kids ate hot lunches. A couple kids from my class joined me, but when they saw what I was eating, they laughed, made a snide remark, and left. I didn’t tell Mom anything about this incident.


The next day she fixed me a sandwich of fried zucchini and corn wrapped in a flour tortilla that I had always liked. But instead of taking it with me to school, I fed it to Chopo (without Mom seeing me, of course) before I left for school. I didn’t want kids to make fun of my lunch again.


My third day at school was uneventful, but by the time I got home, I was very hungry. Mom was sitting in her chair in front of the shed holding my baby sister, Elsie. Mom had a sad look on her face.


“Mom, what’s wrong?”


“Hijito, go look at Chopo. There’s something wrong with him,” she said to me in a vague sort of way.


“What? What?” I reacted, scared to death.


At first I thought that maybe my zucchini and corn sandwich was the culprit, but as I approached Chopo, who was lying on the dirt under Dad’s carrito, I knew it had to be something more serious. I crawled toward him. He was listless. Immediately, I noticed that his ears were all chewed up and bleeding.


“Chopo, Chopo, what is wrong? What happened to you? Who did this to you?”


He moaned and groaned. I dared not touch his head but I did caress his belly. The palm of my hand soaked quickly from the blood oozing from his ribs. I got sick to my stomach and started to cry and to vomit. Mom got down on her knees and saw how distraught I was. She tried to comfort me.


“Mom, what happened to Chopo? Do you know?”


“Hijito, Chopo evidently followed you to school but along the way was attacked by a pack of dogs. Our neighbor don Melitón across the street from us heard a commotion in the street. He tried to rescue Chopo from the dogs, but it was too late. Chopo somehow was able to walk home. Don Melitón followed him. He’s the one who told me about the pack of dogs.”


“Mom, is Chopo going to be all right or not?”


“Who knows, hijito? It’s all in God’s hands.”


She left me alone with Chopo. I watched him carefully. Soon I began to see his stomach heaving more and more. I talked to him, but he seemed to be having trouble breathing. This lasted for a few minutes. Suddenly his body shook and went motionless. I put my ear to his stomach the way Grandpa did when his horse died back at the ranch. Chopo was no longer breathing. My beloved dog died quietly before my eyes. A profound loneliness came over me. I felt all alone. I felt empty inside. I had lost my good friend. What would I do without him?


I went inside the house and told Mom. I couldn’t stop crying. She hugged me and tried her best to ease my pain.


“Mom,” I said to her, “I wish we had never come to this neighborhood. Not even the dogs like us. I want to go back to the ranch.”


Right at that moment Dad got home from work and saw me crying.


“What’s going on? Is something wrong?” he asked, with a puzzled look on his face. “Why are you sobbing?”


“Chopo has died,” Mom interjected. “A pack of brutal dogs attacked him and mauled him to death. Go see for yourself. He’s under the car.”


“Dad, what are we going to do now? What are we going to do with Chopo? We can’t leave him under the car.”


“We shall bury him.”


“But where?”


“Tomorrow is Saturday and I don’t have to work. We’ll take him to the garbage dump. That’s where we’ll bury him.”


That night I couldn’t sleep a wink. I tossed and turned all night long. I kept thinking about Chopo and how much I was going to miss him. After breakfast, my dad and I loaded Chopo in my little red wagon that he and Mom had given me for Christmas.


“Dad, how far is the dompe?” I asked.


“Not too far. We’ll be there in no time at all. It’s by the cemetery. You see that smoke up ahead? That’s where we’re going.”


As we walked through the neighborhood, people looked at us. They could see that we were carrying a dead dog. They no doubt wondered what had happened, but we weren’t in any mood to tell them, even if they had asked. When we reached the dump, I saw several heaps of trash. One was smoldering. It was not a pretty sight. All of a sudden a man emerged mysteriously from behind a dark cloud of smoke.


“What can I do for you?” he asked my dad.


“My son’s dog died and we came to bury him.”


“Sorry. We don’t bury dead animals here,” he remarked in a cold and heartless manner. “Just leave it here. I’ll take care of him,” he added in a gruff voice.


Dad and I carefully unloaded Chopo from my wagon and placed him on the ground next to some cardboard boxes that read BIG HUNK CANDY. I gave Chopo an affectionate pat on the head, said goodbye, and walked away with tears in my eyes.


“Wait a minute,” Dad said to me. “Let’s load Chopo back on your wagon. We’re not going to leave him here in a bunch of garbage. We’ll take him home.”


His words totally surprised me since Dad rarely showed much emotion.


“Dad, what are we going to do with Chopo? There’s no place to bury him at Grandpa and Grandma’s backyard.”


“Not to worry,” he countered. “We’re going to take him back to the ranch where he grew up. That’s where we’ll give him a decent burial.”


I was happy to hear Dad’s words. On our way back to the house one or two dogs started to bark. Mom must have heard them and she came to the kitchen door.


“What happened? Didn’t you bury Chopo at the dompe?” she asked curiously.


“No,” I answered her. “We’re going to bury him at the ranch.”


“Is that right, viejo (dear)?” Mom asked, looking straight at Dad.


“That’s right. We’ll leave right after lunch. And we’ll be back tomorrow because I have to go work on Monday.”


We put Chopo in a gunny sack and loaded him in the car. By the time we got to the ranch it was late afternoon. Before Dad and I unloaded Chopo, I heard Mom’s voice.


“Hijito, where do you wish to bury Chopo? Have you thought about it?”


“Yes I have, Mom. I want to bury him next to your chicken coop.”


“And why the chicken coop?”


“Because Chopo always liked to chase your chickens! He got a kick out of seeing them fly in the air. He was happy teasing the chickens so I want him buried near a place that brought him happiness.”


Mom smiled … and Dad nodded his head in agreement. Then he dug a deep trench. He didn’t want the coyotes to disturb Chopo. While he dug, I saw Mom gathering a few rocks. After we buried Chopo, Mom placed them on top of the grave.


“Mom, what are the rocks for?”


“Hijito, they’re to remind us that Chopo is buried there. May he rest in peace! Animals, like us humans, also surely have a special place in God’s kingdom.”


I looked at Mom. I felt at ease and happy.













El día que derramé una lágrima





EL NOMBRE DE MI querido perro era Chopo. Él fue el primero y el único perro que tuve de niño. Debido al modo doloroso y feo que murió nunca me dieron ganas de hablar de él hasta ahora.


Volvamos atrás el reloj. Yo tenía seis años cuando papá me regaló Chopo en el rancho en el Valle del Río Puerco en Nuevo México donde vivíamos yo y mi familia. De niño el tiempo es algo que yo tomaba por alto. Solamente me importaba cuando yo tenía hambre, me daba sueño, o se me interrumpía el tiempo jugando debido a tareas por hacer ya fueran del hogar o del rancho. Si no, el tiempo venía y desaparecía rutinariamente como las cuatro estaciones del año.


Hace más de setenta años desde que me hice el dueño orgulloso de Chopo, un bello perrito color beige y blanco. Llegó a ser mi fiel compañero durante tres años. Según fue creciendo, Chopo corría tras las gallinas de mamá de una manera juguetona. Era de carácter bondadoso. Yo lo quería mucho.


Al principio mamá lo dejaba dormir en el suelo de la recámara pero sólo porque era un perrito y las noches eran frías. Una vez que el clima calentaba, Chopo tenía que estarse fuera de la casa. Un día cuando menos pensé, mamá me plantó una pregunta.


—Hijito, ¿has pensado en algún nombre para tu perrito? No puedes estar llamándolo perrito. Tienes que bautizarlo—dijo mamá, y me hizo un guiño mamá.


—¿Como cuando bautizaron a mi hermanita en la iglesia?


—Bueno, no exactamente, pero debieras ponerle nombre. A los animales les gusta tener nombres lo mesmo que a nosotros los seres humanos. Por eso es que tu papá nombró a su caballo El Moro que quiere decir gris-azul.


Yo no tenía la menor idea qué nombre ponerle a mi perrito hasta una mañana antes del desayuno. Salté de la cama pero no podía encontrar mis chopos. No era la primera vez que yo los buscaba y buscaba. Por lo general hallaba a mi perrito jugando con ellos debajo de la cama. De buenas a primeras se me vino un nombre a la cabeza.


—¿A que no sabes qué, amá?—le dije todo emocionado mientras me acababa el aveno—. Le voy a poner el nombre Chopo a mi perrito.


—¿Por qué Chopo?—preguntó mamá.


—Porque cada vez que busco mis chopos, falta uno. Es por eso que quiero bautizarlo Chopo—y miré a mamá que se sonreía.


—Yo creo que es una idea ingeniosa y un buen nombre para tu perrito—añadió mamá—. Tu papá estará muy orgulloso de ti.


Esa tarde volvió papá de su trabajo. Mientras cenábamos, mamá rompió el silencio.


—Hijito, ¿que no le vas a dar a tu papá las buenas nuevas?


—¿Qué nuevas?—contesté un poco confuso.


—Ya tú sabes. Lo del perro.


—¡Oh sí!—dije tratando de poner en orden mis pensamientos—. Papá, tengo algo que decirte.


—¿De veras? ¿Y qué es eso?—preguntó antes de que yo pudiera continuar.


—Ahora tengo un nombre pa mi perrito. Desde hoy en adelante lo vamos a llamar Chopo.


—¡Chopo! ¿De dónde sacates un nombre como ése?—luego le di la misma explicación que le di a mi amá.


—Hijito, ése es un buen nombre. Me gusta. A los niños en nuestro barrio les gustará el nombre Chopo.


—¿Qué barrio?—exclamé yo en voz alta.


Las palabras de papá me pegaron como una buena patada en el estómago. Yo no sabía de qué hablaba. Mamá tampoco me había dicho que nos íbamos a mudar del rancho.


—Mijo—me dijo papá en un tono serio—, nos vamos ir del rancho y mudarnos a Alburquerque donde trataré de encontrar trabajo para mantener a la familia. Eso ya no es posible aquí en nuestro ranchito. En septiembre irás a una nueva escuela en la ciudá.


Nos mudamos al barrio de Santa Bárbara. Yo no estaba muy entusiasmado de ir a una nueva escuela. Empecé en la Escuela Elemental de Santa Bárbara. No quedaba muy lejos de la dispensa de mis abuelos paternales donde vivíamos ahora así que yo iba a pie. Ese primer día desayuné y luego salí a buscar a Chopo. Le grité. Estaba acostado debajo del carrito de papá.


—Chopo. Ven a comer. Tengo que irme a la escuela.


Ya para ahora sabía su nombre. Le di de comer y se comió todo en un decir amén.


—Bueno, ya me voy—y le acaricié la cabeza. Movió la cola; él estaba contento.


Entré en casa para despedirme de mamá. Cuando salí Chopo estaba en la puerta esperándome.


—Bueno, hasta la tarde amá.


Me di prisa porque no quería llegar tarde el primer día de clases. Cuando crucé Edith Boulevard al lado del cementerio Santa Bárbara un poco antes de llegar a la escuela, oí una voz.


—Oye perrito. ¿Tú vas a la escuela? ¿Qué te pasa? ¿Qué no hablas inglés?—dijo un muchachito que estaba rebotando un básquetbol camino a la escuela. Miré hacia atrás y vi a Chopo.


—Chopo, ¿qué haces aquí?


—¡Oye! ¿Cómo te llamas tú? ¿Y qué tu perro no habla inglés?—oí otra vez al muchacho pero lo ignoré—. Te pregunté algo. ¿Ése es tu perro?


—Sí—le respondí—. Él no te entiende. Solamente habla español.


—Pues, vale más que aprenda a hablar inglés como los perros en el barrio—me dijo de una manera amenazante. En ese momento se me acercó este muchacho.


—Cuida bien a tu perro—me advirtió—, porque por aquí hay perros muy malos.


—¿Y quién eres tú?—le pregunté.


—Yo soy Bobby Ortega. Yo vivo a dos puertas de tu agüela.


Agarré a Chopo del collar y lo llevé a casa tan pronto como pude. Mamá lo amarró en el garaje, y yo corrí a la escuela lo más recio posible. No quería llegar tarde.


La Escuela de Santa Bárbara tenía varios cuartos y maestras con diferentes niveles. Éste era un contraste con la escuela en el rancho de un cuarto y grados uno a ocho, y solamente una maestra.


Ese día los chicos en los terrenos de la escuela se burlaron de mis pantalones pecheras y de los zapatos altos. También se burlaron de la forma en que yo hablaba lo poco del inglés que sabía y cómo pronunciaba ciertas palabras con un acento español. Mis compañeros de clase no fueron muy cariñosos tampoco, pero aguanté como pude el primer día de escuela.


Cuando llegué a casa, Chopo estaba debajo del carrito de papá, su lugar favorito para descansar. Tan pronto como me vio, corrió hacia a mí.


—Epa, Chopo. ¿Qué tal?


Le acaricié la cabeza, y movió la cola. Estaba contentísimo de verme, y yo también estaba contento de verlo a él. Mamá oyó el ruido and salió de la cocina a saludarme.


—Hijito, ¡ya estás de vuelta! ¿Qué tal la escuela? A que te divertiste, ¿verdá?


—Güeno, sí y no—respondí sin mucho entusiasmo—. Esos escueleros atascaos se burlaron de mi inglés.


—No te amargues, hijito. Nada dura para siempre. Y acuérdate, ‘En este mundo es mejor olvidar los insultos que recordar la venganza.’


—Bueno, amá—y allí dejé el asunto. No me atreví a decirle que los chicos se habían burlado de mis pantalones y los zapatos.


Me fue mejor el segundo día de escuela, y para el tercer día en vez de venir a casa para comer al mediodía, mamá me preparó huevos revueltos con papas fritas en una tortilla. Llevé en un paquete acafetado mi lonche y me lo comí en la cafetería donde muchos escueleros comían sus comidas calientes. Dos muchachos de mi clase me acompañaron, pero cuando vieron lo que comía, se rieron, hicieron un comentario sarcástico, y se fueron. Yo no le dije nada a mamá del incidente.


Al día siguiente ella me preparó calabacitas y maíz fritos envueltos en una tortilla, algo que siempre me había gustado mucho. Pero en vez de llevármelo a la escuela, se lo di a Chopo (sin que mamá supiera, claro) antes de irme. No quería que se burlaran otra vez los chicos de mi lonche.
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