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For my younger sister, Gloria,

whom I loved as a boy. And love even more as a man.

And in memory of my older sister, Linda,

who lived her life with grace in the face of suffering.



Prologue


I HAVE A MEMORY that is almost like a dream: the yellow leaves from Mima’s mulberry tree are floating down from the sky like giant snowflakes. The November sun is shining, the breeze is cool, and the afternoon shadows are dancing with a life that is far beyond my boyhood understanding. Mima is singing something in Spanish. There are more songs living inside her than there are leaves on her tree.

She is raking the fallen leaves and gathering them. When she is done with her work, she bends down and buttons my coat. She looks at her pyramid of leaves and looks into my eyes and says, “Jump!” I run and jump onto the leaves, which smell of the damp earth.

All afternoon, I bathe in the waters of those leaves.

When I get tired, Mima takes my hand. As we walk back into the house, I stop, pick up a few leaves, and hand them to her with my five-year-old hands. She takes the fragile leaves and kisses them.

She is happy.

And me? I have never been this happy.

I keep that memory somewhere inside me — where it’s safe. I take it out and look at it when I need to. As if it were a photograph.



Part One



Maybe I’d always had the wrong idea as to who I really was.





Life Begins


DARK CLOUDS WERE gathering in the sky, and there was a hint of rain in the morning air. I felt the cool breeze on my face as I walked out the front door. The summer had been long and lazy, crowded with hot and rainless days.

Those summer days were over now.

The first day of school. Senior year. I’d always wondered what it would be like to be a senior. And now I was about to find out. Life was beginning. That was the story according to Sam, my best friend. She knew everything. When you have a best friend who knows everything, it saves you a lot of work. If you have a question about anything, all you have to do is turn to her and ask and she’ll just give you all the information you need. Not that life is about information.

Sam, she was smart as hell. And she knew stuff. Lots and lots of stuff. She also felt stuff. Oh, man, could Sam feel. Sometimes I thought she was doing all the thinking, all the feeling, and all the living for both of us.

Sam knew who Sam was.

Me? I guess I wasn’t always so sure. So what if sometimes Sam was an emotional exhibitionist, going up and down all the time? She could be a storm. But she could be a soft candle lighting up a dark room. So what if she made me a little crazy? All of it — all her emotional stuff, her ever-changing moods and tones of voice — it made her seem so incredibly alive.

I was a different story. I liked keeping it calm. I guess I had this control thing over myself. But sometimes I felt as if I weren’t doing any living at all. Maybe I needed Sam because being around her made me feel more alive. Maybe that wasn’t logical, but maybe the thing we call logic is overrated.

So on the first day of school, the supposed beginning of our lives, I was talking to myself as I headed toward Sam’s house. We walked to school together every day. No cars for us. Shit. Dad liked to remind me that I didn’t need a car. “You have legs, don’t you?” I loved my dad, but I didn’t always appreciate his sense of humor.

I texted Sam as I reached her front door: I’m here! She didn’t answer.

I stood there waiting. And, you know, I got this weird feeling that things weren’t going to be the same. Sam called feelings like that premonitions. She said we shouldn’t trust them. She consulted a palm reader when we were in the ninth grade, and she became an instant cynic. Still, that feeling rattled me because I wanted things to stay the same — I liked my life just fine. If things could always be the way they were now. If only. And, you know, I didn’t like having this little conversation with myself — and I wouldn’t have been having it if Sam had just had a sense of time. I knew what she was up to. Shoes. Sam could never decide on the shoes. And since it was the first day of school, it really mattered. Sam. Sam and her shoes.

Finally she came out of the house as I was texting Fito. His dramas were different from Sam’s. I’d never had to live in the kind of chaos Fito endured every day of his life, but I thought he was doing pretty well for himself.

“Hi,” Sam said as she walked over, oblivious to the fact that I’d been standing there waiting. She was wearing a blue dress. Her backpack matched her dress, and her earrings dangled in the soft breeze. And her shoes? Sandals. Sandals? I waited all this time for a pair of sandals she bought at Target?

“Great day,” she said, all smiles and enthusiasm.

“Sandals?” I said. “That’s what I was waiting for?”

She wasn’t going to let me throw her off her game. “They’re perfect.” She gave me another smile and kissed me on the cheek.

“What was that for?”

“For luck. Senior year.”

“Senior year. And then what?”

“College!”

“Don’t bring that word up again. That’s all we’ve talked about all summer.”

“Wrong. That’s all I’ve talked about. You were a little absent during those discussions.”

“Discussions. Is that what they were? I thought they were monologues.”

“Get over it. College! Life, baby!” She made a fist and held it high in the air.

“Yeah. Life,” I said.

She gave me one of her Sam looks. “First day. Let’s kick ass.”

We grinned at each other. And then we were on our way. To begin living.

The first day of school was completely forgettable. Usually I liked the first day — everybody wearing new clothes and smiles of optimism, all the good thoughts in our heads, all the good attitudes floating around like gas balloons in a parade, and the pep rally slogans —Let’s make this the greatest year ever! Our teachers were all about telling us how we had it in us to climb the ladder of success in hopes that we might actually get motivated to learn something. Maybe they were just trying to get us to modify our behavior. Let’s face it, a lot of our behavior needed to be modified. Sam said that ninety percent of El Paso High School students needed behavior modification therapy.

This year I just was not into this whole first-day experience. Nope. And then of course Ali Gomez sat in front of me in my AP English class for the third year in a row. Yeah, Ali, a leftover from past years who liked to flirt with me in hopes that I’d help her with her homework. As in do it for her. Like that was going to happen. I had no idea how she managed to get into AP classes. She was living proof that our educational system was questionable. Yeah, first day of school. For-get-ta-ble.

Except that Fito didn’t show. I worried about that guy.

I’d met Fito’s mother only once, and she didn’t seem like she was actually living on this planet. His older brothers had all dropped out of school in favor of mood-altering substances, following in their mother’s footsteps. When I met his mother, her eyes had been totally bloodshot and glazed over and her hair was all stringy and she smelled bad. Fito had been embarrassed as hell. Poor guy. Fito. Okay, the thing with me is that I was a worrier. I hated that about me.

Sam and I were walking back home after our forgettable first day at school. It looked like it was going to rain, and like most desert rats, I loved the rain. “Air smells good,” I told her.

“You’re not listening to me,” she said. I was used to that I’m-annoyed-with-you tone she sometimes took with me. She’d been going on and on about hummingbirds. She was all about hummingbirds. She even had a hummingbird T-shirt. Sam and her phases. “Their hearts beat up to one thousand, two hundred and sixty beats per minute.”

I smiled.

“You’re mocking me,” she said.

“I wasn’t mocking you,” I said. “I was just smiling.”

“I know all your smiles,” she said. “That’s your mocking smile, Sally.” Sam had started calling me Sally in seventh grade because even though she liked my name, Salvador, she thought it was just too much for a guy like me. “I’ll start calling you Salvador when you turn into a man — and, baby, you’re a long way off from that.” Sam, she definitely didn’t go for Sal, which was what everyone else called me — except my dad, who called me Salvie. So she got into the habit of calling me Sally. I hated it. What normal guy wants to be called Sally? (Not that I was going for normal.) Look, you couldn’t tell Sam not to do something. If you told her not to do it, ninety-seven percent of the time she did it. Nobody could out-stubborn Sam. She just gave me that look that said I was going to have to get over it. So, to Sam, I was Sally.

That’s when I began calling her Sammy. Everyone has to find a way to even up the score.

So, anyway, she was giving me the lowdown on the statistics of hummingbirds. She started getting mad at me and accusing me of not taking her seriously. Sam hated to be blown off. WOMAN OF SUBSTANCE LIVES HERE. She had that posted on her locker at school. I think she stayed up at night thinking of mottoes. The substance part, well, I got that. Sam wasn’t exactly shallow. But I liked to remind her that if I was a long way off from being a man, she was an even longer way off from being a woman. She didn’t like my little reminder. I got that shut-up look.

As we were walking, she was carrying on about hummingbirds and then lecturing me about my chronic inability to listen to her. And I was thinking, Man, when Sam gets going, she really gets going. I mean, she was really jumping into my shit. Finally I had to — I mean, I had to — interrupt her. “Why do you always have to pick a fight with me, Sammy? Look, I’m not making fun. And it’s not as if you don’t know that I’m not exactly a numbers guy. Me and numbers equals no bueno. When you give me stats, my eyes glaze over.”

As my dad liked to say, Sam was “undeterred.” She started in again, but this time it wasn’t me who interrupted her — it was Enrique Infante. He’d come up behind us as Sam and I were walking. And all of a sudden he jumped in front of me and was in my face. He looked right at me, pushed his finger into my chest, and said, “Your dad’s a faggot.”

Something happened inside me. A huge and uncontrollable wave ran through me and crashed on the shore that was my heart. I suddenly lost my ability to use words, and, I don’t know, I’d never been that angry and I didn’t know what was really happening, because anger wasn’t normal for me. It was as if I, the Sal I knew, just went away and another Sal entered my body and took over. I remember feeling the pain in my own fist just after it hit Enrique Infante’s face. It all happened in an instant, like a flash of lightning, only the lightning wasn’t coming from the sky, it was coming from somewhere inside of me. Seeing all that blood gush out of another guy’s nose made me feel alive. It did. That’s the truth. And that scared me.

I had something in me that scared me.

The next thing I remember was that I was staring down at Enrique as he lay on the ground. I was my calm self again — well, not calm, but at least I could talk. And I said, “My dad is a man. He has a name. His name is Vicente. So if you want to call him something, call him by his name. And he’s not a faggot.”

Sam just looked at me. I looked back at her. “Well, this is new,” she said. “What happened to the good boy? I never knew you had it in you to punch a guy.”

“I didn’t either,” I said.

Sam smiled at me. It was kind of a strange smile.

I looked down at Enrique. I tried to help him up, but he wasn’t having any of it. “Fuck you,” he said as he picked himself up off the ground.

Sam and I watched as he walked away.

He turned around and flipped me the bird.

I was a little stunned. I looked at Sam. “Maybe we don’t always know what we have inside us.”

“True that,” Sam said. “I think there are a lot of things that find a hiding place in our bodies.”

“Maybe those things should keep themselves hidden,” I said.

We slowly made our way home. Sam and I didn’t say anything for a long time, and that silence between us was definitely unsettling. Then Sam finally said, “Nice way to begin senior year.”

That’s when I started shaking.

“Hey, hey,” she said. “Didn’t I tell you this morning that we should kick some ass?”

“Funny girl,” I said.

“Look, Sally, he deserved what he got.” She gave me one of her smiles. One of her take-it-easy smiles. “Okay, okay, so you shouldn’t go around hitting people. No bueno. Maybe there’s a bad boy inside you just waiting to come out.”

“Nah, not a chance.” I told myself that I’d just had this really strange moment. But something told me she was right. Or halfway right, anyhow. Unsettled. That’s how I felt. Maybe Sam was right about things hiding inside of us. How many more things were hiding there?

We walked the rest of the way home in silence. When we were close to her house, she said, “Let’s go to the Circle K. I’ll buy you a Coke.” I sometimes drank Coke. Kind of like a comfort drink.

We sat on the curb and drank our sodas.

When I dropped Sam off at her house, she hugged me. “Everything’s gonna be just fine, Sally.”

“You know they’re gonna call my dad.”

“Yeah, but Mr. V’s cool.” Mr. V. That’s what Sam called my dad.

“Yeah,” I said. “But Mr. V happens to be my dad — and a dad’s a dad.”

“Everything’s gonna be okay, Sally.”

“Yeah,” I said. Sometimes I was full of halfhearted yeahs.

As I was walking home, I pictured the hate on Enrique Infante’s face. I could still hear faggot ringing in my ears.

My dad. My dad was not that word.

He would never be that word. Not ever.

Then there was a loud clap of thunder — and the rain came pouring down.

I couldn’t see anything in front of me as the storm surrounded me. I kept walking, my head down.

I just kept walking.

I felt the heaviness of my rain-soaked clothes. And for the first time in my life, I felt alone.



Me. Dad. Trouble.


I KNEW I WAS in deep trouble. Deep, deep. We’re talking deep shit. My dad, who was sometimes strict but always thoughtful, and who never yelled, came into my room. My dog, Maggie, was lying on the bed next to me. She always knew when I was feeling bad. So there we were, Maggie and me. I guess you could say I was feeling sorry for myself. That was a strange feeling, too, because feeling sorry for myself was definitely not one of my hobbies. That would be one of Sam’s.

Dad pulled the chair away from my desk and sat down. He smiled. I knew that smile. He always smiled before he gave me one of his serious talks. He ran his fingers through his thick salt-and-pepper hair. “I just got a phone call from the principal at your school.”

I think I averted my eyes.

“Look at me,” he said.

I looked into his eyes. We looked at each other for a long instant. I was glad I didn’t see anger. And then he said, “Salvador, it’s not okay to hurt other people. And it certainly isn’t okay to go around punching people in the face.”

When he called me Salvador, I knew it was serious business. “I know, Dad. But you don’t know what he said.”

“I don’t care what he said. No one deserves to be physically attacked just because he said something you didn’t like.”

I didn’t say anything for a long time. Finally I decided I needed to defend myself. Or at least justify my actions. “He said something really shitty about you, Dad.” On another day, I might have cried. But I was still too mad to cry. Dad always said that there was nothing wrong with crying and that if people did more of it, well then, the world would be a better place. Not that he took his own advice. And even though I wasn’t crying, I guess you could say I was a little ashamed of myself — yeah, I was — otherwise I wouldn’t have been hanging my head. I felt my dad’s arms holding me, and then I just leaned against him and whispered, “He called you a faggot.”

“Oh, son,” he said, “do you think I’ve never heard that word? I’ve heard worse. That word doesn’t carry any truth, Salvie.” He took me by the shoulders and looked at me. “People can be cruel. People hate what they don’t understand.”

“But, Dad, they don’t want to understand.”

“Maybe they don’t. But we have to find a way to discipline our hearts so that their cruelty doesn’t turn us into hurt animals. We’re better than that. Haven’t you ever heard the word civilized?”

Civilized. My father loved that word. That’s why he loved art. Because it civilized the world. “Yeah, Dad,” I said. “I do understand. But what happens when a friggin’ barbarian like Enrique Infante is breathing down your neck? I mean” — I started petting Maggie — “I mean, Maggie is more human than people like Enrique Infante.”

“I don’t disagree with your assessment, Salvie. Maggie’s very tame. She’s sweet. And some people in this world are lot wilder than she is. Not everyone who walks around on two legs is good and decent. Not everyone who walks on two legs knows how to use their intelligence. Not that you don’t know that already. But you just have to learn to walk away from wild people who like to growl. They might bite. They might hurt you. Don’t go down that road.”

“I had to do something.”

“It’s not a good idea to jump into the sewer to catch a rat.”

“So we just let people get away with things?”

“What exactly was Enrique getting away with? What did he take?”

“He called you faggot, Dad. You can’t just let people take away your dignity.”

“He didn’t take away my dignity. He didn’t take away yours either, Salvie. You really think a punch to the nose changed a damn thing?”

“No one gets to call you names. Not when I’m around.” And then I felt the tears falling down my face. The thing about tears is that they can be as quiet as a cloud floating across a desert sky. The other thing about tears is that they kind of my made my heart hurt. Ouch.

“Sweet boy,” he whispered. “You’re loyal and you’re sweet.”

My dad always called me sweet boy. Sometimes when he called me that, it really pissed me off. Because (1) I wasn’t half as sweet as he thought I was, and (2) what normal boy wants to think of himself as sweet? (Maybe I was going for normal.)

When Dad left the room, Maggie followed him out the door. I guess Maggie thought I was going to be all right.

I lay on the floor for a long time. I thought of hummingbirds. I thought of the Spanish word for them: colibrís. I remembered that Sam had told me that the hummingbird was the Aztec god of war. Maybe I had some war in me. No, no, no, no. It was just one of those things. It wasn’t like it was ever going to happen again. I wasn’t the punching-other-guys-out kind of guy. I wasn’t that guy.

I don’t know how long I lay on the floor that evening. I didn’t show up in the kitchen for dinner. I heard my father and Maggie walk into my darkened room. Maggie jumped on my bed, and my father turned on the light. He had a book in his hand. He smiled at me and placed his hand on my cheek — just as he’d done when I was a boy. He read to me that night, my favorite passage from The Little Prince, about the fox and the Little Prince and about taming.

I think if someone else had raised me, I might have been a wild and angry boy. Maybe if I’d been raised by the man whose genes I had, maybe I’d be a completely different guy. Yeah, the guy whose genes I had. I hadn’t ever really thought about that guy. Not really. Well, maybe a little.

But my father, the man who was in my room and had turned on the light, he’d raised me. He’d tamed me with all the love that lived inside him.

I fell asleep listening to the sound of my father’s voice.

I had a dream about my grandfather. He was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t hear him. Maybe it was because he was dead and the living didn’t understand the language of the dead. I kept repeating his name. Popo? Popo?



Funerals and Faggots and Words


THE DREAM ABOUT my Popo and the word faggot got me to thinking. And this was what I was thinking about: Words exist only in theory. And then one ordinary day you run into a word that only exists in theory and meet it face to face. And then that word becomes someone you know.

Funeral.

I met that word when I was thirteen.

That was when my Popo died. I was a pallbearer. Up until then I hadn’t even known what a pallbearer was. You see, there are a lot of other words you meet when you run into the word funeral. You meet all Funeral’s friends: Pallbearer, Casket, Undertaker, Cemetery, Headstone.

It felt so strange to carry my grandfather’s casket to his grave.

I was unfamiliar with the rituals and prayers for the dead.

I was unfamiliar with how final death was.

Popo would not be coming back. I would never hear his voice again. I would never see his face again.

The cemetery where he was buried still had an old-world approach to funerals. After the priest had commended my grandfather to paradise, the funeral director stuck a shovel in the mound of dirt and held it out. Everybody knew exactly what to do. A silent and somber line formed, each person waiting for their turn to grab a fistful of dirt and pour it over the casket.

Maybe it was a Mexican thing. I didn’t really know.

I remember my Uncle Mickey gently taking the shovel out of the funeral director’s hands. “He was my father.”

I remember walking up to the shovel and taking a fistful of dirt and looking into my Uncle Mickey’s eyes. He nodded. I still see myself throwing the dirt and watching it hit Popo’s casket. I see myself burying my face in Aunt Evie’s arms. I see myself as I looked up and saw Mima sobbing into my dad’s shoulder.

And I remember one other thing about my Popo’s funeral. A man standing outside smoking a cigarette was talking to another man, and he said, “The world doesn’t give a damn about people like us. We work all our lives and then we die. We don’t matter.” He was really angry. “Juan was a good man.” Juan, that was my Popo. I can still hear that man’s anger. I didn’t understand what he was trying to say.

I asked my father, “Who are people like us? And why did he say we don’t matter?”

My dad said, “Everybody matters.”

“He said Popo was a good man.”

“Popo was a very good man. A very good and flawed man.”

“Did the two of you talk? I mean, like you and I talk?”

“No. He wasn’t like that. I was close to him in my own way, Salvador.”

I was so curious at thirteen. But I didn’t understand much. I took words in and even remembered them, but I don’t think I understood anything.

“And people like us? Did he mean Mexicans, Dad?”

“I think he meant poor people, Salvie.”

I wanted to believe him. But even though I didn’t understand anything at thirteen, I already knew there were people in the world who hated Mexicans — even Mexicans who weren’t poor. I didn’t need my father to tell me that. And I also knew by then that there were people in the world who hated my father. Hated him because he was gay. And to those people, well, my father didn’t matter.

He didn’t matter at all.

But he mattered to me.

Words exist only in theory. And then one ordinary day you run into a word that exists only in theory. And you meet it face to face. And then that word becomes someone you know. That word becomes someone you hate. And you take that word with you wherever you go. And you can’t pretend it isn’t there.

Funeral.

Faggot.



Dad and Sam and Me


DAD TOOK ME to school the next day. To have a chat with the principal. When we picked Sam up in front of her house, she was all smiles, trying too hard to pretend everything was cool. “Hey, Mr. V,” she said as she jumped into the back seat. “Thanks for the ride.”

My dad just sort of smiled. “Hey, Sam,” he said. “And don’t get used to it.”

“I know, Mr. V. We have two legs.” She rolled her eyes.

I could see that my dad was stifling his laugh.

Then the car got real quiet, and Sam and I started texting each other.


Sam: Stand ur ground

Me: This ur idea of life beginning?

Sam: Worry, worry, worry. And b sides, I’m not the one who punched Enrique

Me: True that. Am in deep truble

Sam: Yup yup yup. Lol

Me: Zip it

Sam: Dn’t apologize for anythng. Enrique had it coming. He’s a pig oink

Me: Lmao. I dont think any1 else shares our pov ☺

Sam: Well F them!

Me: No cussing in dad’s presence

Sam: Lol



Dad interrupted our texting. “Will you guys stop that? Were you raised by wolves, or what?”

Raised by wolves. One of my dad’s favorite expressions. Old-school. “No, sir,” I said. “Sorry.”

Sam just couldn’t help herself. She always had to say something — even if it was the wrong thing. She wasn’t good at shutting up. “I can show you our texts, if you like —”

I could see a small grin on my father’s face as he drove. “Thanks, Sam. I’ll pass on that one.”

And then we all started laughing.

The laughing didn’t mean I was in less trouble.

When my father and I walked into the principal’s office, Enrique Infante and his father were sitting there, both of them with their arms crossed, looking sullen. Sullen was a Sam word. On certain days she was very good at being sullen.

The principal, Mr. Cisneros, looked right at me when I walked in. “Salvador Silva, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t suspend you.” It wasn’t really a request — it was more of a statement. It was like he’d already decided.

“He called my dad a faggot,” I said.

Mr. Cisneros looked over at Enrique and his father. Enrique shrugged. Like he didn’t give a damn. He definitely wasn’t sorry. Unrepentant — that was the exact word for the look on his face.

The principal’s eyes shifted back to me. “Physical violence is unacceptable behavior — and it’s against school rules. It’s grounds for suspension.”

“Hate speech is against school rules too.” I wasn’t really upset. Well, maybe I was and trying to act like I wasn’t. Anyway, the words I spoke came out calmly. For the most part, I was actually a pretty calm guy. Well, I had my moments. Apparently.

“The way I understand what transpired,” Mr. Cisneros said, “you weren’t on school grounds. We can’t be held responsible for what our students say when they’re no longer on campus.”

My father smiled, kind of a snarky smile. I knew all about his smiles. He looked at Mr. Infante — then directed himself to Mr. Cisneros. “Well, then we have nothing to discuss, do we? If the school can’t be held responsible for the things students say off school grounds, then the school can’t possibly be held responsible for the things they do off school grounds either. I’m wondering if anything can be accomplished here.” Dad paused. He wasn’t finished. “In my opinion, neither of these boys has anything to be proud of. I think they deserve some kind of punishment. But you can’t punish one without punishing the other.” My dad paused again. “It’s a question of fairness. And apparently it’s also a question of school policy.”

Mr. Infante had this really angry look on his face. “My son just called you what you are.”

My father didn’t flinch, didn’t skip a beat. “I happen to be gay. I don’t think that makes me a faggot. I’m also a Mexican-American. I don’t think that makes me a taco bender. I don’t think that makes me a beaner. I don’t think that makes me a spic. And I don’t think that makes me an illegal.” There wasn’t any anger in his voice — or on his face. It was as if he were a lawyer in a courtroom, trying to make his point to the jury. I could tell he was trying to think of what he was going to say next. He looked at Mr. Infante. “Sometimes,” he said, “our sons don’t fully understand the things they say. But you and I, we’re men. We do understand, don’t we?”

Mr. Cisneros nodded. I didn’t know what that nod meant. I’d never been in his office before. I didn’t know anything about him — except that Sam said he was an idiot. But Sam thought most adults were idiots, so maybe she wasn’t a reliable source of information regarding Mr. Cisneros.

The room was quiet for a long second or two. Finally Mr. Cisneros arrived at a solution: “Keep away from each other.” Sam would have said it was a chicken-shit solution. And she would have been right about that too.

Mr. Infante and Enrique just sat there, spreading their sullenness around like it was peanut butter. And then Mr. Infante’s voice filled the small office. He pointed his finger at me: “You’re really going to let him get away with this?” That was the first time I really understood why people used the expression stormed away. That’s exactly what Mr. Infante and Enrique did — they stormed away.

It was hard to read what my father was thinking. Sometimes he had an amazing poker face. Too bad he didn’t like to gamble. Then he looked at me. I knew he wasn’t very happy with me. “I’ll see you after school,” he said. “I want to have a few words with Mr. Cisneros.”

Later, Sam asked me what I thought my dad and Mr. Cisneros had talked about. I told her I didn’t know.

“Don’t you want to know?”

“I guess I don’t.”

“Well, I’d want to know. It’s not as if that conversation had nothing to do with you. Why don’t you want to know?” She crossed her arms. Sam was an arm crosser. “What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid of anything. There are just certain things I don’t need to know.”

“Need to know? Or want to know?”

“Take your pick, Sammy.”

“Sometimes I don’t get you.”

“There’s not much to get,” I said. “And besides, you’re the one who needs to know — not me.”

“I don’t need to know,” she said.

“Sure,” I said.

“Sure,” she said.

Later that evening Sam texted me the word for the day — another one of our games: Wftd = bigotry.


Me: Good one. Use word in sentence

Sam: Mr. Cisneros is a party to bigotry

Me: Harsh

Sam: Being kind. Btw, u kno Infante means infant

Me: Yup

Sam: Yup yup yup





Fito


MAN, THAT ENRIQUE INFANTE. I mean to tell you, Sal, you made an enemy for life.”

“You hang out with that guy?”

“Nope. He’s always trying to sell me cigarettes. He’s always talkin’ shit. Bad news.”

“It’s not as if I plan on having a long-term relationship with him. He’s not exactly best-friend material.”

That made Fito laugh. “That’s for sure. World’s full of guys like that. Today, he’s sellin’ cigarettes; tomorrow he’ll graduate to sellin’ dope.” Then he shot me a smile. “Didn’t know you liked to pull out your fists and shit. Guy like you, I mean, you got it made in the shade, and you’re pullin’ shit like that.”

“What d’ya mean by that?”

“Dude, you got this great thing goin’, you and your dad. I mean, I know you’re adopted and shit, but you know, you got a good thing.”

“I know. And it’s not as if I’ve ever really felt adopted.”

“That’s cool. Me, I mean, most of the time I feel like I was taken in from the streets because someone had thrown me fuckin’ away. For reals. I mean, that’s how it feels around my house.”

“That sucks,” I said.

“Well, at my house, everything sucks. I mean, my dad’s kinda cool. He wanted to take me with him. That would’ve been the bomb. But he didn’t have a place of his own and shit and he couldn’t find a job and he finally gave up on this place and moved to California to live with his brother. Hell, at least he said goodbye and shit, and he was all broken up about not being able to take me with him and shit. At least I knew he cared. He did. And that’s somethin’.”

“Yeah,” I said, “it is something. It’s more than something.” I felt bad for Fito. And one thing about him, he didn’t go around feeling sorry for himself. I wondered how he turned out to be such a good guy. How did that happen? There didn’t seem to be any logic behind who we turned out to be. None at all.



WFTD = Origin


I RESPECTED FITO, but Sam didn’t like him all that much. She said it was because of his walk. “He doesn’t walk. He slinks. And why does he have to add and shit to the end of every other sentence? What’s that about?” This from the girl who was having a fling with the F word.

I’d read some of the essays Fito had written for school, and he sounded like an intellectual. I mean it. That guy was smart. But he didn’t like parading that fact. Maybe Fito talked like that because of the words people tossed around in his house — and because he was always wandering the streets. Not because he was looking for trouble, but because he wanted to get the hell out of his house.

I had a theory that everyone has a relationship with words — whether they know it or not. It’s just that everybody’s relationship with words is different. Dad told me once that we have to be very careful with words. “They can hurt people,” he said. “And they can heal people.” If anyone was careful with words, it was my dad.

But I owe my real awareness of words to Sam. It began when she was in the spelling bee. I was her coach. She had thousands of words on these index cards, and I’d read and pronounce the words and she would spell them. We spent hours and hours and hours getting her ready. We lived and breathed it. She was so focused and fierce. Some days she would break down and cry. She wore herself out. And I was worn out right along with her.

She didn’t win.

And man oh man, was she pissed. “The moron who won didn’t even know the meanings of the words he was spelling,” she said.

I tried to comfort her, but she refused to be comforted.

“Don’t you know the word inconsolable?”

“You can try again next year.”

“Hell, no,” she said. “Fuck words.”

But I knew she’d already fallen in love with words, and she dragged me into that love affair.

That’s when we started the word-for-the-day thing. Wftd.

Yeah. Words. Fito and words. Me and words. Sam and words. As I was thinking about that, the doorbell rang. And there was Sam.

“I was just thinking about you,” I said.

“Anything nice?”

“About how pissed you were when you lost the spelling bee.”

“I’m over it.”

“Sure you are.”

“I didn’t come over to talk about a stupid spelling bee.”

“So what’s up?”

“My mom and I just got into it.”

“Like that’s news.”

“Look, not everybody has conversations like you and your dad. I mean, you guys are so not normal. Fathers and sons do not talk. They do not talk. I mean, sometimes you talk like you’re friends or something.”

“Wrong,” I said. “My father doesn’t pretend to be my friend. Not even close. He’s my father. It’s just that we happen to like each other. I think that’s awesome. Really awesome.”

“Fucking awesome.”

“Why do you like to cuss?”

“Everybody likes to cuss.”

“I don’t.”

“They don’t call you Mr. Excitement for nothing.”

“Who’s they?”

“Me.”

“Me is they?”

“Yes.”

“See, there, you’ve managed to interrupt me. You’re always doing that.”

“Look, you’re always interrupting yourself, vato.”

I liked when she called me vato. It was way better than “dude.” And it meant she respected me. “What was I talking about?” I said.

“You were waxing eloquent about your dad.”

“You’re starting to talk like the last book you read.”

“So fucking what. At least I know how to read.”

“Stop cussing.”

“Stop judging and get on with whatever you were going to say about your dad.”

“I’m not judging.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Okay. Okay. My dad? See, my theory is that most people love their parents. Not all, but most. But sometimes some parents aren’t very likable, so their kids don’t like them. That’s only logical. Or sometimes it’s the kids who aren’t likable. It’s damned hard to talk to someone if you don’t like them — even if that someone is your father or your mother.”

“I totally get that.”

Sometimes Sam really did get what I was saying. And sometimes I knew exactly what she was going to say next.

“I don’t like Sylvia at all. She is the most unlikable mother on the planet.” Sam called her mother by her first name. But only behind her back. Hmm.

“No,” I said. “Fito’s mother is the most unlikable mother on planet Earth.”

“Really? And you know this because?”

“I met her once. She’s a meth head.”

“So she has a problem. No bueno. But —”

I interrupted her. “There’s always a but when you’re losing an argument.”

“I was about to say that comparisons are odious.”

“Yeah, yeah, odious. A spelling bee word. A word you got from the new book you’re reading.”

“Shut up. And I do have a horrible mother.”

I really felt bad for Sam. Maybe someday something would happen and Sam and Sylvia would have what Dad and I had. Maybe. I hoped so.



Fights. Fists. Shoes.


ON THE THIRD day of school I punched another guy. I mean, it just happened. Sam always said, Nothing just happens. I tried to keep her voice out of my head. See, I was walking toward the Circle K before school to buy me a Coke. I was in the mood for one. So this guy in the parking lot gives me this shit-eating grin and calls me a pinche gringo.

“Don’t call me that again,” I said. And then he did it: he called me that again.

So I punched him. No thinking involved, just a reflex. Punched him right in the stomach — and there was that rush of adrenaline running through my veins all the way to my heart.

I watched him as he bent over in pain. Part of me wanted to say I was sorry. But deep down I knew I wasn’t sorry.

I stood there. Numb.

Then I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Fito pulling me away. I kept staring at my fist, as if it belonged to someone else. “What’s up with you, Sal? When did you start beating up on people? One day you’re this really nice guy, and — well, I never took you for that kind of guy.”

“What kind of guy?”

“Peace out, Sal.”

I didn’t say anything. I felt nothing.

And I was shaking.

And then this thought entered my head. Maybe the kind of guy I was, well, maybe I was like someone I didn’t know. You know, the guy I’d never met whose genes I had.

I walked over to pick up Sam. She was at the door waiting for me. “You’re late.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re never late.”

“I am today.”

She gave me one of her suspicious looks. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Which means you don’t want to talk about it.”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

She gave me one of her I’m-going-to-let-you-off-the-hook smiles. It meant she was going to change the subject. Not that she wouldn’t come back to it at a later date. Sam wasn’t the kind of girl to let things go. At best she gave you a reprieve. I was glad she was in a reprieve sort of mood. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.” Then she pointed down. “How do you like my shoes?”

“Love them.”

“Liar.”

“They’re very pink.”

“Snark.”

“Why do you have so many shoes?”

“A girl can’t have too many pairs of shoes.”

“A girl? Or just you?”

“It’s a gender thing. Don’t you get that?”

“Gender, gender,” I said. I don’t know, but she must have heard something in my voice.

“Something’s going on with you.”

“Shoes,” I said.

“Shoes, my ass,” she said.



Mima


SAM AND I, we’re always telling each other stories, stories of what happened to us, stories about other people, stories about my dad and her mom. Maybe that’s how we explained things to each other — or to ourselves.

Mima. She was the best storyteller ever. Her stories were about real things — not like the crap stories I heard in the hallways of El Paso High. Some stories, well, they were closer to lies.

But Mima’s stories were as real as anything, as real as the leaves on her mulberry tree. I hear her voice all the time, telling me her stories: “When I was a girl, I used to pick cotton. I worked alongside my mother and my brothers and sisters. At the end of the day I was so tired I would just fall into bed. My skin was burned. My hands were scratched. And my back felt as though it was going to break.”

She told me about how the world used to be, about the world she grew up in, a world that was almost gone. “The world has changed,” she said. There was a lot of sadness in her voice when she told me that.

Once, Mima drove me out to a farm. I must have been about seven. She taught me how to pick tomatoes and jalapeños. She pointed to the onion fields. “Now, that’s work.” She knew a lot about that word. I don’t think I knew anything about work. It wasn’t a word I’d met yet.

That day, when we were picking tomatoes, she told me the story about her shoes: “When I was in the sixth grade, I left my shoes on the bank of the ditch so I could go swimming with my friends. And then they were just gone. Someone had stolen them. I cried. Oh, I really cried. It was my only pair of shoes.”

“You only had one pair of shoes, Mima?”

“Only one pair. That’s all I had. So I went to school barefoot for a week. I had to wait until my mother gathered enough money to buy me a new pair.”

“You went to school barefoot? That’s cool, Mima.”

“No, that wasn’t so cool,” she said. “It just meant that there were a lot of poor people.”

Mima says we are what we remember.

She told me about the day my dad was born. “Your father was very small. He almost fit in a shoebox.”

“Is that really true, Mima?”

“Yes. And just after he came into the world, I was holding him in my arms and it started raining outside. We were in the middle of a drought, and it hadn’t rained for months and months and months. And that’s when I knew that your father was like the rain. He was a miracle.”

I love what she remembers.

I thought about telling Sam the story of Mima’s shoes. I decided against it. She would say something like You’re only telling me that story to make me feel guilty. And she would probably be right.



The Story of Me (Me Trying to Explain Things to Me)


MIMA SAYS YOU should never forget where you came from. I get what she’s saying — but that’s a little complicated when you’re adopted. Just because I don’t feel adopted doesn’t mean that I’m not adopted. Most people think they know something important about you if they know where your story began, though.

Fito says it doesn’t really matter where you come from. “I know exactly where I come from. So what? See, some people have famous parents. So what? Being born to talented people doesn’t make you talented. Charlie Moreno’s father is the mayor. But look at Charlie Moreno. He’s an asshole. Everybody in my family’s an addict. But, see, it’s not where I come from that matters — it’s where I’m going.” I couldn’t argue with that one.

I thought that wanting to know where it all began is part of human nature. Yup. Not that I know much about human nature. Sam said I wasn’t good at judging other people: “You think everybody wants to be good.”

I have pictures of my mother holding me. Lots and lots of pictures. But looking at photographs of your dead mother isn’t the same as remembering.

She died when I was three.

That’s when I came to live with my dad.

Maybe another guy would be sad that he didn’t have a mother. But I didn’t feel sad, not really. I loved my dad. And I had uncles and aunts who loved me. I mean, they really loved me. And I had Mima. I don’t think anybody loved me as much as Mima loved me. Not even my dad.

It’s not as if my life was like Fito’s. Fito had the most screwed-up family on planet Earth. And look at Sam. I really wouldn’t have wanted Mrs. Diaz to be my mother. No, thanks. No bueno.

I had this sociology teacher who was always droning on and on about family dynamics. You know, me and my dad and Maggie constituted a family. I liked our family. But maybe there isn’t a logic behind the word family. The truth is, it isn’t always such a good word.

I wondered why I didn’t have any memories of my mother. Maybe not remembering was worse than misremembering. Or maybe it was better. But here I was, asking myself questions about her and about the guy whose genes mixed with hers to make me.

I was starting to ask myself a lot of questions that I never used to ask. I used to be okay with everything, and now I was going around hitting people. I heard Sam’s voice in my head: Nothing just happens.



Photographs


I HAD A PICTURE of my dad teaching me how to tie a tie, taken the morning before my First Communion. Dad was smiling, and I was smiling. We were both so happy. And I had a picture of Mima holding me in her arms when I was four. She had all this love in her eyes, and I swear I could drown in that love.

The pictures of my mom and me are different. See, the pictures with Mima and Dad, well, I remembered those things. Those pictures made me feel something. But the pictures with my mom? I didn’t feel anything. Sam told me that I didn’t remember because I didn’t want to. She said it would make me feel sad.

Sam liked to look at my photos. But she said it was too weird to see all the happiness in them. “It’s just not real.”

“Really?”

“Well, it is real, but it’s kind of creepy.”

“Happiness is creepy?”

“Okay, it’s nice. But most people don’t do nice. I mean, no one in the entire universe is as nice as your Mima. And your dad, I have to admit: he’s the bomb. True that. He’s actually a super-great guy. But there’s only about ten of those kind of guys walking around this town, so if you’re thinking that your sweet little family is a mirror for the rest of the world, I’ve got a news flash for you.”

If the word cynical hadn’t been invented, Sam would have invented it. And she would go around introducing everybody to that word. But she didn’t fool me. There was a lot of kindness in her. A lot. But she had her bad moments. I’d known her since kindergarten. She used to cry at the end of the day when I said goodbye. Ever since then, I’d always listened to what Sam thought — even when I should have known better. Sam was emotionally confused and confusing. It had to do with her family dynamics. Yeah, what the hell did I know? She was really mad at me once. I told her she needed to calm down. And she told me I was an “emotional anorexic.” I don’t think she meant it as a compliment. Sometimes I wondered why I’d picked her to be my best friend.

Mima said that God gave Sam to me.

It was a beautiful thing to say. And she also said that God gave me to her. And to my dad.

I guess God did a lot of giving. But He did a lot of taking, too. Exhibit A: He took my mom. But if He hadn’t taken my mom, I wouldn’t have Dad. And I wouldn’t have Mima.



Dad: WFTD = College


THE FIRST CHAOTIC week of school was over. And only two fistfights. Let’s make this the greatest year ever!

I was sitting in my dad’s studio, half watching him paint and half looking over the final list of colleges I was applying to. All summer long it was all about getting my college apps together — financial forms, forms for this and forms for that, looking at websites, and sending emails to admissions counselors and programs and degree plans and on and on and on. Sam was way into it.

One day she’d come over and really ripped into her mother. “She’s put a hold on my application process, that witch. She said the schools I applied to were way out of my league, and where the hell did I think I was going to get the money to pay for it all? And who the hell did I think I was anyway? I hate her. I really hate her. She told me I was going to UT, and that was final. I. Hate. Her.” Not the first time I’d heard that hate her thing.

At my house, I was trying to keep the whole process as low-key as possible. I didn’t want to move away. I was thinking I could just take a year off and hang out at home. Like that was gonna happen.

So I’d finally come up with my list. And the only thing I had left to do was get my letters of recommendation and write some damn stupid essay on why they should accept me. I had time. I put the list on my father’s desk:


1.    University of Texas

2.    UCLA

3.    Columbia

4.    University of Chicago

5.    NYU

6.    University of New Mexico

7.    University of Arizona

8.    University of Colorado

9.    University of Washington

10.  University of Montana
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