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Chapter 1:
Origins

Beneath a Stoic Sky

The agave plants swayed gracefully in the morning breeze, their sharp spines glistening in the sunlight streaming over the mountains of Coalcomán. It was 1955, and Michoacán's drought had persisted far longer than anticipated. The ground had turned into a powdery dust that billowed with every step taken. Joaquín stood at the periphery of his father's shadow, observing as the older man tended to the soil with a tenderness that Joaquín yearned for yet never experienced.

At the age of seven, Joaquín had learned to make himself appear smaller and quieter, less eager for attention. That morning, like every morning before, his father had overlooked him. Joaquín had awakened before dawn to wait by the door, trailing his father's steady footsteps across the field. He hoped that by matching his father’s pace, he might finally earn some acknowledgment.

The only sounds between them were the quiet whispers of labor: the hoe gliding through the parched earth, roots breaking free, and the occasional grunt of exertion. Joaquín memorized these sounds as if they were sacred chants. His father’s affection, if it existed at all, thrived in these moments. Joaquín passed a full bucket of water to his mother in silence. He had fixed the fence before sunrise to prevent the goats from escaping.

When his cousin Sergio arrived from the neighboring ranch, Joaquín watched as Sergio worked alongside his father. He noticed how Sergio’s father ruffled his hair and gently adjusted his grip on the tools, smiling even when mistakes were made. This display of camaraderie twisted something deep within Joaquín, a sensation akin to hunger but far more intense—an emptiness that no amount of food could ever fill.

"Papá," Joaquín whispered, hardly disrupting the stillness around them. His heart raced so fiercely that he feared it would shatter his fragile ribs. "I want to help. Can I?"

His father straightened slowly, and for a fleeting moment, Joaquín believed he might turn around and truly see him. But the man merely gestured towards the tool shed, still avoiding eye contact as if meeting his gaze would cost him something significant.

"The small tool. But be careful."

Joaquín retrieved the child-sized hoe—crafted by his father last winter while Joaquín slept, left by his bedside as a quiet gesture of love. The handle was smooth and perfectly sized for his small hands, the closest thing to an embrace his father had ever offered.

They worked in parallel lines, an unyielding gap lingering between them. Joaquín’s shoulders ached, and sweat dripped into his eyes. His tender palms blistered, yet he pressed on, convinced that if he exerted enough effort, his father might finally take notice of him. Then the hoe slipped from his grasp.

The sound of tearing agave felt like fabric ripping inside Joaquín’s chest. He froze, the tool heavy in his trembling hands, watching as the plant oozed clear sap onto the dry ground. Finally, his father turned—truly turned—seeing Joaquín’s face fully for the first time that day.

There was no anger etched on his father’s face. Anger would have felt more manageable. Instead, Joaquín detected profound fatigue, making him feel as though his very existence had been a mistake since he was born.

“Be more careful,” his father murmured gently. “These plants are all we have.”

Joaquín nodded, his throat tightening around an apology that would never suffice. He resumed his work, but now each stroke of the hoe felt like penance—not from his father, but from the universe for creating a boy who longed for something he would never receive.

As the sun reached its zenith, his mother called them in for lunch. Joaquín watched his father walk toward the house, counting each step (forty-three), memorizing how his shoulders leaned slightly to the left, studying the back of his head as if it might reveal the secret to being loved.

At the table, his mother served beans and tortillas. His father ate methodically, his eyes glued to his plate. Joaquín pushed his food around, his blistered hands throbbing, haunted by the image of the torn agave leaf—a haunting reminder of all the ways he would fall short.

That night, Joaquín lay in his narrow bed, cradling his blisters like treasures—evidence of his labor, a testament to his devotion to a father who couldn’t bear to acknowledge him. Through the thin walls, he heard his parents’ low voices.

“The boy needs—” his mother began.

“The boy needs to be strong,” his father interrupted. “The world won’t be gentle with him.”

“Neither are you.”

Footsteps retreated into silence.

Joaquín pressed his face into the pillow, practicing the silence his father had perfected, swallowing words that clawed at his throat: Look at me. See me. Tell me I matter. Tell me I’m yours. Tell me I’m enough.

At seven years old, Joaquín realized he would spend his life striving to earn what others were born with—a father’s approving gaze, a love that didn’t remain hidden behind work and # ##  












The Cracks Beneath Us

The sky loomed above, vast and unyielding, draining moisture from everything it encountered. Joaquín stood in what had once belonged to his father, a field that now felt less like a legacy and more like a burden. The earth was firm and cracked, much like the man who had labored over it before him.

Twenty-three years had passed since that fateful morning with the torn agave leaf. His father had been gone for five years, now resting in the very land he had cultivated. The funeral had been brief and solemn. Neighbors dressed in their best attire, yet their discomfort was palpable as they struggled for words about a man who had lived largely in silence, never truly connecting with anyone. Even in death, his father's expression seemed to turn slightly away, avoiding direct interaction with the world.

Now, Joaquín’s hands mirrored his father's—rough and calloused, shaped by toil into something useful yet lacking tenderness. Occasionally, he would find himself staring at his hands and feel a painful sense of recognition wash over him.

The rows of agave, once vibrant and strong, now drooped under the unremitting sun. Each plant seemed to murmur in accusation: "You’re failing, just as we always expected you would."

“Joaquín.”

Antonia's voice emerged from behind him, gentle yet weighty. She had learned to approach him carefully, much like his mother had approached his father—never too hastily, never too close, always giving room to retreat. Five years of marriage had taught her how to navigate the emotional gulf he maintained.

She stood beside him, careful not to touch, her presence a blend of solace and reproach. Her fingers traced the beads of her rosary, rhythmically, as she did when anxiety seized her—not in prayer, simply seeking something to grasp.

“No podemos seguir así,” she murmured. “The land is dying.”

He knelt to scoop up a handful of soil, which fell away into dust between his fingers. Words that had been passed down to him constricted his throat: A man does not give up. A man provides. A man endures.

But what had his father's endurance truly accomplished? A wife who had stopped reaching for him. A son who had stood by the grave, feeling only relief that the waiting had concluded. He would never receive that backward glance or a word of pride. The struggle could finally cease.

“Esta tierra es todo lo que sé,” Joaquín admitted, his voice thick with emotion.

“Your father is dead.” Antonia’s words were sharp at first, then softened: “You don’t have to be him, Joaquín. You can carve out a different path.”

Carve out a different path. As if it were that straightforward. As if twenty-three years of life hadn't molded him into this very shape; as though he knew any other way to exist. On their wedding night, when he first held Antonia, his hands shook—not from desire, but from the fear of breaking something fragile.

“Sergio knows someone,” Antonia said, continuing. “Across the border. There’s work there. We could begin anew and build the family we often speak of but never seem to start.”

The family they envisioned. Five years of marriage without children. Each month, Antonia would say less when her cycle arrived, yet she never blamed him for their childlessness. Joaquín often contemplated if his body understood—if it sensed he would fail as a father and that it would be better to spare a child from the burden of growing up next to another distant man.

“Sergio insists his contact is trustworthy. Not like—” She hesitated, and they both felt the shadow of her brother's name: Miguel. Lost at nineteen in the desert while trying to cross with a treacherous coyote who abandoned them when Border Patrol appeared.

“I can't,” Joaquín maintained.

“You mean you won't.”

“I mean I can't.” His voice wavered, a sound that would have drawn disappointment from his father. “What if it doesn’t matter where we go because I carry him within me?”

Antonia stepped closer, closing the distance. Her hand grazed his face—a touch so gentle it nearly ached. His father had never touched his mother like that. Perhaps he had never experienced a touch like that himself.

“You are not him,” she stated, her tone resolute. “You are choosing to become him. There’s a distinction.”

“¿Y si no hay diferencia? What if this is simply what the men of my family become?”

“Then we break the cycle. We leave. We try something different.” Her thumb caressed his cheekbone, exploring the tears he hadn’t known were there. “The drought is taking more than just the agave, Joaquín.”

That night, Joaquín stood outside their modest home, looking over the land that had both shaped and fractured him. Inside, he could hear Antonia praying—a soft murmur of her rosary, similar to the prayers his mother had whispered while his father sat apart.

She yearned for children. She had married him under the hope he could alter their fate, believing love could teach him kindness. Five years later, she still awaited proof of that faith, though her patience grew thin with each passing season, much like the soil beneath them.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, an unusual sound for this time of year. Perhaps the drought would at last relent. Or perhaps it would not. But remaining here, on this land, in this condition—would surely lead to the destruction of something. Maybe not his body, but certainly his chance to become anything other than his father's son.

“Está bien,” he whispered to the darkness. lle wi## ## go.”

The Decision to Leave

For days, Joaquín and Antonia moved silently through their home, like thieves contemplating what to retain from their former lives. Each possession demanded a decision: essential or discard. The wooden spoons carved by Antonia's mother—essential. The clay pot that had simmered family meals for generations—discard. Each choice felt like an act of determining which memories were worthy of preservation.

Joaquín found Antonia kneeling beside their bed, her wedding dress draped across her lap. The white fabric had faded to an ivory hue, and the lace collar was beginning to fray. She traced the hem, where her mother had sewn tiny silver crosses, almost invisible unless one knew where to look.

The dress felt weightless—merely cotton and thread—but Antonia sensed its true heaviness. It symbolized the girl who wore it, who had hoped that marriage signified partnership rather than mere survival. She could sell it for practical reasons to assist with their new life. Yet clinging to it meant preserving the narrative of the girl who danced at her wedding, who crossed a desert for love, and who once believed in joy before confronting unspoken pain. The dress wasn’t just a relic; it reminded her that she had once dared to hope, and putting it away would mean rejecting that very hope.

"Mi mamá spent three months on this dress," she whispered, her shoulders trembling as she fought back tears—tears felt like a luxury she couldn’t afford while attempting to stuff their lives into two bags.

From across the room, Joaquín observed, feeling immobilized and uncertain. His father had always taught him to endure sorrow like a storm to weather rather than face directly. Yet Antonia's quiet struggle demanded more than mere detachment.

He forced himself forward, each step a rebellion against years of conditioned distance. When he knelt beside her, his knees protesting the unfamiliar act of offering comfort, she looked up at him in such astonishment that shame washed over him. When had kneeling beside his wife become something remarkable?

"We'll take it," he said, his tone resolute.

"No hay espacio—"

"We'll create space."

Her gaze narrowed, scrutinizing him, and he saw his own reflection in her eyes—a man striving to define himself apart from his upbringing, often falling short, yet still making an effort. The dress felt weightless. Leaving it behind would bear a heavy consequence.

That evening, they shared their final meal on their good dishes—the ones reserved for special occasions that had become increasingly rare. The beans tasted like dirt, the tortillas crumbled like the land itself. They sat at the table where love had been expressed through food rather than warmth, words, or lingering glances.

"¿Tienes miedo?" Antonia asked. Are you afraid?

The question hung between them like a sharp blade. His father would have dodged such vulnerability, escaping to the barn to fix something. Fear was for those who hadn’t learned to harden their hearts.

"Sí," Joaquín admitted, the word scraping his throat raw. "Tengo mucho miedo."

Antonia's hand drifted across the table, pausing just short of his. The space between their fingers hummed with possibility. He could reach out. He could choose to be the man who held his wife's hand at their own table.

But his hand remained still.

Yet it yearned to move. For the first time, it genuinely ached to reach out.

The following morning, Joaquín walked to the family cemetery—where three generations of Martínez men lay buried in the same earth where they had lived. His grandfather's gravestone bore no inscription, just dates. His father's was identical.

He knelt at his father's grave, the earth still slightly sunken after five years. No grass grew there. Nothing thrived.

"I'm leaving," he said to the stone, raising his voice as if it could breach death's silence. "Me voy."

The words felt both like betrayal and liberation. Leaving meant acknowledging that his father had been wrong—wrong to stay, wrong to endure, wrong to believe that suffering in place equated to strength. But it also meant becoming a man his father would have despised: one who embraced the uncertainty of the unknown over the burden of inherited sorrow.

"Perdóname," he murmured, unsure whether he sought forgiveness for leaving or for never being the son his father desired—dependable, molded from the same stone as the men before him.

Then he felt a hand on his shoulder. Sergio stood behind him, approaching with the quiet respect the living owed the dead.

"You're actually going," Sergio observed. It wasn’t a question.

"Sí."

"I have something for you." Sergio handed him an envelope worn smooth from frequent handling. "The man I told you about. In Hollister. He owns farms and needs workers. He's... not unkind." The phrase "not unkind" was the highest praise a laborer could hope for.

"Why?" Joaquín asked. "Why do you want to assist me?"

Sergio looked at the grave and then back at Joaquín. "Because I see you fading away, hermano. Because somewhere inside you is still the boy who tried to dance with me behind the school, even when his body resisted every step."

The memory cut sharply—at fourteen, Sergio patient and chuckling while Joaquín’s body tensed with the fear of simply attempting, longing for something as gentle as rhythm.

"Gracias," Joaquín managed.

Sergio pulled him into a hug. Joaquín’s body stiffened, arms hanging limply, but Sergio held on regardless, as he always had—patient in the face of Joaquín’s struggle to reciprocate.

"Write to me," Sergio said when he finally released him. "Even if it's just to say you're alive."

Joaquín nodded, knowing he wouldn’t write. Writing felt like admitting a need for someone to recognize his existence.

That evening, as deep purple shadows fell across the valley, Joaquín stood in their doorway for the last time. The next day, they would leave everything that defined them, stepping into an uncertain future that could reshape them or lead to their undoing.

Antonia appeared beside him, her small bag packed, her mother’s rosary wrapped around her wrist.

"¿Lista?" he asked.

"Lista."

They stood side by side, shoulders nearly touching, watching the land darken. Somewhere in that darkness lay the border. Beyond it was a place where Joaquín could learn to be a different man, even if he suspected that geography alone couldn't heal what genealogy had etched in his bones.

The first stars emerged, sharp and distant like his father’s affection.

Tomorrow, they would walk toward them.
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Chapter 2:
The Crossing

The Journey North 

The coyote had assured them two days. "Dos días, no más." It was late 1978, and the border dividing Mexico from California had become a wounded gash, pulling desperate souls northward. Joaquín carefully counted their cash twice, folding each bill neatly before tucking it into a leather pouch hidden beneath his shirt. His smile was rehearsed and calculated—the facade of a man who sold hope to the needy and recognized its true value. 

Now, after two sleepless nights with no resolution in sight, Joaquín understood they had exchanged their money for nothing but emptiness.

The desert was a living force, thriving on human despair. It released heat during the day, searing their skin through their clothing, before hoarding warmth at night, leaving them shivering until their jaws ached. Each step became increasingly arduous as the sand shifted beneath their feet. Joaquín's boots, the good ones he had cherished for three years, were already falling apart. Sand crept between the leather and the sole, as if the desert was actively consuming them.

Antonia trudged alongside him, though “trudged” felt like a generous description. She pressed on through sheer determination, swaying like a drunken person or a sleepwalker. Her lips were so chapped that speaking turned them to blood. Hours ago, she had ceased trying to converse, communicating merely through the vice-like grip on his arm—tightening when fatigue threatened to overpower her, loosening whenever she summoned enough strength for another few steps forward.

Behind them lay an expanse of nothingness. Ahead, there was even more nothingness. The new moon provided only stars to navigate by, but the coyote had deceived them frequently enough that Joaquín no longer placed faith in even the stars. They were lost in a way that transcended geography—adrift from humanity, from God, and from any hope that didn’t conclude with their bones bleached under the sun.

"Agua," Antonia murmured, the word escaping her lips like a whisper.

Joaquín raised the plastic jug to her lips. They had perhaps one swallow left. They’d begun with a gallon each—the coyote had claimed it would suffice. But that promise had unraveled once he led them miles into isolation and disappeared while they slept, taking with him the extra supplies he had guaranteed.

The water was tepid, tasting of plastic and desperation. Antonia sipped tentatively, attempting to conserve some for him, but Joaquín tilted the jug higher, urging her to drink it all.

"No, tú también necesitas—"

"Tómalo todo," he insisted, his voice harsh like sandpaper on stone.

Too weary to argue, she emptied the last drops between her cracked lips. Joaquín tossed the now-empty jug away, where it fell silently into the sand, another testament to their failed journey. 

They pressed on for another hour, or perhaps less—time had lost all meaning. Then Antonia's knees buckled. She sank into the sand with a soft sigh, like a marionette deprived of its strings.

"No, no, no—levántate, mi amor, please—"

Joaquín dropped beside her, his hands hovering hesitantly over her body, unsure if he should touch her. Her skin burned with fever but was parched, as though the desert had robbed her of every drop of moisture.

"Joaquín," she whispered, and he leaned in closer to catch her words. Her breath held a sweet yet foul scent, reminiscent of fruit decaying in the sun. "Estoy embarazada."

The word hit him like a physical blow. Pregnant. Not just faced with death—both of them were dying, one right in front of him, and the other, unseen, the one who would never be named or given the chance to be let down by a father incapable of love.

"¿Cuánto tiempo?" How long?

"Dos meses... maybe tres." Her hand weakly reached for her stomach, fingers spreading protectively over the unseen child. "I wanted to wait... to be sure... but now—"

Now she might die, and he would never come to know her. Now their child might never see the light of day, fading before ever becoming a memory.

Joaquín's heart shattered with a sound he'd never known—an amalgam of sob and animalistic howl. Throughout his life, he had learned to bury his feelings, to avoid deep desires, to remain unbroken. Yet at that moment, as Antonia collapsed into the sand and their unborn child resided in the shadows of her womb, his father's lessons lost all significance.

"Por favor, Dios," he pleaded, though he was no man of prayer. "Por favor, no me los quites. I'll change. I'll be better. I'll learn to be gentle, to be present, to become everything my father wasn’t. Just please—"

A sound sliced through the darkness: footsteps. Several pairs.

Joaquín instinctively threw himself over Antonia, shielding her with his body. If they were Border Patrol, it was over. If they were bandits, their fate would be even worse. He grasped a small rock—insufficient yet better than nothing.

"¿Necesitan ayuda?"

The voice was weary yet careful, but not unkind. Joaquín lifted his head, figures emerging from the shadows—a group of about eight, all bearing the weary stance of those who had walked far too long toward uncertain promises.

An older woman stepped forward, her face etched by sun and hardship, transforming her into a visage of wisdom. She swiftly assessed the scene: Antonia’s collapsed form and Joaquín’s desperate hovering.

"La señora está mal," she said to the others. Turning to Joaquín, she inquired, "¿Cuánto tiempo sin agua?" 

"Se acabó," he admitted. It's gone.

Without pause, the woman retrieved a half-full plastic bottle from her pack, more precious than gold, and knelt beside Antonia. With practiced care, she dribbled water between Antonia's lips.

"Embarazada," Joaquín whispered, the word feeling like a confession.

The woman's face filled with a certain sorrow. "¿Cuántos meses?"

"Dos o tres."

She turned to the group. "La señora está encinta. Necesitamos ayudarla."

And then, in the heart of the desert, in the night, in the middle of nowhere, a miracle unfolded: strangers morphed into family. They shared everything they possessed—water, dried fruit, someone's last tortilla. A young man offered his shirt to shield Antonia’s face from the sun.

Together, they crafted a makeshift carrier from blankets, taking turns supporting Antonia's weight. Joaquín never left her side, holding her hand and searching for the pulse that fluttered like a frightened bird. With each step, he whispered promises to the child who might never hear them: You will have what I never did. Love that is genuine and open. Arms that know how to embrace you. A father who sees you, hears you, and tells you daily that you are enough.

The stars rotated overhead, indifferent to human suffering. Yet below them, ten strangers moved as one through the sand, bearing not only Antonia but also the flicker of hope that, sometimes, in the bleakest moments, people choose to become each other's salvation.

Dawn broke like a cooling fever, the horizon shifting from black to gray to the faintest blue. And there, impossibly real, the dark line of a highway cut through the desert, offering speed, direction, and a destination that wasn’t this bleak place.

They had survived the night. All of them. Even the child who not yet ## ## been born.


The Weight of Survival 

The migrant center in Hollister consisted of aluminum trailers baking under the relentless California sun. They were arranged as though forgotten remnants of a temporary situation, yet somehow exuded a sense of permanence. The center's operator, Señora Carmen, possessed eyes that had witnessed all kinds of arrivals: some walked in, some crawled, and others were carried. Without hesitation, she placed Joaquín and Antonia into the last category, acting purely out of practicality.

"La señora needs the clinic," she stated while gesturing to a younger woman. "Bed seven is free. Julio will organize work for you when you’re prepared, but don’t rush to be ready."

Being prepared was a luxury Joaquín simply couldn’t afford. Antonia required vitamins, nutritious food, and safety—all essentials they couldn’t pay for. Three days after their arrival, Joaquín found himself at the farm's entrance at 4 AM alongside thirty other men, waiting for the foreman to select who would work that day.

The foreman scrutinized him twice. Joaquín appeared too desperate, too likely to collapse. Desperation can be hazardous; it drives someone to push too hard and breeds resentment among peers. On the third day, Joaquín learned to dull the expression on his face, making it more resigned. Finally, the foreman gestured toward him.

"You. Tomatoes. Twelve hours."

Twelve hours soon became fourteen. Although the pay was less than initially promised, it was still pay.

The fields stretched endlessly beneath the scorching August sun, with rows of tomato plants heavy with fruit that needed to be picked at just the right moment—too green, and they would be discarded; too ripe, and they would bruise. Joaquín learned to feel for the precise give of the tomatoes, indicating they were ready for harvest. His body adapted to the specific posture that allowed him to work for hours without faltering. His mind wandered while he labored, floating above the pain that gripped him.

Mostly, he thought of Antonia, who grew rounder with each passing week, accompanied by a fear that gnawed at him because of that roundness.

She had begun bleeding the week after they arrived. It was merely spotting, the clinic said, common after severe dehydration. Yet, Joaquín noted the nurse’s expression and how she said, "We’ll monitor closely." To monitor implied staying vigilant for potential disaster. It meant preparing for loss.

Each evening, he returned to find Antonia utterly still, as if any movement might disturb the baby. Her hands rested delicately on her belly, seeking the irregular kicks; each movement was a small miracle, each absence a breath held in worry.

"¿Cómo te sientes?" he would ask.

"Bien," she would respond, though her face betrayed the gray pallor of constant nausea.

They survived on beans, rice, and vegetables deemed unfit for sale—the split tomatoes, the undersized peppers, the slightly browned lettuce. Antonia needed meat, dairy, and fruits. The baby required more than just survival food. But survival food was all they had.

One afternoon, when the temperature soared to 101 degrees, men collapsed in the fields, their bodies succumbing to exhaustion. The foreman traversed the rows among them, not offering help but counting those who could still work. When he arrived at Joaquín, standing despite his blurry vision, he nodded in approval.

"You're tough. Like your father, probably, no?"

Joaquín almost laughed. His father never worked under someone else’s command, never had his worth measured by the volume of produce he picked, and never had to hide his desperation. His father’s toughness stemmed from owning land, even if it was fading. This was not toughness; it was the slow erosion of everything except the relentless need to endure.

"Sí," Joaquín replied. "Like my father."

The foreman smiled, pleased with this invented lineage of resilience.

Three months in, la migra arrived.

Joaquín was deep within the fields when he first heard the engines—three white vans, ominous, spreading out to cut off any escape routes. Men scattered, fleeing like frightened birds, some diving into irrigation ditches, others rushing toward the trees. Joaquín remained rooted to the spot, torn between fleeing and remembering that Antonia was back at the center, eight months pregnant and unable to escape.

"Papers," the officer demanded when he reached Joaquín. It wasn’t a query—just an order.

Joaquín's hands trembled as he retrieved the documents his contact, Sergio, had arranged—temporary work permits, possibly legal, possibly not, existing in that gray area where survival thrived. The officer scrutinized the papers, then Joaquín’s face, then the documents once more.

"Where's home?"

"Here," Joaquín said, the lie bitter on his tongue.

"Where's really home?"

"Here," Joaquín repeated. What else could he say? Home was a failing farm in Michoacán. Home was nowhere unless it was wherever Antonia tended to their child.

The officer returned the papers. "Next time, work with more urgency. You look suspicious when you’re standing still."

Joaquín didn’t return to the center until after midnight. He took convoluted routes, backtracking to ensure he wasn’t followed. He found Antonia in the dark, hands resting on her belly, tears dried on her face.

"They came here too," she whispered. "They took the family from trailer three. The children were crying."

Joaquín knelt beside her, wanting to comfort her but uncertain how. His father had never held his mother while she cried.

"We're safe," he lied, knowing safety was merely a fiction, as fragile as their work permits.

"For now," Antonia replied.

That night, she began experiencing contractions. The clinic stated it wasn't true labor, just the body's preparation. Yet each tightening made Joaquín's chest constrict, and his breath grew shallow. Their child would enter the world in an aluminum trailer, in a country that didn’t want them, to parents who felt invisible.

"What if—" Antonia began but paused.

"What?"

"What if the baby arrives and we get sent back? What happens to a baby born here to parents who aren’t supposed to exist?"

Joaquín stayed silent; the answer was another fracture—the child being taken away to be raised by strangers or the entire family sent back to the nothingness they had fled.

Instead, he did something his father had never done. He reached for Antonia's hand and held it imperfectly—too tight, then too loose—unsure of what pressure signified comfort. But he held it. As she squeezed back, silently guiding him on how to be held, he adjusted to match her grip.

Outside, helicopters whirled overhead, searching. The sound rendered other families in the center motionless, halted the children’s crying, and transformed everyone into silent, small figures.

Inside their trailer, Joaquín felt the baby kick against Antonia’s belly, felt it through her skin—this life asserting itself against all odds. His child, American by geography, Mexican by blood, and homeless by circumstance, was already caught between worlds before even entering them.

"We'll survive this," he reassured Antonia, even as survival had become a meager hope. They had crossed a desert to harvest tomatoes and avoid uniforms. They had nearly perished for the chance to remain invisible.

But the baby kicked again, stronger this time, and Joaquín considered that perhaps survival was enough. Maybe holding his wife’s hand in the dark while helicopters searched overhead represented a form of resistance against the silenceenheritrFear's rFear's ed.
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A Father's Fear 
The contractions began at 2 AM, three weeks earlier than the clinic had anticipated. Joaquín woke to Antonia's sharp breaths and felt her hand clutch his arm tightly. This was different; this was reality.

“Ya viene,” she whispered. Even in the dark, Joaquín could sense her fear.

The clinic was six miles away. They had no car, no phone, and no means to get assistance without attracting unwanted attention. The woman from trailer four owned a truck, but her husband was on the night shift. The manager had a phone, but calling for an ambulance would invite questions that they couldn’t afford to answer.

“¡Puedo caminar!” Antonia insisted, although she understood deep down that she couldn’t.

Joaquín supported her as she stood, feeling the warm liquid flow down her legs—her water broke; the baby had its own agenda. She emitted a sound Joaquín had never encountered before. It was low and primal, the sound of a body instinctively surrendering to nature’s call.

“Señora Carmen,” he shouted, and Antonia nodded emphatically.

He dashed to the manager’s trailer, pounding on the door. When Carmen appeared, she glanced at him and swiftly grabbed her keys.

“What’s the duration between contractions?”

“No sé—close, getting closer—”

The ride to the clinic felt like a whirlwind. Antonia moaned in the backseat as streetlights flickered by like falling stars. Joaquín’s hand was nearly crushed in hers; the pain he experienced paled in comparison to witnessing her struggle. Carmen spoke soothingly, urging, “Breathe, mija,” and “Almost there,” even though “almost” felt subjective in that moment.

At the clinic, everything seemed to move both too quickly and slowly at the same time. Forms were shoved at Joaquín—Insurance? None. Payment? Cash, later, promise. Legal status?—as Antonia was wheeled away. Her eyes searched his, pleading, don't leave me, even though she knew he would have to.

"Family only past this point," a nurse said, blocking his way.

"Soy su esposo—"

"Husbands wait outside. Hospital policy."

In an instant, Joaquín found himself alone in a sterile waiting room. The smell of disinfectant mingled with the grief of others. Antonia was somewhere beyond double doors that felt like an ocean.

This was not how his father had experienced his own birth. His father had been in the fields and returned home to find Joaquín already cleaned and wrapped. Men worked while women gave birth—that was the understanding.

But Joaquín could hear Antonia’s screams.

These were not the Hollywood screams of childbirth. This was raw and guttural, the sound of someone being torn apart. Each cry tugged at something deep within him, compelling him to move, to help, to do anything but remain seated in this plastic chair under harsh fluorescent lights.

The clock ticked from two hours to three. Other men came and went, returning with flowers, while Joaquín stayed rooted, caught between his training and his overwhelming need to act.

Finally, “Martínez?”

He followed the nurse down endless corridors, past rooms where families blossomed. Fathers who knew how to be fathers cradled babies they had dreamed of holding their entire lives.

Antonia lay in the bed, looking as though she had emerged from a battle. Sweat clung to her hair, her lips were pale, and her eyes were closed. For a moment, Joaquín feared she had passed away and that they had brought him here to say goodbye. But then she opened her eyes, found him, and offered a weak yet sincere smile.

“Es un niño,” she whispered. “Alejandro.”

They had chosen the name months prior, honoring Joaquín’s grandfather, who had died before passing any warmth onto his son. Naming the baby after him might resurrect that buried compassion.

The nurse appeared with a blanket-wrapped bundle that was his son. Alejandro had dark hair slicked against a delicate skull. His eyes were tightly shut against the bright world, and tiny fists were curled as if ready to engage in battle.

“Would you like to hold him?”

Her question struck Joaquín like icy water. His arms felt heavy, disconnected from the instinct to reach for his child. He stared at his hands—rough and calloused, crafted for work rather than tenderness. How could he hold something so fragile?

“I—no puedo—”

He noticed the nurse's expression change, moving from expectation to something gentler—perhaps pity or understanding. She had seen this before: men who froze when confronted with their children.

She turned to Antonia and placed Alejandro on her chest. Antonia instinctively wrapped her arms around the baby as though her body had been made for this purpose. She looked at Joaquín, her gaze filled with understanding and sadness.

“Está bien,” she said softly, even though it wasn’t.

Joaquín stood there, close enough to be present but far enough to escape the fear that gripped him. His son made soft sounds, not quite cries, merely announcing his presence. Each sound twisted something inside Joaquín, making his empty arms ache, but the ache couldn't overcome his fear.

He watched Antonia trace Alejandro's features with her fingers—his nose, his cheeks, the gentle curve of his ear. He saw her whispering things he couldn’t hear, likely promises or prayers. She transformed into a mother while Joaquín wrestled with his role as a father.

A memory emerged: his father standing in a doorway when Joaquín had scarlet fever at seven years old. Burning with heat, he had called for his dad. His father never entered the room; he merely lingered in that doorway while his mother cared for him.

Now Joaquín understood it differently. It wasn’t just coldness; it was terror. The fear of breaking something delicate, the fear of being unable to comfort, the fear that touching might make everything worse.

“Do you want to touch him?” Antonia asked gently. Not hold—she understood that was too much. Just touch.

Joaquín forced his legs to move, battling years of conditioning with every step. He extended one finger, hovering it above Alejandro's hand. The baby's fingers were so tiny, the nails like seed pearls. Joaquín softly brushed his finger against Alejandro's palm.

The baby’s hand closed around it.

A reflex, the nurse would later explain. All babies do it. But in that instant, it felt as if he were being caught, as if he were being chosen. His son was saying, I need you, even if you don’t yet know how.

Joaquín felt his throat tighten, and tears pricked his eyes. His father had never cried, yet here he was, unraveling at fingers the size of beans.

“Mijo,” he whispered, the word escaping before he could suppress it.

He remained frozen in that position, his finger trapped in his son’s grasp, until Alejandro fell asleep, and the tiny fingers loosened. Joaquín then stepped back, retreating to a safer distance.

That night, while Antonia rested, Joaquín stood by the window cradling Alejandro. He hadn’t magically learned how—the nurses had insisted, practically placing the baby in his arms, arranging his hold, demonstrating how to support Alejandro's head. He held his son as if he were made of soap bubbles, terrified that one misstep would make him vanish.

“Perdóname,” he whispered to the sleeping baby. “I don’t know how to do this. My father didn’t teach me. His father didn’t teach him. But I’m here. That must count for something, right? I’m in the room. That matters.”

Alejandro slept on, unaware that his father’s presence was the closest thing to a revolution Joaquín could manage.

Outside, dawn broke over Hollister, painting the sky in shades of hope and blood. Somewhere, other fathers easily held their children, as if born with that knowledge. But in this room, Joaquín cradled his son like handling explosives, both terrified and mesmerized that something so small could both dismantle and reconstruct him.

It wasn’t enough, but it was a beginning. And Joaquín was learning that beginnings were sometimes all you co hope for.
 	 








Chapter 3:
First Steps, Silent Walls

Arms Outstretched 
The apartment in Hollister was filled with the combination of a strong bean aroma mingling with industrial cleaning solution. This particular scent would later come to symbolize home for Alejandro, even though he wouldn’t admit that sentiment for many years. At the tender age of eighteen months, he perceived the world in two distinct categories: Mamá, whose hugs enveloped him in safety and whose voice filled the air with joyful melodies, and Papá, whose presence brought a different sort of stillness.

For weeks, Antonia had encouraged Alejandro to take his first steps. She would position him against the couch, then move away, her arms open wide and her voice buoyant. “Ven, mijo, ven con Mamá.” He would manage to take one shaky step, perhaps two, before dropping to his knees to crawl, feeling safer moving on all fours, where the impact from falling was less harsh.

However, this evening was different. Joaquín returned home early; the foreman had sent half the crew back due to insufficient work. He sat at the kitchen table still dressed in his work clothes, filling the tight space with the scents of tomato plants mixed with sweat. He held a beer, yet rather than drinking it, he clutched it as if it were a lifeline.



Alejandro pulled himself up on the coffee table, babbling in the early language of infancy, where sounds expressed joy, need, or calls for attention. He turned toward his father and sensed something in Joaquín’s silence—an intentional avoidance of eye contact that ignited in Alejandro a deep desire to be seen.



"Pa-pá," he said, the word feeling strange yet profoundly hopeful.



Joaquín raised his head slightly, enough to indicate he had heard, but not enough to establish eye contact. That small acknowledgment was all Alejandro needed. 



The baby released his grasp on the table and took a hesitant step, arms outstretched like a tightrope walker, swaying as he attempted to maintain balance. Then came another step. The third felt victorious, and the fourth instilled him with confidence. He was walking—truly walking—toward his father, innocent of the understanding that love could be distant.



Antonia gasped from the kitchen doorway, her hands flying to her mouth. "Joaquín, mira—está caminando!"



Joaquín froze, the beer bottle quaking in his hand. His son approached, arms reaching out, his face glowing with pride and expectation. This was the moment fathers dream of—the instant when they lift their children high, twirl them around, and celebrate this small wonder of growth.



But Joaquín kept his arms frozen.



Alejandro took five more steps, now close enough for Joaquín to notice the concentration etched on his little face, his tiny tongue peeking out in effort. Six steps. Seven. Then he was there, his small hands clutching Joaquín’s knees, gazing up with eyes that pleaded, I did it, notice me, celebrate with me, love me.



“Sí... muy bien,” Joaquín managed to utter, the words struggling to escape.



But he didn’t reach down. He didn’t lift Alejandro up. He didn’t perform the expected paternal act when children take their first steps toward them. He merely remained seated, unmoving, while Alejandro’s hands patted against his legs, searching for something that was not offered. 



Alejandro's smile began to fade, confusion replacing joy. He emitted a sound—not quite crying, but a soft whimper, the universal baby expression that questioned why this wasn’t working.



“Joaquín,” Antonia called softly, her voice heavy with the unuttered joys she had swallowed over the years.



Joaquín’s hand moved slightly, reaching halfway toward Alejandro before stopping, caught between longing for connection and the instinct to retreat. His fingers trembled. Alejandro reached for that hand, but Joaquín withdrew it, suddenly rising to his feet. The chair scraped harshly against the floor.



“Tengo que—” He gestured vaguely, “El baño.”



He walked past Alejandro carefully, avoiding any contact, and headed down the hallway. The bathroom door clicked shut softly, echoing like a heart fracturing.



Alejandro remained there for a moment, gently swaying with his arms still outstretched toward the empty chair. Then his legs gave way, and he sank onto his diaper, staring at the spot where his father had been, struggling to understand what had gone wrong.



Antonia lifted him up, holding him close and whispering comfort into his hair. “Está bien, mi amor. Papá is just tired. You did wonderfully, my big boy, walking all by yourself.”



But even at eighteen months, Alejandro began to learn about his father's absence. He was discovering that Papá often meant distance, and that walking toward him felt like moving toward someone who was already leaving.



Inside the bathroom, Joaquín gripped the sink until his knuckles turned white. In the mirror, he saw the reflection of his father staring back—carrying the same careful detachment, the same angle of avoidance, the same inability to hold onto what truly mattered.



He could hear Antonia humming to Alejandro, the same lullaby sung every night, her voice filled with the forgiveness he felt he couldn’t claim. He longed to step back into the living room, to lift his son, to celebrate his accomplishment, to be the father praising his child for those precious first steps. But his heart knew only one way to be a father: from a safe distance, where love wouldn’t face scrutiny.



By the time he emerged from the bathroom, Alejandro was in his highchair, Antonia feeding him mashed beans, the moment of first steps fading into mere memory. Joaquín returned to the table, grabbed his warm beer, and pretended to read an old newspaper.



“He walked to you,” Antonia said quietly, avoiding his gaze. “He chose you.”



“I saw,” Joaquín replied, though seeing and truly witnessing were vastly different experiences.



“He won’t always choose you,” she continued, spooning beans into Alejandro’s eager mouth. “One day he’ll stop trying.”



Joaquín felt the urge to argue that it might be easier and less disappointing for everyone if that were indeed true. But he couldn’t find the words. Instead, he silently watched his son eat, his small arms waving the spoon, alive in a way Joaquín struggled to be.



That night, after Alejandro had succumbed to sleep, Joaquín stood at the threshold of his son’s room—always at the threshold, never crossing inside. The nightlight cast shadows that danced on the walls like water. Alejandro slept on his stomach, bottom raised, fists curled as if facing challenges even in his dreams.



“Your grandfather would have picked you up,” Joaquín whispered to the sleeping child. “The man you’re named after. He would have known how to love you properly. But he passed away before he could teach me, and now I don’t know how to show you.”



Alejandro stirred but didn’t wake, adjusting slightly for comfort. He was learning to cope even in sleep.



Four years slipped by, and the pattern solidified. Alejandro ceased approaching his father with outstretched arms. Instead, he learned to maintain a safe distance—close enough to draw attention if Joaquín ever chose to look, but far enough that the avoidance didn’t sting as severely.



The kitchen table became their shared world—a wooden barrier, where Alejandro created pictures, crafting crayon worlds where fathers and sons stood together, their stick-figure hands joined by bold lines pressed so hard they sometimes tore through the paper.



“Papá, mira,” he would say, sliding a drawing across the table. “I drew us.”



Joaquín would glance—never fully look, just a quick glance—and nod. “Muy bien.”



But “muy bien” felt hollow, like praise that demanded nothing and meant even less. Alejandro grew increasingly aware of the distinction between being seen and truly acknowledged, between a father in the r and one who was g## ## enuinely present. 
 




















Shaken Foundations 
The autumn of 1989 was unusually warm in Hollister. October lingered with summer's warmth, causing the apartment’s thin walls to emit heat long after sunset. On the seventeenth, the apartment held years of small comforts that disguised its poverty. Doilies concealed burns on the coffee table, while framed school pictures masked water stains on the walls. A secondhand television, purchased at a garage sale, broadcast the five o'clock news as Antonia stirred pozole on the stove, filling the rooms with the inviting aroma of hominy and pork. The space had learned to bear the weight of a family's cautious distance.

Alejandro sat at the kitchen table—the same one he'd been using since he was four, although now his legs reached the floor. He concentrated on his math homework, grappling with long division. The numbers waltzed before him as he chewed on his pencil, tasting wood, lead, and focus. Beside him, Joaquín perused a Spanish newspaper, holding the pages at an angle that formed an invisible barrier between them.

This had become their routine: sharing the same space without actually connecting in the moment. Alejandro had learned not to seek Joaquín's help with his homework. Joaquín had abandoned his education after sixth grade, so asking for guidance only served to remind Alejandro of their father's inability to provide it. Joaquín had also learned not to offer help since Alejandro no longer anticipated it.

At 5:04 PM, the house voiced its displeasure.

It began with a rumble, similar to a truck passing far too close. Antonia paused her stirring. Joaquín lowered his newspaper slightly. Alejandro’s pencil came to a stop. For a split second, they waited for the world to regain its balance. Instead, it erupted.

The floor surged violently, sending Alejandro’s chair flying backward. He crashed onto the linoleum floor, scattering his homework and pencils. The table slid as if it were on ice. Cabinets flung open, and dishes shattered on impact. The refrigerator jolted forward, its door flinging wide, sending condiments spilling everywhere.

"¡ALEJANDRO!"

Joaquín's voice was unlike the careful tone Alejandro usually recognized. It was a raw, primal cry, infused with a profound sense of urgency. His father moved with speed Alejandro had never witnessed, not heading toward the doorway of safety, but instead rushing toward his son.

The ceiling cracked, sounding akin to God clearing his throat. Plaster plummeted in chunks. A piece the size of a dinner plate fell precisely where Alejandro had just been seated. The walls appeared to expand and contract, as though the apartment were gasping for breath.

Joaquín reached Alejandro just as the shaking escalated—not merely vibrating, but rolling, as though the floor had become liquid. He pulled Alejandro close, his body encircling him protectively. They huddled beneath the table as their world fractured above them.

Alejandro felt his father’s heartbeat thumping against his back, inhaling the sweat and fear radiating from him. Joaquín’s arms, which had never held him before, felt desperate, as if releasing him would mean calamity. Joaquín gasped into his hair, repeating, "No te sueltes, no te sueltes, no te sueltes." Don’t let go.

Yet it was Alejandro who required that reminder. He pressed against his father's chest, attempting to sync his heartbeat with Joaquín’s frantic rhythm, clutching his father's arms. For the first time, they were genuinely connected, fear bridging the chasm love had yet to address.

The refrigerator crashed to the ground, jolting the floor. Glass from the kitchen window shattered inward like deadly snowflakes. Somewhere, Antonia screamed—not from injury, but from sheer terror. Joaquín’s grip on Alejandro tightened, as if he could keep their family together through sheer force of will.

"Antonia!" he called, his voice cracking.

"¡Aquí! I’m okay!"

The tremors seemed interminable, yet they lasted only fifteen seconds. Time stretched and twisted, becoming meaningless. In that fleeting moment, Alejandro felt years of maintained distance fall away. Joaquín shuddered not just from the tremors but from something else breaking free within him. Was he crying? The wetness on Alejandro's neck could have been tears, sweat, or debris from the crumbling ceiling. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the sensation of his father’s arms, finally embracing him.

Then, silence.

Not calm—the apartment appeared to have been turned inside out—but the earth ceased its violent shaking. They remained frozen beneath the table, Joaquín still protectively covering Alejandro, both of them breathing heavily, unwilling to release their embrace.

"¿Estás bien?" Joaquín whispered, his voice sounding different—raw and genuine in a way it never had before.

Alejandro nodded against his father’s chest, unable to trust his own voice. At nine years old, he couldn’t recall the last time his father had held him. Perhaps never. Not like this. Not as if he mattered more than the distance that had separated them.

Slowly, Joaquín loosened his hold. He didn’t completely let go but created enough space to turn Alejandro around to face him. His father’s face was coated in plaster dust, streaked with genuine tears. Joaquín's hands gently framed Alejandro’s face, checking for injuries. Alejandro began to cry as well.

"Papá," he called. The word now conveyed you’re here, you see me, and please don’t revert to how you were before.

Joaquín pulled him close once more. This embrace was no longer just a protection against falling debris; it was something fundamentally different. A heartfelt hug. Alejandro felt his father shaking with silent sobs, years of emotional detachment fracturing like the plaster surrounding them.

"Pensé que te perdía," Joaquín whispered. I thought I was losing you.

Yet Alejandro understood a deeper truth: I’ve been losing you all along.

In that moment, Antonia found them, still huddled beneath the table, locked in their embrace amidst the destruction in the kitchen. She crawled in, and for a brief instant, within the ruins, they transformed into something they had never fully been before—a family that touched, that held one another, and acknowledged their mutual need.

Outside, sirens wailed. Neighbors called to one another, checking in. The world began to piece itself back together, inventorying what had been shattered and what remained.

But under the kitchen table, in those quiet moments before confronting the aftermath, Alejandro felt something he had secretly yearned for: his father’s love, expressed not through provision or distance, but through arms that held him as if he truly mattered.

He was aware it wouldn’t last. Alejandro sensed this even then. In the days to come, as they cleared away glass and patched the walls, Joaquín would gradually reinforce his careful distance. Aftershocks would make him tense and guarded, but not tender. Within a week, they would revert to their separate existences, the table between them rebuilt in more ways than one.

But for now, in those moments before the world demanded they resume their ordinary roles, Alejandro allowed himself to be embraced by a father who had forgotten he wasn’t supposed to feel so intensely. He committed the sensation to memory—his father’s heartbeat against his ear, the specific weight of his arms, the feeling of safety from someone who had never offered it before.

The earthquake had fractured something within Joaquín, allowing his love to spill out, messy and unrestrained. Soon, he would fill those cracks, reinforce his walls, and revert to the father who loved from a distance.

Yet Alejandro would remember this: that somewhere within his father’s guarded distance was a man who could hold him, who could cry for him, who could forget to be stone when the world shook violently enough.

It wasn’t enough to build a relationship upon. But it revealed to him that his father's distance was a choice, not an inevitable fate. Understanding that someone is deliberately withholding love can ache more prondly than believing t## hey hasinge none to ve.




Sensing Division 
Five years had elapsed since the earthquake had devastated their kitchen and, for a fleeting fifteen seconds, awakened something soft within Joaquín. In the autumn of 1994, Alejandro was now fourteen years old. He stood taller than his mother but remained shorter than his father, perpetually adjusting the space between them.

In the boys' restroom at San Benito High School, just before the second period commenced, Alejandro gazed into a stained mirror illuminated by harsh green fluorescent lights. He smoothed the collar of a hand-me-down polo shirt, its fabric softened at the elbows. The air behind him was heavy with the scent of disinfectant, sweat, and voices testing their limits.

From a stall, someone exclaimed, "Prop 187's gonna stop illegals from freeloading."

The words struck like stones. Proposition 187 was the focus of heated discussions that November, aimed at preventing undocumented families from accessing public services. Waiting rooms were already clearing at the sight of a clipboard.

Laughter erupted like sparklers. Alejandro gripped the sink tighter. His father rose with the sun each day, and his mother stretched every dollar until it nearly snapped. Freeloading?

He swallowed hard and let cold water flow through his fingers, practicing the lesson his father had imparted: No te notes. The translation was unmistakable—his body understood it meant to shrink, blend in, and become invisible.

When social studies began, the teacher wheeled in the TV cart and turned on footage from the previous night. "We’re going to discuss Proposition 187," she said carefully. "What it proposes and what implications it holds."

A girl raised her hand. "It'll prevent undocumented individuals from using schools and hospitals." The room fell silent, save for the buzzing of the fluorescent lights above.

By the time break arrived, the campus crackled with energy, conversations rising just above whispers. Nearby the chain-link fence, students gathered around a radio, the signal faint and distorted. "They're walking out at the high school," someone announced. "Down Nash Road. Headed toward city hall."

A wave of excitement surged through the crowd. Two students stepped into the street, then four, then fifteen. What had begun as a trickle rapidly transformed into a deluge.

Alejandro sensed it before he could fully comprehend—a profound ache he had carried for as long as he could remember. It was neither purely anger nor simple fear. It was the weight of being judged without truly being understood.

A friend tugged at his sleeve. "You going?"

He reflected on his father's rules: Survive quietly. Blend in. Don’t give anyone a reason to take notice.

"I have to," he answered.

They crossed the street, adrenaline racing through their veins. Traffic slowed only to honk, some hands raised in solidarity while others remained stiff with disapproval. A woman leaned out of a pickup truck and shouted, "Go back where you belong!"

Alejandro marched alongside classmates he hardly knew yet had an odd familiarity with. Cardboard signs waved above their heads—Human Rights for All; We Are Not Illegal—urgent and imperfectly crafted. The chant rose and fell like a collective breath: ¡El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!

They gathered near the city offices, a human tide pooling at the steps. Police stood in formation, their expressions impassive behind dark sunglasses. Someone initiated a prayer while another began a tune his mother used to hum while cooking.

A news crew wove through the crowd, the camera capturing diverse faces. The lens turned toward him and lingered. He refused to duck down. Let them see him. Let someone acknowledge him.

Hours later, with sore feet and a spent voice, he walked home beneath a gray sky. Upon entering the house, the television buzzed softly, replaying images of the march from angles he had yet to see. Antonia stood by the window, her rosary beads still in her hands. Joaquín sat rigidly at the table, folding and refolding the newspaper until its edges curled.

"Where were you, Alejandro?" Joaquín asked, though the screen had already provided an answer.

"At the protest."

A charged silence settled between them, taut as a wire.

"We saw," Joaquín said, his voice laced with a potent mix of fear and anger. "¿Estás loco? After everything we've been through, you expose yourself like that?"

"I had to—"

"¿Tuviste qué?" he retorted sharply. "Words don't change anything. Work changes things. Silence keeps us safe."

Antonia placed a gentle hand on Joaquín's shoulder. "Déjalo hablar."

Alejandro shifted his gaze from her to Joaquín. "I thought you’d be proud."

Antonia folded a napkin twice before responding. "I’m proud. Pero el valor tiene precio. Courage comes at a price."

Joaquín exhaled slowly, like air escaping a balloon. "You don’t understand what it means to lose everything."

Alejandro attempted to meet his father's gaze, but Joaquín turned slightly away. Yet, within Joaquín's warning, he sensed something new, a connection to the desert, the checkpoints, and the aluminum trailers that had once promised a feeling of safety.

"I’ll be careful," he said, aware that careful wasn’t what Joaquín truly meant.

That night, Alejandro sat at his desk—a board balanced atop two sawhorses—and opened his spiral notebook. He wrote what he could not voice: about the march, the wave of voices united in purpose, and how fear didn’t dissipate when spoken aloud. Then he turned the page, documenting stories Antonia had quietly shared while Joaquín worked late: his bisabuela Alicia walking miles to school, making tortillas by hand, and humming songs as dusk fell.

From the living room, news anchors continued their measured discussions. The ballot measure was expected to pass the following day by a considerable margin. It would become entangled in legal battles and ultimately blocked, but not before families withdrew their children from schools, clinic waiting rooms grew eerily quiet, and neighbors began to judge each other differently.

Alejandro didn’t fully grasp any of that. He only felt the heaviness of his father’s silence at the table, his mother’s steady hands, and how his chest had loosened for a few hours in the street.

He continued writing until the words blurred before his eyes. Outside, sirens flared and faded. Inside, the house returned to its familiar rhythm—three heartbeats in separate rooms, each finding a way t ndure.a way to continuction




























Chapter 4:

Francisco Castillo 

Cracks & Connection
1 
1 
1 
A Glimmer of Connection 

Alejandro sat on his bed on a cool April evening in 1997, clutching his report card tightly, as if it might slip away from him. He had earned straight A's, with the exception of a B+ in PE. He had chosen not to change with the other boys, accepting a deduction in participation rather than endure Brandon Mitchell’s taunts about his thrift store underwear.

The grades felt both significant and trivial. They felt trivial because college came with costs that he lacked the means to cover, and guidance counselors often suggested community colleges or trade schools, dismissively presenting "realistic options" for kids like him. They felt significant because each A represented a small act of defiance against expectations. They proved he was more than his father’s silence, his hand-me-down clothes, or the statistics that people believed would define him.

He heard the garage door creaking open—his father was back after another fourteen-hour shift. The routine sounds followed: work boots hitting the floor, Joaquín washing off the day’s grime, and the hiss of a beer bottle opening. Then, he caught his mother’s gentle yet firm voice: "Necesitas hablar con él. He needs to hear it from you."

Without thinking, Alejandro instinctively shoved the report card under his pillow, concealing evidence of his accomplishments the way other children hid their failures. In his household, standing out—even for something positive—felt risky, as if it might disturb a delicate balance that kept them stable.

"Alejandro?" His mother called from down the hall. "Tu papá wants to see you."

His heart pounded; something must be amiss. His father never asked to see him. They coexisted in the same home like phantoms from different eras, aware of each other yet unable to connect.

He walked deliberately toward the garage, each step slow. The side door was ajar, revealing Joaquín next to his truck, toolbox open, wrench in hand. The wrench served as a prop between them, a distraction from their awkwardness.

"You wanted to see me?" Alejandro asked, his voice rising slightly, cracking as if he were twelve again.

Joaquín didn’t meet his gaze; he focused on a bolt that didn’t need tightening. The wrench moved slowly, producing a grinding noise, resembling thoughts dredged from deep within. The garage was thick with the scents of motor oil and WD-40, a musty smell of places where men evaded feelings.

"I saw your report card," Joaquín finally said, his tone measured and rehearsed.

Alejandro's stomach dropped. Here it came—the dismissal. The inevitable reminder that grades didn’t pay bills and that school was a luxury they tolerated but couldn’t afford to rely upon.

"Is... something wrong?" he asked, wincing at how small his voice sounded.

"No." Joaquín carefully set the wrench down, as if it might explode. His hands hovered for a moment before he grabbed a rag to wipe nonexistent grease. "You're doing well."

Those words hung between them, strange and foreign. Alejandro stood frozen, shocked that his father had acknowledged him. Joaquín had offered something that almost resembled praise.

"Especially in math," Joaquín continued, still avoiding eye contact, staring somewhere past Alejandro’s left shoulder. "You get that from your mother."

Naturally. Even in praise, Joaquín could not claim him. He couldn’t admit that Alejandro might have inherited something valuable from him.

But still—he had noticed. He had looked at the report card long enough to see the grades, to recognize the patterns. That simple attention was more than Alejandro had experienced in years. "Thanks," he said, feeling the word both insufficient and overly large at once.

Joaquín picked up and set down tools restlessly, rearranging a toolbox that was already tidy. The silence stretched between them—a taut moment, neither entirely comfortable nor wholly tense. It felt like something else. It felt like anticipation.

Then, almost imperceptibly, Joaquín said, "Estoy orgulloso de ti." I'm proud of you.

Four little words. A lifetime of longing.

Alejandro’s throat tightened, and tears stung his eyes. He was seventeen, too old to shed tears over his father finally articulating what every son yearns to hear. But age-appropriate reactions meant nothing in this moment. His body craved this acknowledgment, and, having received a taste, it longed to unleash a mix of relief and frustration.

Why now? After years of distance, averted gazes, love measured only in bills paid and food provided but devoid of words, touch, or this moment?

Joaquín must have sensed the emotional weight he had stirred because he grabbed the wrench again, turned back to his truck, and hunched his shoulders to regain his composure. "You should... keep studying. Don’t get distracted."

Just like that, the moment was gone. The door that had cracked open slammed shut, leaving Alejandro standing there with those four words echoing between them, uncertain if he had imagined them.

"Yeah," Alejandro replied to Joaquín’s back. "I will."

He turned to leave, taking three steps before Joaquín spoke again.

"Your grandmother—my mother—was smart. Like you. She could solve numbers in her head faster than anyone." He paused, making Alejandro think he had finished. Then he continued, "She aspired to be a teacher. But..."

But women didn’t become teachers in rural Michoacán in the 1940s. But poverty didn’t nurture dreams beyond mere survival. Yet those words crushed any hope before it could take root.

"I didn’t know that," Alejandro said softly.

"There’s a lot you don’t know," Joaquín responded. This time it didn’t sound like an accusation; it sounded like regret, as if he wished Alejandro understood more and could bridge the gap between them.

But wishing and acting were not the same. Joaquín had been raised by a man of action, not one who wished. So he picked up another tool and busied himself with yet another bolt, carefully rebuilding the walls between them.

Alejandro observed his father at work. The fading afternoon sunlight filtered through the garage window, illuminating the gray in Joaquín's hair, the deep lines etched around his eyes from years spent squinting in the sun, and the slight stoop of his shoulders from decades of backbreaking labor.

He looked old. That realization hit Alejandro suddenly and painfully. His father was only forty-one but appeared much older. Work had worn him down, worry had aged him, and the burden of carrying his family through silence and sacrifice had left its mark. Alejandro understood, with piercing clarity, that his father had traded his health and youth for Alejandro’s straight A's.

"Papá," Alejandro started, unsure of what to say next.

But Joaquín had rebuilt his walls, sealing away the brief connection. "Go help your mother with dinner," he instructed without turning around. "She needs you." You need me too, Alejandro thought but didn’t voice it. You just don’t realize how.

At dinner, the three of them settled into their usual places. The report card lay on the table between the rice and beans, an unspoken reminder of something significant. Antonia glanced between her husband and son, hope flickering in her eyes that this could signal the start of something new.

"Maybe Alejandro could apply for scholarships," she suggested cautiously. "With grades like these—"

"We'll see," Joaquín interrupted, though not harshly. "School comes first. Everything else... we’ll see."

We'll see. Their lives functioned on conditional terms. We'll see if the work continues. We'll see if they can afford it. We'll see if they can remain in America.

That night, Alejandro lay in bed, replaying those four words: Estoy orgulloso de ti. He examined them from every angle, pondering whether they would ever be spoken again or if they were a one-time occurrence, like the earthquake that briefly jolted his father into acknowledgment.

Through the thin walls, he heard his parents discussing something in hushed tones. Not in conflict, just a serious conversation, filled with the cautious tones reserved for significant matters. He caught snippets of their exchange: "...college applications..." "...financial aid..."

It wasn’t sufficient. It would never be sufficient. But it was something.

And sometimes, Alejandro was learning, something was all one could expect from a father who expressed pride while pretending to fix things that daof Idealssh eig.
 	 

A Clash of Ideals 
The art club meeting announcement had been photocopied on goldenrod paper. The edges had already begun to curl from the coastal humidity that permeated the air during Hollister’s damp January of 1998. Over two weeks, Alejandro had walked past it countless times, each pass deepening his hesitation. Finally, on a Thursday when his last class ended early and the house would remain empty for another hour, he ripped the notice down and folded it into his pocket like a secret treasure.

Mrs. Davidson oversaw the art club. She was one of those teachers who wore paint-stained smocks with no hint of irony and often talked about "finding your voice," as if teenage boys in Hollister cared about anything beyond dating or securing a job. Yet, there was something about the art room that captivated Alejandro. Perhaps it was the chaotic yet organized clutter—canvases stacked against the walls, brushes sprouting from coffee cans, and the mingling scents of turpentine and creativity that eased the tightness in his chest.

For years, Alejandro had sketched in secret, filling notebooks with drawings that started as escapes but developed into something more profound. He created self-portraits in which his face morphed into his father’s. He focused intently on hands—always hands—attempting to showcase the contrast between his father’s scarred fists and his own fingers, which longed to hold a pencil rather than tools. He repeatedly drew the view from his window, each version featuring fence bars thickening until they obscured the entire frame.

"You coming in, or just passing through?" Mrs. Davidson asked, startling him. She stood in the doorway, coffee mug in hand, sporting a kind yet knowing teacher smile.

"I was just—" Alejandro began, his hand instinctively reaching for the folded paper in his pocket.

"Thursday at 3:30," she said. "This week, we’re focusing on still lifes, but honestly, everyone just does their own thing. Do you draw?"

The casual inquiry felt profound. Admitting to drawing felt akin to confessing a dream. Dreams were luxuries the Martínez family could ill afford.

"Sometimes," he replied cautiously.

"Bring something next week if you'd like," she suggested, turning to return inside while leaving the door ajar—an invitation without pressure, something Alejandro rarely experienced.

He ruminated on this all week. He envisioned sharing his sketches with people who might see them as more than mere distractions. He yearned for something that was exclusively his—not borrowed, expected, or essential for survival.

The mistake was mentioning it at dinner.

"There’s this club at school," he said, testing the words like stepping onto thin ice. "Art club. It’s free and meets Thursdays after school."

His mother froze, her hands hovering over her plate with beans resting on a tortilla that never reached her mouth. She glanced at Joaquín, sensing the impending tension.

Joaquín took his time finishing his bite before responding. "Art club." It was a statement, not a question.

"It’s just once a week," Alejandro quickly added. "It doesn’t interfere with homework or—"

"Art." Joaquín set down his fork with a precision that hinted at an imminent explosion. "Drawing pictures."

"It’s more than that. It’s about expressing—"

"Expressing." Joaquín spat the word out like something spoiled. "You know what expresses things? Paychecks. Work. Not pictures."

Antonia reached toward Joaquín’s arm but didn’t touch him. "Maybe it could be beneficial for him—something creative—"

"Creative?" Joaquín's voice rose, causing everyone to flinch. "You think creative puts food on this table? You think it keeps the lights on?"

"I’m not saying quit school," Alejandro interrupted, his voice gaining firmness. "Just one afternoon a week doing something I actually—"

"Actually, what? Enjoy?" Joaquín stood up abruptly, his chair scraping against the linoleum. "Do you think I enjoy working in the fields? Do you think I enjoy breaking my back so you can sit in school drawing pictures?"

"That’s not what I meant—"

"No? Then what? Explain how drawing helps anything. Explain how it gets you into college or earns you a job, or leads you anywhere except exactly where I am—nowhere."

The word hung in the air between them, devastating in its truth. Nowhere. Joaquín envisioned himself ending up there after twenty years of chasing the American dream.

"You’re not nowhere," Antonia replied quietly, but Joaquín had already turned away, his shoulders tense from containing whatever storm raged within him.

"Math," he said, still facing away. "Science. Business. Things that matter. That’s where you should focus. Not... soft things."

Soft. The fear underlying the anger surfaced—fear that his son might come to be seen as weak in a world so unkind to the gentle, to dreams, and to dreamers.

"Why does everything have to be hard?" Alejandro asked, surprising himself. "Why can’t something simply be... mine?"

Joaquín turned to face him, his expression haunting—not with anger but with something worse.

Disappointment? Fear? Love contorted into shapes it was never meant to take?

"Nothing is just yours," he replied quietly. "Every choice you make, everything you do—it affects all of us. You want to waste time on pictures? Fine. But when you’re working in the fields like me because you played instead of studying, when you can’t provide because you chose softness over strength—remember this conversation."

"I'm not you," Alejandro said, the words slipping out before he could restrain them.

The silence that followed was complete. Even the refrigerator seemed to hold its breath.

"No," Joaquín said quietly, and somehow that was worse than a shout. "You’re not. I sacrificed everything to ensure that. And this is how you thank me? By throwing it away on art?"

He spat the word "art" as if it were a curse, as though the term itself was an affront to all he had surrendered.

"I never asked you to sacrifice everything," Alejandro replied, quieter now but no less fierce. "Maybe if you had kept something for yourself—something soft, something yours—you wouldn’t feel so..."

"So what?" Joaquín’s voice shifted, calm yet foreboding, hinting at an impending storm.

"Empty," Alejandro finished, letting the word drop between them like a stone sinking into still water, sending ripples outward.

Antonia gasped softly. Joaquín's face shifted through shock, hurt, and rage before settling into something vacant, carved from nothing.

"Empty," he echoed, tasting the word. "Yes. Empty. That’s what happens when you pour everything into ungrateful soil."

He exited—not slamming the door but closing it quietly, like a man who had just discovered the futility of trying. They heard his truck roar to life and fade into the distance.

Antonia sat still, silent tears streaming down her cheeks. She wasn’t sobbing; she was leaking sorrow like the house leaked warmth, steadily and continuously.

"He didn’t mean—" Alejandro began.

"He meant it," Antonia said simply. "You both did. That’s why it hurts."

She stood and began to clear the plates with motions that seemed automatic. Alejandro noticed her hands slightly trembling, beans spilling from the serving spoon.

"Let me help—"

"No." She didn’t look at him. "Go to your room. Draw something. Maybe draw this so you remember what your art cost."

The cruelty of her words—from his mother, always the bridge, always the peacemaker—hurt more than Joaquín’s anger. Alejandro walked to his room, feeling disconnected from his own body.

He sat at his makeshift desk, pulled out his sketchbook, and stared at the blank page. His hand moved without conscious thought, creating lines that revealed his father's face—not as it was but as Alejandro had seen it just before he left. The emptiness he had named, etched in graphite and shadow.

As he sketched, details emerged that he had not consciously recorded: the slight tremor in Joaquín’s hand on the doorframe, the dampness in his eyes that might have been tears if he knew how to express them, the droop in his shoulders indicating not just fatigue but defeat.

Alejandro drew for hours, past dinner (no one called him), past homework, past the rumble of Joaquín’s truck returning. He depicted his family at the table, three individuals inhabiting the same space yet living in different worlds. He illustrated the divide between them, measured in years, fears, and unspoken words.

Near midnight, he heard footsteps in the hallway—heavy and uncertain. They paused at his door.

Alejandro held his breath, pencil frozen, waiting for a knock, a word, or any acknowledgment.

Nothing.

The footsteps faded away.

But in the morning, outside his door, he found something inexplicable: a set of drawing pencils. They weren’t new—nothing in their house was ever new—but they were legitimate artist pencils, differing weights, wrapped in a cloth that looked suspiciously like one of Joaquín’s work rags.

No note. No acknowledgment at breakfast; Joaquín had already gone to the fields, and Antonia was quiet over her coffee. But the pencils remained, real and tangible as anything.

Alejandro picked them up, feeling their weight—heavier than they should have been, carrying more than just wood and graphite. They felt like an unspoken apology, a permission that couldn’t be openly articulated—love that could only be left outside doors in the dark.

He used them to draw his father's hands—scarred, calloused, and stripped of everything except the need to provide. Yet within this depiction, those hands were carefully and tenderly holding something.

The art pencils.

A gift that said what Joaquín couldn't: I don't understand you, might never understand you, but you're mine anyway. Draw if you have to. Be soft if you must. Just don't forget what these soft things cost. 
 	 

Breaking Point 
Shame emerged at the chain-link fence where they congregated after school. It was a no-man's land between the campus and the outside world. For twenty fleeting minutes, they could transform into someone else before reality yanked them back home.

Miguel clutched the new Walkman his brother had sent from San Jose. It gleamed in chrome and black, heavy enough to feel significant. Carlos flaunted a roll of twenties his cousin had given him for "helping out," and everyone knew exactly what that help entailed, though no one dared to mention it. Danny shared his thoughts about quitting school to earn real money at the warehouse. The emptiness in his eyes conveyed the desolation of those who had lost faith in the future.

"Gotta bounce," Alejandro announced, glancing at his watch. It was the one his mother had purchased at the swap meet, which lost three minutes each day. He continually adjusted it to match the school clocks, marking his status as undeniably poor. 

"Already?" Miguel laughed, though a hint of tension underlined his voice. "Damn, Alejandro. Your dad's got you on a short leash, huh?” "It’s not like that—" 

"What time's curfew? Eight? Seven?" Carlos recounted the bills once more, ensuring Alejandro saw. "My dad doesn't even remember where I sleep half the time." 

"That’s freedom, hermano," Danny chimed in, lighting a cigarette with nonchalance. "Not having someone hovering over you like you're a kid." 

"At least my dad cares," Alejandro shot back, immediately regretting it upon seeing the shadow pass over Danny’s face. Danny's father had left three years prior without a word—just vanished. 

"Yeah?" Miguel leaned in closer, the scent of weed wafting from his jacket. "Your dad cares so much that you can’t even hang out. You can't go to parties or do anything except rush home like a little wimp every day."

The word hit Alejandro hard. In English, it didn’t carry the same weight, but it still stung, digging into vulnerabilities of masculinity that made his cheeks flush. 

"At least I won't end up like—” Alejandro halted, though everyone knew he meant like them: like Miguel’s brother, selling drugs from his apartment, like Carlos’s cousin, one arrest away from serious time, like Danny, fading with each failed class. 

"Like what?" Carlos stepped closer, joining Miguel and Danny to form a wall Alejandro would have to push through to escape. “Say it.” 

"I gotta go," Alejandro murmured, forcing his way past them. 

"Yeah, run home to Daddy," Miguel called after him. "Maybe he’ll teach you how to be a real man. Oh, wait—he doesn't know either, does he? Just knows how to hide." 

Alejandro walked on, their laughter trailing behind him like an unpleasant odor. Each step home intensified his anger—at them for their lack of understanding, at his father for being right about them, at himself for caring what they thought, and at the world for forcing him to choose between belonging and becoming.

He slammed the front door harder than he intended, rattling the frame. The picture of La Virgen de Guadalupe swayed on its nail, tilting as though she too shared his disappointment. 

"¿Qué pasó?" Antonia emerged from the kitchen, dish towel in hand. She noticed his expression, clenched fists, and the fury emanating from him. 

"Nothing. Just—nothing." 

But Joaquín was already rising from the table, setting his newspaper aside. He sensed the storm brewing within his son. "Who were you with?" 

"Friends. Just friends." 

"Which friends?" Joaquín’s tone grew sharper. "That Carlos kid?" 

Something snapped within Alejandro—not with drama, just quietly severing the tether binding him to his father's rules. 

"Yeah, Carlos. And Miguel. And Danny. My friends. The ones you loathe because their families aren’t as perfect as ours." 

"Perfect?" Joaquín stood slowly, deliberately. "You think this is about perfection?" 

"I think it’s about control," Alejandro replied, his words gushing forth like water from a broken dam. 

"I think you’re so afraid of everything that you’d rather keep me locked up than let me truly live." 

"You don’t understand what you're talking about—” 

“I know you're paranoid, always spotting threats everywhere. Carlos’s cousin, Danny’s situation, Miguel’s brother—yeah, they're not perfect. But at least they’re free. They can make choices." 

"Choices?" Joaquín's voice dropped to a chilling whisper. "You wish to discuss choices?" 

He moved to the window, staring vacantly into the distance, his shoulders heavy with memories. "I had a friend in Coalcomán. Ricardo. An artist, just like you dream of being. Smart, funny, everything I wasn’t." Alejandro felt the air shift in the room. 

"He made choices," Joaquín continued. "He chose to hang around guys like your friends. Guys who worked for the narcos, kids who dropped out, thinking freedom meant living without rules. It started small—acting as lookouts while others made deals, then moving packages between towns. Just marijuana—easy money for an artist in need of supplies." Antonia listened, absorbing this story for the first time. 

"One night, a deal went wrong in Apatzingán. Wrong cartel, wrong place, wrong time. They found him dismembered by the river, just nineteen. His mother asked me to help identify him because she couldn’t—" Joaquín’s voice caught. "Couldn’t do it alone. There wasn’t enough left of his face to recognize." 

Alejandro felt his anger evaporate, replaced by lightheadedness. He gripped the back of a chair, his knees faltering. 

"That’s why we left," Joaquín said, finally meeting Alejandro’s gaze. "Not just the drought. Ricardo's death opened my eyes to what happens to young men in Michoacán who get entangled with the wrong crowd. Here, I observe the same cycles. Different country, same choices, same outcomes." 

"Dad—" 

"Carlos’s cousin recruits kids. Do you know that? He starts them young, watching until they can’t see the sky. Danny’s turned into a ghost—you can see it in his eyes. And Miguel?" 

Joaquín shook his head. "Miguel’s brother has been trying to escape for two years. Do you know what happens when you attempt to leave that life?” Alejandro said nothing. He couldn’t. 

"So yes," Joaquín admitted, exhaustion replacing his anger. "I’m paranoid. I’m controlling. I’m everything you despise. I held my friend's funeral, told his mom he was a good kid who just made poor choices, watched her crumble, wishing to vanish with him. I crossed a desert, nearly died, so you wouldn't have to face those same decisions. And here you are, heading toward them anyway." 

He turned to leave but hesitated. "You want freedom? There’s the door. But know—real freedom isn’t doing whatever you want. It’s surviving long enough to become who you’re meant to be." 

"I’m not Ricardo," Alejandro quietly asserted. 

"No," Joaquín concurred. "But neither was Ricardo until he became that way. The boy I knew who drew birds and made his mother laugh—that wasn’t the same person they pulled from the river. Choices transformed him into someone unrecognizable. Someone none of us knew, even before they took his life." 

Joaquín exited, his footsteps heavy as they echoed down the hall. Alejandro heard the bedroom door close and his mother’s sigh—a sound filled with years of similar talks, fears, and failures to bridge their differing survival methods. 

"He never told me," Antonia murmured softly. "About Ricardo. In twenty years, he never mentioned him." 

"Why now?" 

"Because he sees you slipping away. He sees you choosing them over us, and that terrifies him." She adjusted the crooked picture of La Virgen gently. "Your father doesn’t know how to say 'I love you,' so he says, 'Be careful.' He doesn’t understand how to hug you, so he holds you back. He doesn’t know how to express fear, so it manifests as anger." 

"That doesn’t excuse him." 

"No," she agreed. "But it makes it understandable. He left everything—his country, his family, his land—to escape that violence. Now he sees it following us here..." She shook her head. "It must feel like the desert was for nothing." 

That night, Alejandro lay awake contemplating Ricardo—a boy who aspired to be an artist, who chose the wrong friends, and ended up in pieces by the river. He thought about his father, carrying Ricardo’s ghost across borders, using it to erect barriers around Alejandro that felt like either prison or protection, depending on the perspective.

The next day at school, Alejandro regarded his friends with fresh eyes. He noticed Carlos’s hands trembling slightly until he lit a cigarette. He observed Miguel’s eyes darting, watching every car that passed. He saw Danny fading like a photograph left in sunlight, becoming less of himself with each passing day.

They teased him for going home early and joked whenever he said he couldn’t hang out. But now, he recognized the hollowness within their laughter, the desperation hidden beneath their supposed freedom, and the way they all felt as if they were drowning—some in boundless freedom and him in extreme limitations.

There had to be a middle ground between his father's locked doors and his friends’ burnt bridges. A way to be Mexican-American without the hyphen feeling like a barrier. A path to being a son without imprisonment, a friend without losing himself, and himself without betraying all that his father had sacrificed for a brighter future.
But he was seventeen, and the world only offered extremes—his father's suffocating safety or his friends' dangerous freedom. The middle ground, if it existed, was territory he'd have to discover alone. 
 	 




















Paper Crowns 
The football field had undergone a striking transformation for San Benito High School’s graduation in June 1998. Rows of white folding chairs were meticulously arranged, and a makeshift stage was adorned with blue and gold bunting that fluttered in the sweltering sun. The heat was suffocating, compelling everyone to squint and sweat in their formal attire, turning the ceremony into an endurance challenge rather than a joyful celebration.

Alejandro sat amidst a sea of red caps and gowns, the polyester fabric of his robe trapping heat around him like an unwelcome burden. His tassel swung into view, a persistent reminder that this was meant to be a momentous occasion. Yet, instead of pride, he felt a profound emptiness—his father was somewhere in the bleachers, present but disengaged, witnessing the event without truly celebrating.

They had quarreled that morning. It wasn’t a serious fight, just the usual tension that arose whenever Alejandro accomplished something that diverged from his father’s expectations. In the months leading up to this day, acceptance letters had arrived from colleges—Cal State Monterey Bay, San Jose State, UC Santa Cruz—each response met with Joaquín’s tightened jaw and lectures about costs, distances, and jobs that didn’t require degrees.

"Education is essential," Joaquín had stated over breakfast, his tone flat and rehearsed. "But don’t forget where you came from."

Where he came from. As if Alejandro could ever forget the fields visible from his window, the smell of tomatoes on his father's clothes, and the relentless poverty that dictated every decision they made. 

"Martínez, Alejandro."

His name rang out over the loudspeaker, jolting him back to the present. Unsteadily, he stood and walked across the stage, which felt both interminable and fleeting. The principal handed him the diploma—a mere placeholder; the real one would arrive later, after verifying that he had truly passed all his classes. Graduation in their world came with stipulations.

As he returned to his seat, he scanned the crowd but couldn’t discern any familiar faces amid the sun's glare. Everyone seemed to merge into a vast ocean of expectations and judgments. Somewhere within that sea, his mother wept tears of joy, while his father remained rigid, calculating how much this ceremony cost in lost wages.

Once the official ceremony concluded and chaos broke out—families rushing to locate their graduates for posed photographs—Alejandro finally spotted his parents. They stood apart from the clusters of celebration, like outsiders at a party meant for others.

Antonia reached him first, enveloping him in a hug that smelled of rosewater and the candles she had lit earlier that morning. "Mijo, estoy tan orgullosa," she exclaimed.

Joaquín lingered a few feet behind, beads of sweat already forming on his freshly ironed shirt. He extended his hand.

A handshake. Eighteen years had earned him only that—a formal acknowledgment, distant and professional, akin to what he might give to a mere acquaintance. Alejandro accepted it; their rough palms brushed briefly before separating, the contact so minimal it felt meaningless.

"Felicidades," Joaquín said, his tone as flat as stone.

Before Alejandro could respond, a small body collided with his legs. Oscar, five years old and blissfully oblivious to the family’s careful emotional distances, wrapped his arms around Alejandro’s knees with the eagerness of someone who hadn’t learned to withhold affection yet.

"Primo! You graduated! You graduated!" Oscar shouted.

The child’s unrefined enthusiasm pierced through Alejandro's carefully constructed facade.

Tía Alma appeared, slightly out of breath from chasing after Oscar. "Oscar, give Alejandro some space—"

"It’s fine," Alejandro replied, kneeling to Oscar’s level. The boy’s round face, still cherubic with baby fat, gazed up at him with innocent admiration. He hadn’t yet grasped the complexities between fathers and sons, the love obscured by labor, or how families could inhabit the same space yet belong to completely different worlds.

"Are you gonna be president now?" Oscar asked in all seriousness.

"Not just yet," Alejandro chuckled, experiencing a moment of genuine joy for the first time that day. "Maybe after college."

"What's college?" 

"More school."

Oscar’s face scrunched up in confusion. "But you just finished! Why more school?"

The child’s innocent logic prompted Alejandro to glance at his father, who observed their exchange—longing yet unable to articulate it.

"To learn more things," Alejandro explained carefully. "To gain more opportunities."

Oscar nodded earnestly, as if this explanation made perfect sense, then promptly forgot the conversation. He scrutinized Alejandro's face with the intense curiosity that children possess, tilting his head like a bird examining something fascinating. "You sad?"

"No, I'm happy."

"Nuh-uh," Oscar insisted, brimming with his five-year-old conviction. "Happy looks like this—" He grinned widely, displaying all his baby teeth. "Your face looks like when Mommy says no more cartoons."

Even Joaquín's mouth twitched in response, almost forming a smile before he caught himself.

Oscar began rummaging through his pocket with determination. He pulled out a crumpled piece of gold foil paper—part of the graduation décor that had fallen, now folded into a crown-like shape. It was lopsided, torn at one edge, held together by a piece of tape losing its stickiness.

"Para ti," Oscar proclaimed with the solemnity of a knighthood ceremony, reaching up on his tiptoes to place it atop Alejandro's head. "Now you're the king of being smart!"

The paper crown sat askew, absurd yet precious. Alejandro felt tears welling up—a silly response—crying over a child's makeshift treasure, crying at his graduation, crying because a five-year-old's clumsy crown meant more than his father's handshake.

"Gracias," he managed to say.

"Oscar, we should leave," Alma said gently, skillfully reading the family dynamics. "Let them celebrate."

"But they're not," Oscar pointed out with heartbreaking clarity. "Nobody's happy. Everybody looks scared."

Scared. Not lamenting, not proud, none of the emotions that should accompany a first-generation high school graduate. Just scared—scared of the future, scared of Alejandro's choices, scared of growing apart, scared of coming together.

"Vámonos," Alma insisted, taking Oscar's hand. But Oscar broke free, dashed back to Alejandro, and declared loudly enough for everyone to hear:

"You can come to my house! We have Nintendo and juice boxes! The purple ones! The good ones!" 

The simple, sincere, and utterly improbable invitation lingered in the air as Alma finally managed to gather him away.

The Martínez family stood in a triangular formation, the space between them carefully maintained, while cheerful families embraced with uncomplicated joy nearby. 

"There’s a party," Antonia finally said. "At Alma’s house. Toda la familia..."

"I should change," Alejandro replied, even though the graduation gown was rented and due back by five, a cost they could not afford.

They moved to the car in formation—Joaquín leading the way, Antonia in the middle, Alejandro trailing behind. The paper crown remained on Alejandro's head, absurd yet cherished, until the wind snatched it away in the parking lot, sending it tumbling toward the joyful crowds.

At Alma's house, the gathering was thick with relatives Alejandro only encountered at weddings and funerals. Someone had crafted a banner: "Felicidades Alejandro," painted in colorful bubble letters.

Navigating through the congratulatory messages felt like wading through water—present yet not genuinely there, receiving accolades meant for someone else. Someone whose father celebrated alongside them, someone whose family embraced one another effortlessly. 

He found himself on the back porch as the sun began to set, reclaiming the paper crown from where it had snagged on a rose bush—now more crumpled but still intact. Oscar found him there, climbing onto the bench beside Alejandro, his short legs swinging freely.

"Why are you by yourself?" Oscar asked.

"I just needed some quiet," Alejandro replied.

Oscar nodded knowingly before launching into chatter. "My daddy's not here, either. He’s in the army, fighting bad guys." He mimicked gunfire, then abruptly stopped. "But sometimes I think he’s just gone away."

That distinction—fighting versus absent—hit Alejandro hard. How many ways could fathers be absent?

"Does that make you sad?" Alejandro asked.

Oscar pondered this seriously. "Sometimes. But Mommy says sad is like rain. It goes away when the sun comes out."

"What if it doesn’t go away?" 

"Then you need an umbrella!" Oscar declared triumphantly. "Or someone to stand with you in the rain so you don’t get so soggy."

He extended his small hand, patting Alejandro's arm, unmindful of societal norms about male affection.

"I can stand in the rain with you," Oscar offered sincerely. "I have boots with dinosaurs on them."

Inside, through the window, Alejandro noticed Joaquín seated alone amidst the crowd, his beer untouched, gazing at something invisible. Perhaps he was reflecting on Ricardo, nineteen and gone, or his own father, distant and lost. Or maybe he was watching Alejandro, already drifting away and evolving into someone Joaquín couldn’t begin to comprehend.

"Yeah," Alejandro replied to Oscar, summoning a smile. "I'd like that."

They remained together as darkness enveloped them, the noise of the party filtering over them. Oscar swung his legs and talked incessantly about significant five-year-old topics—who the strongest Power Ranger was, why vegetables were suspicious, and how his new goldfish spoke Spanish. The paper crown rested between them, shimmering in the porch light, both worthless and invaluable all at once.

"You can keep it," Oscar suddenly offered, pointing at the crown. "For when you need to remember you’re smart." 

"Don’t you want it?" 

Oscar shook his head vigorously. "I can make more. Mommy has lots of shiny paper." 

Later, Joaquín would find them there, with Oscar asleep against Alejandro’s arm, mouth slightly open, one hand clutching Alejandro’s sleeve. Joaquín stood, watching his son share a moment with a little cousin who could offer comfort freely, express love openly, and remain present without fear. 

He nearly spoke. Alejandro caught the movement of Joaquín's mouth as words formed. But then a voice called from inside, interrupting the moment, and Joaquín turned away, the words retreating into the silence he always carried. 

For that brief instant, Joaquín had worn a look Alejandro had never seen before—not pride, nor disappointment, nor the usual emotional blankness—but regret. 
Pure, undisguised regret for all the moments like this he'd stood apart instead of joining, all the hands he hadn't held, all the words he'd swallowed, all the distance he'd maintained when what he'd really wanted was to sit on a porch with his son, holding worthless paper crowns and pretending they meant everything. 
 	 

 


















Chapter 5:
Paths Unforeseen

The Day The Towers Fell	Comment by Cameron Smith: Couldn’t find new attached “The Day The Towers Fell and The Slow Turn” Sections.	Comment by Francisco Castillo: I pasted "The Day The Towers Fell and The Slow Turn"
The phone rang at 6:47 AM on September 11, 2001. Alejandro was still asleep, with his Business Statistics homework strewn across his desk after a long night spent studying. The ringing persisted until he finally heard his mother answer the call in the kitchen.

"¿Qué?" she replied sharply, a note of confusion in her voice. Then, louder, "¿Qué quieres decir?"

He stumbled into the hallway and found Antonia holding the phone, her sister’s voice crackling over the line from San Jose. "Turn on the TV," she urged. "Any channel will do. Just turn it on."

Joaquín was already up, dressed, and clutching a cup of coffee. He switched on the television, and they all stood in horror. One of the World Trade Center towers was ablaze, dark smoke billowing into the pristine New York morning sky.

"¿Un accidente?" Joaquín asked. Before he could finish his sentence, they saw a replay of an airplane crashing into the building. It was not an accident; it was a calculated attack.

By the time they grasped the unfolding nightmare, the second tower had already been struck. News reports played endlessly, showing footage from 6:03 AM their time—9:03 AM in New York. While they slept, America had transformed forever.

Alejandro sat on the floor in his boxers and t-shirt, unable to tear his gaze away. The news anchors utilized terms like terrorism, hijacking, and casualties, but he struggled to make sense of it all. Flames consumed the towers, and then, live on air, they watched as the South Tower collapsed.

"Dios mío," Antonia whispered, covering her mouth.

The North Tower fell at 7:28 AM Pacific Time. Alejandro watched as that once-magnificent structure crumbled to dust. His stomach churned violently, and he barely made it to the bathroom before being sick, his body rejecting this horrifying new reality.

When he returned, Joaquín was on the phone with his supervisor. "No, I understand," he spoke in English. "Yes, stay home. Understood."

He hung up. "Work's closed. Everything's on lockdown."

They remained transfixed by the television. No one moved, save for answering calls—Antonia's sister calling back, relatives from Mexico, Miguel reporting that his parents had decided to keep everyone home, uncertain if more attacks were forthcoming.

"Should we get supplies?" Antonia suggested. "Water? Food?"

"The stores will be chaotic," Joaquín replied, but he was already reaching for his keys. "But yes, we should go."

The three of them drove together; no one wanted to be alone. The streets felt oddly different—eerily empty in some spots, congested in others. At the gas station, cars lined up down the street. People were filling not only their tanks but also containers, as if fuel might soon run out.

Inside Safeway, it was a scene of chaos. People rushed to grab water, canned goods, and batteries. A woman at the register was crying, her mascara streaming down her face. "My daughter’s in New York," she repeated. "I can’t reach her."

On that day, a shared fear bonded everyone. Everyone was American, united under attack.

Back home, they kept the television running. The footage looped endlessly—planes striking, impacts, collapses. They watched as people jumped from the towers. That haunting image would linger with Alejandro forever—individuals choosing to leap rather than succumb to flames.

By noon, neighbors flocked to the Hendersons' house, which boasted the largest television. The Martínez family joined them, bringing cookies that Antonia had nervously baked to keep her hands busy. They all sat together, eyes riveted to history as it unfolded before them.

The phone rang incessantly. Miguel suggested, "My dad thinks we should all hang flags. Show solidarity."

"Maybe," Alejandro replied, glancing at the TV where American flags were already appearing all over.

That afternoon, Father Luis called to announce an emergency prayer service. The church was overflowing—standing room only. People from various backgrounds pressed together, seeking comfort, community, and solace in prayer.

During the service, Father Luis prayed for the victims, for America, for peace, and for understanding. The congregation held hands across the aisles, praying together. Mrs. Chen tightly gripped Antonia's hand, both women in tears. In that moment, on that day, they were simply frightened Americans.

That night at home, dinner was served largely in silence, the TV still broadcasting. President Bush spoke of evil and the enemies of freedom. Joaquín's expression was difficult for Alejandro to read.

"This will alter everything," Joaquín said quietly.

"What do you mean?" Alejandro inquired.

"Not today. Not tomorrow. But just wait."

Alejandro wanted to argue, to point out their neighbors' kindness, the unity at church. But something in his father's eyes stopped him—the weight of experience, of patterns witnessed before.
A couple of months later, flags began to appear on every home and car. The Martínez family decided to buy one; it felt necessary, patriotic, and right. The flag represented solidarity.

The war in Afghanistan commenced. At Gavilan College, Alejandro observed subtle changes in his surroundings. During his American Literature class, someone remarked, "We need to be cautious about who we allow in. Terrorists have infiltrated too easily."

"They were here legally," another student countered.

"So? Maybe we require stricter screenings, particularly for people from those countries."

"Which countries?" Alejandro inquired.

The student stared back at him. "You know. The dangerous ones."

While walking through the grocery store, Alejandro overheard two women chatting. One said, "I’m not racist, but when I see someone who looks Middle Eastern on a plane, I feel uneasy."

"That’s just common sense these days," the other agreed.

Neither of them noticed Alejandro, but he felt the weight of his brown skin and accent, marked as "other."

As the new year began, the flag on the Martínez house had faded. Not everyone replaced their tattered flags, but someone noticed theirs.

"You should get a new flag," a passing neighbor said, friendly yet pointed. "People might think you're unsupportive."

"Of course we're supportive," Antonia replied.

"Absolutely. I'm just pointing out how it might look."

At school, a student asked Alejandro if he was Muslim.

"No, I'm Catholic. Mexican."

"Oh good. I didn’t mean—" The student backtracked, visibly embarrassed. "Not that there's anything wrong with Muslims. The good ones. But you know."

Alejandro didn't understand, but he was learning.

Six months after the towers fell, the changes became evident. At airport security, Alejandro was randomly selected for additional screening. It felt arbitrary, but he noticed who else was chosen—everyone brown, everyone who could be from "those countries."

Someone spray-painted "TERRORIST?" on the mosque two towns away. The question mark didn’t soften the impact. The following week, someone wrote "GO HOME" on the Martínez fence in red letters, dripping like blood.

In silence, Alejandro helped his father paint over it.

"You were right," Alejandro said.

"About what?"

"Wars need enemies. And enemies need faces."

Joaquín continued painting. "The hardest part is we can’t even show anger. Being angry makes us dangerous. We have to be extra American, extra thankful, extra quiet."

"That’s not living."

"It’s surviving," Joaquín corrected. "And right now, for people who look like us, that's all we can do."

That night, Alejandro found his mother in the kitchen at 2 AM, standing by the window clutching her rosary. Their flag outside hung limply in the still air.

"¿Mamá?" he asked softly.

She turned, tears streaming down her cheeks. "Six months ago, everyone was just afraid together. Now they're afraid of us."

He had no response. The country for which they had sacrificed everything—a place that had once symbolized hope—had revealed another face—not instantly or all at once, but gradually, as fear consistently finds its targets.

The towers had collapsed three thousand miles away, but the fallout was still settling. It wasn’t dust and ash but suspicion that accumulated slowly, policy by policy, glance by glance, until people like them transformed from neighbors into potential threats.
Alejandro thought of the people jumping from the towers—that impossible choice between one death and another—and understood that his family faced their own impossible choice: perform perfect American-ness every day or be seen as the enemy. There was no space to just be.
The war on terror had begun, but for people like them, terror took a different form—the terror of visibility, of accent, of skin that could be read as enemy. Not in one terrible day, but in the slow accumulation of small fears that changed everything.
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After the world changed dramatically, the community outreach meeting for first-generation college students became a regular part of Alejandro's life—something reliable in a constantly shifting reality. Room 237 made concerted efforts to seem inviting: it was adorned with motivational posters featuring sunsets and eagles, a semicircle of plastic chairs that scraped noisily across the linoleum when moved, and fluorescent lights that cast unflattering glows. The coffee was burnt, the cookies stale, and the whole atmosphere felt akin to a group therapy session for those who didn’t believe in therapy.

Alejandro positioned himself near the door, already brainstorming excuses for leaving. Each day presented new experiences of what was normal—armed security at the campus entrance, American flags displayed everywhere, and conversations falling abruptly silent when he entered a room. Attending this meeting felt like admitting weakness, yet his academic advisor insisted he attend, and he required her signature for financial aid for the coming semester.

“We’ll go around and introduce ourselves,” the facilitator announced, her voice bright and overly cheerful. “Please share your name, major, and one challenge you’re facing.”

Alejandro surveyed the circle, mentally preparing for his turn. He resolved to disclose as little as possible. A girl across from him caught his attention—not conventionally beautiful, yet she carried herself with a poised grace, as if she shared his caution about how much to reveal.

When her turn arrived, she straightened slightly. “I’m Elena Reyes. I’m a psychology major. Honestly, sometimes I feel like everyone else received a handbook for college, and mine got lost.”

“Alejandro Martínez,” he said when it was his turn. “Business major. My challenge is...” He hesitated, feeling the weight of everyone’s gaze. The truth felt burdensome: My father sacrificed everything for me to be here, yet he can’t comprehend why I'm here; people see me as a terrorist; I struggle to balance being Mexican, American, or anything in between. “Time management,” he stated instead.

After the meeting dissolved into awkward mingling, he lingered by the coffee pot, stirring sugar into his cup long after it dissolved. He glanced at Elena, observing how she listened to others with full attention, leaning in to make them feel acknowledged. It was a skill he recognized—the attentive nature of someone who learned to navigate the emotions of others to shield her own.

She appeared beside him, reaching for a cookie that crumbled at her touch. “These are weapons-grade stale,” she commented, inspecting the pieces.

“Everything here is,” Alejandro replied. “It’s like they’re preparing us for disappointment.”

She smiled—not merely the polite smile from moments earlier, but something warmer. “Elena,” she said, although they had already introduced themselves.

“Alejandro.”

“You misrepresented the time management thing.”

It wasn’t an accusation; it was an observation. Alejandro stirred his coffee vigorously, bending the plastic spoon. “We all misrepresented,” he said. “Nobody shares their true challenges in a room full of strangers.”

“I didn’t totally misrepresent. I truly don’t know what I’m doing half the time.”

“That’s not a challenge. That’s just honesty.”

She regarded him closely, and Alejandro felt exposed—not in a romantic sense, but because someone genuinely acknowledged him.

“Feel like getting out of here?” she asked. “Want to grab some decent coffee? You know, the kind that doesn’t taste like disappointment?”

The sensible answer would have been no. He had studying to undertake, work in the morning, countless reasons to maintain his distance. But something in her expression—the quiet hope, the shared loneliness—prompted him to nod.

They headed to the 24-hour diner on Fourth Street, where farmworkers grabbed coffee before their dawn shifts, and students crammed for finals. The booth’s vinyl upholstery was patched with duct tape, the table slightly sticky, but the coffee was strong, and the waitress didn’t linger.

“So,” Elena said, wrapping her hands around her mug. “Business major.”

“My father's idea of practicality.”

“What would you choose instead?”

Her casual question felt monumental. No one had ever asked him that—not what he was studying, but what he would select if given the freedom to choose.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “Perhaps art. Or teaching. Something that means more than spreadsheets.”

“Why not?”

“Because my father crossed a desert so I would have choices, and making the wrong one feels like a betrayal.”

They sat with that heavy truth, shared between them. The diner’s radio played a somber country song. Outside, fog rolled in from the coast, blurring the streetlights.

“Can I share something about why I chose psychology?” Elena asked, and Alejandro nodded.

“My dad left when I was seven. Just disappeared one morning like he never existed. My mom never talked about it; she just worked harder and smiled less. I thought if I understood how minds work, I might figure out why he left. Like there was some equation that would explain it.”

“Did you figure it out?”

“Yeah.” She laughed, but it was edged with pain. “Some people are just broken. They hurt everyone around them while pretending they’re not.”

Alejandro thought of his father—bent, not broken—twisted in ways love couldn't reach. “My father never left, but he’s never truly been present either. The same distance, just measured differently.”

“Which is worse?” Elena asked. “Being absent or being a ghost?”

“Both. Neither. I don’t know.”

They spoke until 1 AM, when the waitress began stacking chairs on vacant tables. They discussed families that showed love through sacrifice instead of affection. They talked about being the first in everything—first to graduate, first to attend college, first to disappoint through educated choices. They shared the weight of representing more than just themselves.

When they finally left, fog enveloped the world outside the diner’s windows. They lingered in the parking lot, neither eager to return to their separate lives.

“This was...” Elena began, then hesitated.

“Yeah,” Alejandro replied.

“Same time next week?” she proposed. “After the meeting?”

“The meeting we’re definitely attending for support, not for each other?”

“Exactly that meeting.”

Alejandro drove home through deserted streets, reflecting on Elena’s laughter and how she pronounced his name as if it held significance. At home, he sat in his car for a moment before going inside, attempting to cling to the feeling of being understood.

Inside, his father sat at the kitchen table, a newspaper spread open before him, even though it was nearly 2 AM. Joaquín looked up when Alejandro entered, noticing his son’s expression—the slight smile he couldn’t suppress.

“¿Dónde estabas?” 

“Studying,” Alejandro replied, almost reflexively.

Joaquín's eyes narrowed—he had an innate ability to sense lies, like smoke in the air. But he didn’t press further. They remained in their familiar postures, Alejandro smelling of diner coffee, his father wrapped in concern.

“Be careful,” Joaquín finally said.

“I am,” Alejandro assured him.

But he wasn't. And for the first time since the towers fell, since the world tilted toward fear and suspicion, Alejandro wanted more than careful. He wanted what he'd felt in that diner booth— connection without calculation, understanding without distance. 
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Alejandro learned that when Elena was nervous, she hummed and organized her notes by color. Yet, her apartment remained a mess. Every night at 9 PM, she called her mother because routine was her way of coping with guilt.

Elena discovered that Alejandro doodled in the margins of his business textbooks, sketching tiny hands reaching for things that were just out of reach. He set three alarms every morning; sleeping through even one felt like betraying his father's 4 AM wake-up calls. He saved every movie ticket and receipt from their diner nights, collecting proof that what they shared was real.

They insisted they weren't dating. They reiterated this to themselves, to each other, and even to the universe, which seemed determined to pull them closer. They were merely friends—study partners who barely studied.

Their pretense shattered on a chilly Saturday in mid-April, though neither had intended for it to happen.

Elena had flunked her Statistics midterm—not just struggled or barely passed; she had failed completely. Sitting in her car in the Gavilan parking lot, she clutched the paper with its glaring red F—it felt like a fresh wound.

It marked the first failure in her family's American dream.

Without thinking, she called Alejandro.

"I can't go home," she said when he picked up. "I can't face my mom with this."

"Where are you?" he inquired.

"Parking lot. North side."

"Don't move."

He located her thirty minutes later, hiding a plastic bag behind his back.

"What's that?" she asked.

"Nothing. Supplies."

She reached for it, eager to distract herself from her failure. Inside were tissues, good-quality chocolate, and oddly enough, a small cactus in a plastic pot.

"A cactus?" Elena said, taken aback.

Alejandro blushed. "The lady at the store said to bring flowers when someone’s sad, but they die. That felt worse, like adding another failure. So, I got this cactus, which is nearly impossible to kill. Maybe that’s insensitive, since it suggests you might kill plants, but—"

Elena kissed him.

It wasn't cinematic—no swelling music, no perfect framing. She leaned awkwardly across the center console, her elbow hit the horn, and their teeth clacked together because neither knew how to tilt their heads. But it was real—full of desperation, chocolate, and the salt of tears she hadn't realized she was shedding.

"Oh," Alejandro said when they pulled apart.

"Yeah," Elena replied.

"We're not supposed to—I mean, the meetings—"

"I know."

"Your statistics grade—"

"Still failed."

"Right."

They sat in silence, the cactus between them like an uninvited chaperone. Elena's cheeks burned, and Alejandro clutched the steering wheel even though the car wasn’t running.

"I've never," Alejandro began, then paused. "Well, I have, but not with someone who really knows me."

Elena understood. Hook-ups at parties felt safer because you could be anyone and pretend it didn’t happen the next day. But this was different. Sitting in broad daylight, facing someone who knew her vulnerabilities and remained anyway was terrifying.

"We could pretend this didn't happen," Elena suggested, though she didn’t mean it.

"Is that what you want?"

"No."

"Me neither."

More silence. The cactus seemed to judge them.

"So what do we do?" Elena finally asked.

"I don’t know. Date? Is that still a thing people do?"

"Like dinner and a movie?"

"I can only afford either dinner or a movie. Or breakfast and a matinee. We could share a large popcorn and call it dinner."

Elena laughed, which relieved something tight in her chest. "How about the drive-in? It’s cheaper, and we can bring our own food."

"That’s perfect."

They went that night, despite Elena's failed test, despite it being a weeknight, despite the inevitable questions that awaited them at home. The drive-in was showing a double feature—**Ocean’s Eleven** and a horror flick they wouldn’t stay for.

They parked in the back row. Elena had made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches because it felt honest, while Alejandro brought sodas he'd saved for finals week. The radio struggled to pick up the movie’s frequency, static interrupting the drama.

"This is terrible," Elena commented during a particularly fuzzy scene.

"The worst," Alejandro agreed.

Neither suggested leaving.

Halfway through the film, Elena shifted closer—not dramatically—just enough for their shoulders to touch. Alejandro tensed, not from reluctance but from years of learning that touch was dangerous and closeness could lead to disappointment.

"You okay?" Elena asked.

"My father never touched my mother," he said suddenly. "I mean, he must have, obviously, since I exist. But I never saw it. No hand-holding, no casual touches, nothing."

Elena remained quiet, allowing him to sort through his thoughts.

"I don’t know how to do this," he continued. "The touching without a transaction. The closeness without a crisis. The only time my dad held me was during an earthquake when the world was literally ending."

"We could wait for an earthquake," Elena offered.

"This is California. It shouldn't be long."

She laughed but then turned serious. "We can take it slow. Glacial speed. Like continental drift."

"What if I’m like him? What if I can’t—"

"You’re not him," Elena asserted firmly. "You’re here. You brought me a cactus. You’re trying."

"The cactus was weird."

"The cactus was perfect."

She took his hand slowly, giving him the chance to pull away. He didn’t. Their fingers intertwined awkwardly at first, unsure of the right pressure. But soon, they found a comfortable hold—palms slightly sweaty but committed.

They held hands through the rest of the movie, no longer focused on the screen. Alejandro felt silly—twenty-one years old, excited by the act of hand-holding as if it meant something profound. But it was more than that—it was choosing connection despite every lesson that had taught him to keep his distance. It represented the conflict between his father's fears and hopes—his son becoming someone softer, capable of reaching out.

When the movie ended, families around them packed up to leave, but they lingered, valuing the darkness that allowed them to be different from who they were in the daylight.

"I should tell you," Elena said. "I don’t know how to do this, either. My parents, before my dad left, were fire—screaming fights, thrown plates, passion that burned everything. I thought that’s what love was—intensity, drama. But this..."

"Boring hand-holding in a car?" he teased.

"Safe," she corrected. "This feels safe."

Alejandro squeezed her hand, the gesture expressing what he couldn’t verbalize: that feeling safe was revolutionary in their world of sacrifice and struggle. Choosing each other deliberately took courage.

They drove home through empty streets, soft, forgettable music playing on the radio. At Elena’s apartment, Alejandro walked her to the door, their steps slow, both reluctant for the night to conclude.

"This was a date," Elena said. "Our first real date."

"Technically, our first date was the diner."

"That was definitely just support."

"Every Tuesday for two months?"

"Very thorough support."

They stood at her door, the moment stretching out. In movies, this was when they would kiss. But they had already stumbled through that in the car, and now the pressure to get it right felt suffocating.

"I’ll see you Tuesday," Alejandro said finally.

"At the meeting?"

"At our definitely-just-friends dinner afterward."

Elena smiled as she unlocked her door. "Alejandro?"

"Yeah?"

"The cactus needs a name."

"Serious plants deserve serious names."It's just right it Hope."

"That’s cheesy."

"That’s perfect."

On his drive home, Alejandro felt a shift within himself—like tectonic plates of learned behavior moving against new possibilities. His father would see this softness as weakness. But Alejandro was neither Mexican nor American, neither his father nor his opposite. He was something unfinished, undefined, still growing.

At home, Joaquín waited in the kitchen, the scene the same as every late night—newspaper, cold coffee, eyes cataloging everything.

"¿Dónde estabas?" Joaquín asked.

"Movies."

"Alone?"

The lie hovered on Alejandro's tongue. "No. With a friend."

Joaquín narrowed his eyes, sensing the truth beneath the surface. "Be careful, mijo."

"I am."

"No," Joaquín replied, his voice carrying something more than a warning—perhaps understanding. "You’re not. Careful people don’t come home looking like the world just started making sense."

He left before Alejandro could respond, footsteps heavy down the hall. But he'd seen. Had recognized in his son's face something he'd once felt, before distance became safety, before silence became language. And while he couldn't say it, he could remember what it felt like to choose connection, before learning its cost. 
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Something Like Home 
The transformation happened in accumulations too small to measure during the spring of 2003. Elena's toothbrush appeared in Alejandro's bathroom. His sketches migrated to her apartment walls. Sunday dinners at the Martínez house shifted from obligation to rhythm, Elena bringing flan she'd learned to make from a YouTube video, the custard never quite set, but the effort noted. 
They developed their own language of careful intimacy. They grocery shopped together on Wednesdays, Elena teaching him to check eggs for cracks, Alejandro showing her how to choose tomatoes by smell rather than color. 
"Like this," he'd say, holding one to her nose. "You can smell the earth still. That means flavor." 
These moments felt stolen from someone else's life—too normal for children of struggle, too easy for people raised on difficulty. But they kept collecting them, anyway, building something neither quite trusted but both desperately wanted. 
The test came in May. 
Elena arrived at Alejandro's family's apartment at 2 PM on a Thursday—wrong time, wrong day, wrong everything. Her face was carefully composed, but Alejandro recognized the controlled breathing of someone holding themselves together through will alone. 
"I lost my job," she said from his doorway, like stepping inside would make it more real. 
The marketing firm where she'd worked part-time while finishing school had downsized. Last hired, first fired. Two weeks' severance that would cover exactly one month's rent if she ate nothing and never drove anywhere. 
"Move in," Alejandro said without thinking. 
"I can't—" 
"You can. You basically live here anyway. Your cactus lives here. Hope deserves stability." 
Elena laughed, the sound cracking something open. "I can't move in with your parents. Your dad already looks at me like I'm corrupting you." 
"You are corrupting me," Alejandro said, pulling her inside. "Into someone who knows how to be happy. Terrible influence." 
But the logistics were complicated. Alejandro still lived at home, saving money for a future that kept getting more expensive. Moving in meant not just sharing space but asking Joaquín to accept what he'd barely acknowledged—that his son was building a life with someone. 
"I'll talk to him," Alejandro said, though the thought made his stomach clench. 
"Together," Elena corrected. "We'll talk to them together." 
The conversation happened at the kitchen table, because all important Martínez family discussions happened there, that sacred space where silence was broken only for necessity. 
Joaquín sat with his arms crossed, not hostile but barricaded. Antonia stood by the stove, stirring nothing in particular, needing something to do with her hands. Elena and Alejandro sat close but not touching, presenting a united front without seeming like they were staging a coup. 
"It would be temporary," Alejandro began. "Just until—" 
"Until what?" Joaquín interrupted. "Until you get married? Until you find your own place? Until when?" 
The word married hung in the air like an accusation and a possibility. 
"Until I find another job," Elena said quietly. "I'm already applying everywhere. I don't want to be a burden." 
"You're not a burden," Antonia said quickly, then glanced at Joaquín. "Are you?" 
Joaquín studied Elena with the calculation of someone who'd learned to assess threat and opportunity at the same glance. She met his gaze steadily, not challenging but not retreating either. 
"You go to church?" he asked suddenly. 
"Christmas and Easter," Elena admitted. "Sometimes." 
"You cook?" 
"Learning." 
"You want children?" 
"Papá," Alejandro protested. 
"What? These are questions. If she's living here, I can ask questions." 
"Yes," Elena answered. "Someday. When we're ready. When we can provide." 
Something in Joaquín's expression shifted—not softening exactly but recognizing. The word provide meant something specific in their world. It meant sacrifice, planning, and delayed gratification. 
"The spare room," he said finally. "Not Alejandro's room. I won't have that in my house." 
Alejandro wanted to protest—he was twenty-two, not twelve—but Elena squeezed his knee under the table. Choose your battles. 
"Thank you," she said simply. "I'll contribute. Groceries, utilities, whatever you need." 
"You'll go to church," Joaquín said. "Sundays. With Antonia." 
Elena nodded, though they both knew this was less about faith and more about appearances, about showing the neighbors that despite the unconventional arrangement, respectability was being maintained. 
She moved in that weekend with three boxes and two suitcases—a life condensed to essentials. The spare room was small, barely fitting a twin bed and dresser, but Elena treated it like a palace, arranging her things with careful attention. Hope the cactus went on the windowsill, already showing new growth. 
The first weeks were navigation. Elena learned Joaquín's patterns—coffee at 5 AM, silence until 6, newspaper reading that couldn't be interrupted. She started waking early to make the coffee, having it ready when he emerged. Not conversation, just acknowledgment. I see your routine. I respect it. 
Joaquín began leaving the sports section on the counter after he finished—Elena had mentioned once that she followed basketball. Not sharing, exactly, but not hoarding either. 
Antonia bloomed slightly with another woman in the house. They cooked together, Elena learning the recipes that had never been written down, measured in handfuls and pinches, and "until it looks right." 
"Alejandro never wanted to learn," Antonia said one evening, teaching Elena to fold tamales. 
"Boys don't cook in your family?" 
"Boys don't stay in the kitchen long enough to learn." 
But Alejandro did now, drawn by their laughter, by the ease Elena created between his mother and herself. He watched them work, saw his mother's hands—usually so careful, so contained—move with confidence and memory. Elena asked questions that Alejandro had never thought to ask: Where did this recipe come from? Who taught you? What was cooking like in Michoacán? 
Stories emerged that Alejandro had never heard. His grandmother, who sold gorditas at the market. His mother's sister, who could make seven dishes from just corn. The aunt who died young but whose mole recipe lived on, written finally on paper at Elena's insistence. 
"We should preserve these," Elena said. "Write them down properly." 
"They're in our hands," Antonia replied. "That's preservation." 
"But what about the next generation?" 
Antonia smiled knowingly. "When you have babies, I'll teach them. Hand to hand, like always." 
The assumption of babies, of the future, of Elena being permanent enough to carry forward family recipes—it settled into the kitchen like a blessing. 
Even Joaquín began to unbend slightly. Never warm, never easy, but present in ways he hadn't been before. He'd sit in the living room while they watched novelas, pretending to read but obviously following the plot. When Elena's car needed oil, he changed it without being asked, leaving the hood up so she could see what he'd done. 
The day Elena got a new job—an administrative assistant at a medical clinic, full-time with benefits—she brought home champagne. Not expensive, but real champagne, with the cork and everything. 
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Mijo: We Bend, Not Break 
"We don't drink champagne," Joaquín said, suspicious of celebration. 
"Tonight we do," Elena insisted, pulling glasses from the cabinet. "Tonight we toast to good news." 
She poured for everyone, even Joaquín, who held the glass like it might explode. Alejandro raised his glass, looking at his family—because that's what they'd become, despite the separate bedrooms, despite the careful boundaries. 
"To Elen The transformation began in the spring of 2003. Elena's toothbrush migrated to Alejandro's bathroom. His sketches adorned her apartment walls. Sunday dinners at the Martínez household shifted from a chore to a warm routine. Elena prepared flan using a YouTube recipe. Although it never set perfectly, her efforts were valued.

They created a unique language of intimacy. On Wednesdays, they embarked on grocery shopping trips together. Elena instructed Alejandro on how to check eggs for cracks, while he reciprocated by teaching her how to select tomatoes using scent instead of color. “Like this,” he would say, holding a tomato up to her nose. “You can still smell the earth. That signifies flavor.”

These moments felt surreal, as if they belonged to another person's life. They seemed too commonplace for children shaped by struggle, too uncomplicated for people born into hardship. Yet, they continued accumulating these experiences, constructing something they both desired but found difficult to trust.

The test arrived in May.

Elena showed up at Alejandro's family apartment at 2 PM on a Thursday—everything felt off: the time, the day, the entire situation. Her expression remained calm, but Alejandro observed her deliberate breathing. She was holding it all together solely by force of will.

"I lost my job," she announced at the doorway, as if crossing the threshold would make the reality more tangible.

The marketing firm where she worked part-time during her studies had downsized. Being the last hired meant she was the first to be let go. She had two weeks' severance, enough to cover one month’s rent if she avoided dining out and driving.

"Move in," Alejandro blurted.

"I can't—"

"You can. You practically live here anyway. Your cactus is here. Hope deserves stability."

Elena laughed, cutting through the tension. "I can't move in with your parents. Your dad looks at me like I’m corrupting you."

"You are corrupting me," Alejandro shot back, pulling her inside. "Into someone who knows how to be happy. Terrible influence."

But the logistics were challenging. Alejandro resided at home, saving for an increasingly costly future. Moving in meant addressing Joaquín, who still struggled to accept that his son was trying to build a life with someone.

"I'll talk to him," Alejandro said, even though the thought made him feel uneasy.

"Together," Elena corrected. "We’ll talk to them together."

They held the conversation at the kitchen table—the gathering spot for the Martínez family, where silence was broken only when absolutely necessary. Joaquín sat with his arms folded, not overtly hostile, but defensive. Antonia busied herself at the stove, needing to keep her hands occupied. Elena and Alejandro positioned themselves closely, yet not touching, presenting a united front without being confrontational.

"It would be temporary," Alejandro began. "Just until—"

"Until what?" Joaquín interjected. "Until you get married? Until you find your own place? Until when?"

The term "married" lingered in the air, both an accusation and a potentiality.

"Until I find another job," Elena stated softly. "I'm already applying everywhere. I don’t want to be a burden."

"You're not a burden," Antonia asserted quickly, casting a glance at Joaquín. "Are you?"

Joaquín studied Elena, assessing what she might represent—threat or opportunity. She met his gaze steadily, neither defiant nor retreating.

"You go to church?" he asked abruptly.

"Christmas and Easter," Elena confessed. "Sometimes."

"You cook?"

"Learning."

"You want children?"

"Papá," Alejandro interjected.

"What? These are questions. If she’s living here, I can ask questions."

"Yes," Elena replied. "Someday. When we're ready. When we can provide."

Something in Joaquín's demeanor shifted. The word "provide" carried specific connotations; it implied sacrifice, forethought, and the necessity of delayed gratification.

"The spare room," he finally declared. "Not Alejandro's room. I won’t have that in my house."

Alejandro wished to protest—he was twenty-two, not twelve—but Elena squeezed his knee under the table. Choose your battles.

"Thank you," she said simply. "I’ll contribute. Groceries, utilities, whatever you need."

"You'll go to church," Joaquín pronounced. "Sundays. With Antonia."

Elena nodded, aware this was more about appearances than faith. It was about displaying to neighbors that, despite their unconventional circumstances, they still upheld a respectable image.

That weekend, Elena moved in with three boxes and two suitcases—her life distilled to essentials. The spare room was small, just big enough for a twin bed and a dresser, but Elena treated it as if it were luxurious, organizing her belongings with care. Hope the cactus found a place on the windowsill, already showcasing new growth.

The initial weeks focused on finding equilibrium. Elena learned Joaquín's routines: coffee at 5 AM, silence until 6 AM, followed by uninterrupted newspaper reading. She began rising early to brew coffee, ensuring it was ready when he emerged. It wasn’t conversation, but a form of acknowledgment. I see your routine. I respect it.

In response to Elena's mention of her interest in basketball, Joaquín started leaving the sports section of the newspaper on the counter after finishing—this wasn’t exactly sharing, but it certainly wasn’t hoarding either.

Antonia flourished with another woman in the house. They cooked together, with Elena absorbing unwritten recipes measured in handfuls and pinches of "until it looks right."

"Alejandro never wanted to learn," Antonia remarked one evening while demonstrating how to fold tamales.

"Boys don't cook in your family?" 

"Boys don’t stay in the kitchen long enough to learn."

Yet Alejandro was present now, drawn in by their laughter and the comfortable atmosphere Elena created. He watched them, noticing his mother’s skilled hands moving confidently, filled with memories. Elena asked questions that had never crossed his mind: Where did this recipe originate? Who taught you? What was cooking like in Michoacán?

Stories unfolded that Alejandro had never encountered before. His grandmother sold gorditas at the market. His mother’s sister could whip up seven dishes using only corn. Elena insisted on documenting the mole recipe left behind by his aunt who had passed away young.

"We should preserve these," Elena suggested. "Write them down properly."

"They're in our hands," Antonia replied. "That's preservation."

"But what about the next generation?"

Antonia smiled knowingly. "When you have babies, I’ll teach them. Hand to hand, as always."

The prospect of babies and a shared future—the idea that Elena was stable enough to carry forward family recipes—settled into the kitchen like a blessing.

Even Joaquín began to soften somewhat. He was never warm, but he became more present. He would sit in the living room while they watched novelas, pretending to read yet actually following the plot. When Elena's car needed an oil change, he did it without fuss, leaving the hood open for her to see the work he’d accomplished.

The day Elena secured a new job as an administrative assistant at a medical clinic—a full-time position with benefits—she returned home with champagne. It wasn't fancy, but it was celebratory, complete with a cork and everything.

"We don’t drink champagne," Joaquín said, suspicious of the celebration.

"Tonight we do," Elena insisted, retrieving glasses from the cabinet. "Tonight we toast to good news."

She poured for everyone, even Joaquín, who held his glass as if it might explode. Alejandro raised his glass, looking around at his family—because that's what they had become, despite separate bedrooms and carefully defined boundaries.

"To Elena," he started.

"To family," Elena corrected, meeting Joaquín’s gaze. "To the family that welcomes you in when you need them."

Joaquín raised his glass slightly—not a formal toast, but still engaged. "To earning your keep," he added, though his tone was lighter than his words suggested.
"To family," Elena said, looking directly at Joaquín. "To the family that takes you in when you need them." 
Joaquín raised his glass slightly—not a full toast, but participation. "To earn your keep," he said, but his tone was lighter than the words. 
They drank the champagne, which was too sweet and gave everyone headaches. But later, Alejandro would remember this as the moment they became something new—not the family he was born into, or the family Elena had lost, but the family they were building, one careful day at a time. 

 
The Promise 
By the summer of 2004, the Martínez household had undergone a significant transformation after nearly two years of careful coexistence. Elena's chipped coffee mug, acquired at a yard sale, now shared space with Antonia's fine china. Joaquín had even adjusted, no longer surprised to see Elena engrossed in a book at the kitchen table, basking in the soft morning light and sharing the precious silence he cherished.

Yet, the facade was beginning to exhaust everyone.

They were united in every aspect except legally. They managed their finances together, coordinated their schedules, and contemplated future aspirations. However, those aspirations remained purely theoretical. Confronting them would mean acknowledging something Joaquín was unwilling to recognize: his son was building a life with a woman who lay just twenty feet away yet felt as far as the horizon.

The tipping point came on a Thursday. Elena had been ill for three days, attributing it to a stomach virus. Alejandro noticed, however, that her sickness only seemed to manifest in the mornings. He held her hair back as she leaned over the bowl, feeling the heat radiating from her skin. He wanted to stay and care for her, but Joaquín’s rules made compassion feel like a clandestine act.

"This is absurd," Elena exclaimed that evening, exhausted and slumped against the bathroom door. "I can’t keep pretending we’re merely roommates. Your father knows we’re together, and your mother is already choosing names for our future children. Yet, we’re sneaking around like teenagers because no one is willing to acknowledge the obvious."

She was correct. Their charade of propriety had become more ridiculous than any genuine intimacy.

"Marry me," Alejandro suddenly suggested.

Elena chuckled, then noticed the seriousness in his expression. "You’re serious?"

"We’ve been together for three years, and we’ve been living together—sort of—for two of those. My mother already considers you her daughter. My father has accepted that you’re not going anywhere. So why wait?"

"Because marriage in your family carries a particular significance," Elena replied carefully. "It includes children, church ceremonies, and embodies your mother—loving through sacrifice and silence. I’m not sure I can fulfill that role."

Alejandro stepped closer. "I don’t want you to be her. I don’t want to be him. I want us to create something entirely different."

"Different how?"

"I don’t know. Unique. Better. Present."

Elena searched his face, looking for assurance that neither of them possessed. "Your father will expect a traditional church wedding. It’s everything we don’t want."

"So we give him that. One day of tradition for a lifetime of building something new together."

She fell silent for a moment, then suggested, "Ask me again. Properly. When I’m not standing in a bathroom doorway feeling like death."

Two weeks later, Alejandro took Elena to Fremont Peak at sunset. The idea wasn’t original, but it was meaningful—they had hiked there after their first real fight concerning finances, family expectations, and whether love was sufficient when all else seemed lacking. Sitting at the overlook, they watched fog creep in from the coast, concluding that insufficient love was preferable to utter loneliness.

At that same overlook, Alejandro finally revealed a ring box he had anxiously carried for three days. Inside lay a thin gold band with a small diamond that sparkled like hope, purchased with overtime pay and skipped lunch breaks.

"Elena," he started but hesitated. He had rehearsed many phrases, yet they felt borrowed from other romantic tales. Instead, he spoke from the heart: "I don’t know how to love you correctly. My father never showed me how because his father never taught him. But you inspire me to learn. You make me believe that it’s possible to forge a different path."

With trembling hands, he opened the box. "Marry me. Not because it’s expected, practical, or merely the next step. Marry me because I envision you in my future. Because you've brought Hope the cactus into my life, taught my mother to laugh, and made my father change his oil without being asked. Because you’re already my family. Let’s just make it official."

Tears streamed down Elena's face, illuminated by the golden hues of sunset. "Yes," she replied. "But I have some conditions."

"Anything."

"We’ll go through with the church wedding for your parents. But we also need to create something for ourselves—something that reflects who we genuinely are, not who we’re expected to be."

"Like what?"

"I’m not sure yet, but something that belongs to us."

They embraced as the fog rolled in, enveloping the world in white silence. In that moment, suspended between earth and cloud, Alejandro felt the crack of possibility open wide.

Upon arriving home, they discovered Joaquín and Antonia in the living room, the news playing quietly in the background. Elena extended her left hand, with the tiny diamond sparkling in the lamplight.

Antonia gasped, hand clasping her mouth, tears welling up in her eyes. "Mijos, finally!"

Joaquín stood slowly, his expression shifting from surprise to careful assessment to something akin to pleasure before settling back into neutrality.

"You’ll handle this properly," he declared, not posing it as a question.

"Church wedding," Alejandro confirmed. "With Father Luis."

"You’ll stay here until you can afford your own place."

"Actually," Elena interjected, surprising everyone, "I’ve been saving. Together, our incomes can cover the apartment on Seventh—the one with the lemon tree."

Joaquín blinked, taken aback by the decision made without his input. "You’ve already made up your minds."

"We’ve already dared to hope," Elena gently corrected. "Now we’re deciding."

A shift occurred in Joaquín’s expression—a recognition of a determination that wouldn’t be swayed by his silence. He looked at Alejandro, and for a brief moment, his son perceived something unexpected: respect.

"The wedding will be our gift," Antonia quickly added. "Whatever you need."

"A small wedding," Elena clarified. "Just family and a few close friends. Nothing extravagant."

"Nothing cheap, either," Joaquín responded. "People talk."

That night, unable to sleep, Alejandro found Elena in the kitchen, sketching on notebook paper.

"What’s that?"

"Ideas for the centerpieces. Your mom wants carnations, but I was thinking succulents."

"Like cacti?"

"Like hope," she replied, smiling. "Things that endure neglect and bloom regardless."

Alejandro watched her draw, this woman who had entered his life through a support group for lost first-generation students and somehow had become the answer to questions he hadn’t known how to articulate.

"I love you," he said, the words still feeling foreign in his mouth, like speaking an unfamiliar language.

"I know," Elena replied, not looking up from her sketches. "That's the miracle." 




















Mijo: We Bend, Not Break 
Life-Changing News 
On a misty morning in early 2005, Alejandro worked in the garage with Joaquín, changing the truck's brake pads. This rare father-son moment came from their mechanical needs overshadowing their emotional distance. Meanwhile, Elena stood at the bathroom sink, holding her third pregnancy test of the week. All confirmed the same result: two lines, a plus sign, and the digital test clearly stating "Pregnant."

They had been married for about a year and lived in an apartment with a lemon tree that bore exactly three lemons, which Elena cherished. The walls of their home were painted in colors Joaquín considered extravagant: sage green in the bedroom and warm terracotta in the kitchen.

This pregnancy was unplanned but not prevented. Like many young couples, they felt ready while knowing they weren't fully there, letting biology take charge of what they kept postponing.

Through the window, Elena watched Alejandro and Joaquín in the driveway. Alejandro leaned in with a wrench as Joaquín pointed under the hood. She could read their body language: Alejandro leaned closer but kept some distance while Joaquín explained without making eye contact. They were using the truck as a bridge to connect.

Elena decided to wait until evening to share her news: after dinner, once Alejandro was relaxed, absentmindedly sketching while half-watching TV. She recognized the drawing without looking—again, hands reaching for each other across a blank page, never quite crossing. "I'm pregnant," she finally said.

The pencil stopped. Alejandro froze, a familiar stillness signifying his mind's overload. 

"How...?" he stammered, then paused. "I mean, when? How long?"

"About seven weeks. I wanted to be sure before..."

She watched his face shift through surprise, joy, and fear before settling into a complex mix of emotions. He reached toward her abdomen but stopped as if afraid that touching it would make it real.

"A baby," he said, testing the word.

"Are you happy?" Elena asked, though it felt like such a simple word for the emotions on his face.

"I'm terrified."

His raw honesty only made her love him more. Another man might have faked happiness, hiding his fear until it turned into resentment. 

"Tell me," she encouraged, inching closer but not touching, giving him space to express what she sensed within him. 

"What if I’m like my father? What if I can’t bond? He barely touched me unless it was life or death. His father was the same. What if I inherit that?"

Elena reached out and cradled his face in her hands. "You’re not him. You draw me pictures when I'm down. You held my hair during morning sickness, even before you knew that's what it was. You are different."

"But a baby..." Alejandro's voice cracked. "A baby requires more than just trying. It needs instinct, warmth."

Elena guided his hand to her abdomen, pressing it against where their child was forming. "Then I'll teach you. We'll learn from each other. That's what we do—fill in each other's gaps."

Under his palm, nothing stirred yet, but Alejandro imagined he could sense something—potential or hope.

"We need to tell them," he said.

They broke the news that Sunday after church. Alejandro had prepared a speech, but it faltered when facing his parents at the kitchen table.

"Elena's pregnant," he announced, his words dropping like stones into water.

The ripples were instant. Antonia gasped, hands clapping over her mouth, tears of joy streaming down her face. "A baby! When? How far along?"

But Alejandro focused on Joaquín, whose face remained carefully blank. Joaquín's hands lay still on the table.

"How far along?" Joaquín asked.

"Seven weeks," Elena replied.

"Due in December then."

"Yes."

"Do you have insurance?"

"Through my job."

The questions were practical, missing the emotional weight behind the announcement. Then Joaquín surprised them all. He stood, walked around the table, and placed a hand on Alejandro’s shoulder—not a hug, but a deliberate contact. 

"You will need to be strong," he advised softly. "Stronger than you think. A child changes everything. Every fear about yourself, every hidden weakness—a child will reveal them all."

"Joaquín," Antonia interjected.

"Let me finish," he insisted, hand still on Alejandro’s shoulder. "You'll see yourself clearly for the first time, and you may not like what you see. But that's the moment you choose whether to follow your father's path or forge a new one."

He squeezed Alejandro’s shoulder briefly before returning to his chair. Alejandro felt the weight of this exchange—his father's limited attempt to prepare him. Not comfort, but truth; the only love Joaquín knew how to give.

That night at their apartment, Alejandro lay with his hand on Elena's stomach, trying to envision the future.

"We will," Elena whispered back. "But differently than our parents did. And maybe our kid will mess up differently than we did. That's how it gets better—each generation messing up a little less, until eventually someone gets it right." 

Francisco Castillo 
Like Father, Like Son? 
Gabriel arrived during a December storm, which seemed fitting—nothing about fatherhood for Alejandro had been calm. Elena's labor lasted seventeen hours, teaching Alejandro lessons in helplessness. When the nurses finally placed Gabriel on Elena's chest—wet, wrinkled, and wailing—Alejandro stood frozen at the foot of the bed. He felt detached, his arms hanging uselessly at his sides.

"Would you like to hold him?" the nurse asked.

"No," Alejandro said too quickly. Then softer, "Elena should. She did all the hard work."

Elena, utterly exhausted, didn’t push him. She understood his hesitation came from fear, not indifference.

The first three days at home were a careful dance. Alejandro stood in the doorway, watching Elena nurse Gabriel, wanting to step forward but held back by generations of fathers who loved from a distance. He changed diapers with precision and prepared bottles with care, but handed them to Elena to administer.

"You need to hold him," Elena insisted on day four, her exhaustion making her blunt.

"I do hold him."

"You secure him. That's not the same."

She was right. Under pressure, Alejandro could place Gabriel against his chest, but he was tense and rigid instead of embracing.

"Your turn," she commanded, placing Gabriel in Alejandro's arms before he could protest. "I need fifteen minutes, or I'll lose it."

In the living room, Alejandro stood with Gabriel squirming against him, both feeling distressed. The baby's cries pierced the air, raw and primal.

"I don’t know how," Alejandro murmured to his crying son. "My body just doesn’t know how."

In desperation, Alejandro began to walk—not the gentle sway Elena mastered, but a determined pace. Into the cold night, the icy December air surprised them into silence.

He walked without a destination, cradling Gabriel. As he moved, the baby's breathing began to match his steps. Past the lemon tree and beneath streetlights, Gabriel's cries faded to whimpers, then quieted.

Looking down, Alejandro saw Gabriel's tiny eyes locked onto his, filled with that unfocused intensity only newborns have. In the dim light, Gabriel’s face looked perfect—Elena's nose, Alejandro's stubborn chin, and an entirely new blend of features.

"I'm scared of you," Alejandro admitted softly to the darkness and his son. "Scared I’ll fail you like my father failed me, like his father failed him."

Gabriel yawned, his tiny mouth stretching wide, unaffected by his father's fears.

As Alejandro continued to walk, something within him began to loosen. His arms softened enough for Gabriel to sink further against his chest. He could feel the rapid heartbeat of new life resonating against him.

When they returned home, Elena sat up in bed, concern on her face.

"We went for a stroll," Alejandro announced, still cradling the now-sleeping Gabriel. "He enjoys movement."

"You’re holding him," Elena noted. Alejandro realized he was—no longer just securing him, but truly holding his son.

This breakthrough was fleeting, though. The next morning, the old tension returned. Yet something had changed. Alejandro knew he could connect, even if it came in fragments during late-night walks when the world was quiet.

In the weeks that followed, Alejandro created his own parenting rituals. He couldn’t hold Gabriel while sitting—that felt too static, too much like posing for a picture. But walking, always walking, was different. He traced paths in their neighborhood at all hours, Gabriel nestled against him, mapping their new life together.

"You'll wear yourself out," Elena warned.

"It’s the only way I can hold him," Alejandro admitted. "When we move, I don’t overthink it. My body just responds."

She gently caressed his face. "Your father never walked with you?"

"My father never ambled without a purpose. Walking just to hold someone—that would show weakness."

"Or love," Elena suggested. 

Joaquín and Antonia visited weekly, bringing food and offering help that felt fraught with silent judgment. Joaquín watched Alejandro's walking routines with a hint of envy.

One evening, as Alejandro prepared for another stroll, Joaquín remarked, "You’ll spoil him carrying him everywhere."

"He’s six weeks old," Alejandro replied as he strapped on the new carrier Elena had gotten. "He just needs to know someone will come when he cries."

"We didn’t coddle you."

"No," Alejandro agreed. "You didn’t."

The tension between them lingered, an acknowledgment without blame. Joaquín's jaw tightened, but he didn't respond.

Instead, he watched as his son stepped into the night, carrying his grandson into the darkness. Three generations of Martínez men—one unable to hold, one learning to embrace in motion, one content to be held. A sign of progress, perhaps, even if imperfect.

When Alejandro returned about an hour later, Gabriel was peaceful, and Joaquín remained.

"Does it help?" Joaquín asked quietly. "The walking?"

"Yeah," Alejandro replied. "It helps."

Joaquín nodded and left without further elaboration. The following week, he came back unexpectedly with a new, better carrier. "For your walks," he mumbled, avoiding eye contact. "Easier on your back."

This was Joaquín's cautious way of saying: I see you trying to be different. I may not understand, but I recognize it.

Alejandro used that carrier until Gabriel outgrew it, walking miles through Hollister's nights, holding his son in the only way his body knew how—in movement, in progress, in the space between staying still and running away. It wasn't perfect fatherhood, wasn't the easy affection he saw in other men. But it was presence, deliberate and chosen, one step at a time through darkness toward something that might, eventually, be called love. 








Chapter 7:
Recession to Kindergarten

Francisco Castillo 
External Pressures 
The recession quietly infiltrated Hollister in the autumn of 2008, much like fog rolling in from the coast—slowly at first, then overwhelming, masking everything in its path and turning familiar landmarks into the unfamiliar. Alejandro initially noticed it through the empty desks at work, colleagues leaving with cardboard boxes and strained smiles, their nameplates whisked away so quietly it seemed as though they had never existed. He had been working in agricultural logistics—a title that sounded grander than the reality of coordinating shipment schedules for produce that increasingly few could afford. Each morning, he tallied the occupied cubicles as if taking roll call, witnessing the gradual shrinkage of the office week by week. His supervisor had started to avoid his gaze—a well-known sign that your days might be numbered.


Gabriel was nearly three, caught in that stage where he desired everything yet could articulate none of it, where love meant being constantly present. As Alejandro morphed into someone who reeked of spreadsheets and anxiety, he found himself returning home later each evening; overtime had become a necessity for those still employed.


"Papá!" Gabriel would shout as Alejandro entered, stumbling towards him with outstretched arms, craving the embrace that came later each night. Yet by the time Alejandro summoned the energy to lift him, Gabriel had often turned his attention elsewhere—to Elena, a toy, or the television that had, out of necessity, unwittingly assumed the role of a secondary parent.


"He waited for you," Elena would gently remark, not accusingly but merely as an observation, highlighting yet another small absence logged in the history of their child's upbringing.


Tonight felt particularly heavy. Alejandro's desk phone rang at 5:47 PM, just as he was about to shut down his computer.


"Martinez? We need you to stay. Johnson’s receiving his notice tomorrow. Someone has to transition his accounts tonight."


Johnson, just a couple of desks away, had a daughter the same age as Gabriel and had recently bought a house he wouldn’t be able to afford. Alejandro could see him through the partition, still toiling away, unaware of the storm swirling around him. "My son—" Alejandro began.


"We all have families," his supervisor cut in. "Those with jobs need to act like it."


Thus, Alejandro remained, entering Johnson's client data while Johnson worked nearby, both pretending that tomorrow wouldn't shatter their world. By the time he finished, the clock had ticked past nine. The commute home felt like a murky haze of exhaustion mixed with radio ads for bankruptcy attorneys.


The house was eerily silent upon his return. Elena sat at the kitchen table, bills laid out like tarot cards, each one forecasting a different disaster. She looked up, revealing that she had been crying—not in dramatics, but rather the quiet seep of someone too drained for full tears.


"He asked for you every five minutes," she told him. "From dinner till bedtime. 'Where's Papá? Is he coming?' I ran out of reasons."


Alejandro longed to recount the details of Johnson's situation, the supervisor’s threat, the other four men with families who had lost their jobs this month. But the words eluded him, replaced by his father’s voice: I’m doing this for you. Working for you. It was the same justification for absence that had constructed barriers between them.


He moved toward Gabriel’s room, with Elena trailing behind. Their son lay asleep, mouth slightly open, one arm sprawled over his head, the other clutching a stuffed dog that Joaquín, his grandfather, had bought for him—an unexpected gift from a man who was learning, albeit clumsily and late, to show affection through material gestures when actions failed.


"I’m losing him," Alejandro whispered. "Each night I come home late; he needs me less. Soon I'll become what my father was—a mere echo of love, rent payments, and grocery money."


Elena placed a hand on his arm, but what could she say? They needed his job. With the mortgage on their apartment—home to four flourishing lemon trees, small miracles in poor soil—his overtime was vital. Gabriel's future—college, opportunities, choices—hinged heavily on Alejandro’s absence now. The grim calculus of survival: time spent with your child or money to support them, never both.


"Your dad called," Elena mentioned. "He wants to know if we need help."


The suggestion was salt in the wound. Joaquín, now retired after years of laboring in the fields, living on careful savings and Social Security, was offering what he had never freely given—his presence.


"We don’t need—"

"We do," Elena insisted. "I need assistance. Gabriel needs family. And maybe this is how your father learns to be a grandfather—through necessity, like everything else."


The next morning, Alejandro left before Gabriel woke—another small betrayal in service to a job that barely sustained them. Yet when he called during his lunch break to check in, Elena’s voice suggested something different. Brighter.


"Your dad's here," she said. "He’s been showing Gabriel how to pound pegs into a wooden bench with a toy hammer. They've been at it for two hours. Gabriel won’t let him stop."


Alejandro tried to picture it: Joaquín's weathered hands helping guide Gabriel’s tiny fingers around the plastic hammer, demonstrating patience where there had once been distance, forming a bond through simple actions. The image was sweet yet painful—tinged with envy that Gabriel was experiencing the grandfather Alejandro had needed as a child, but also relief that perhaps the cycle was shifting, albeit too late for him.


When he finally returned home that night—10:30 PM, Johnson’s desk now empty, his nameplate cast aside—he found evidence of Joaquín’s visit. A wooden pegboard on the porch, Gabriel’s colorful plastic hammers scattered about, and a small wooden frame Joaquín had crafted himself, housing Gabriel’s painted handprints cherished behind plastic from a document protector. Inside was a note penned in Joaquín’s careful handwriting: "The boy needs to build things. Start small. Wednesdays and Saturdays, I’ll come."


Alejandro stood once again in his son's doorway, watching Gabriel asleep amidst newfound normalcy—a father becoming scarce, a grandfather learning presence out of necessity, a mother holding it all together while chaos reigned. This family wasn't the one he had envisioned, but it was the one the recession was shaping, one compromise at a time.


In bed, Elena curled against him, her whisper barely breaking the stillness: "We’re going to survive this." Yet Alejandro felt the unspoken question: At what cost?

He reflected on Johnson’s empty desk, on Gabriel’s repeated questions for him, on Joaquín teaching what he had never passed on to his own son. The recession was taking more than jobs—it was stealing time, presence, and the opportunity to be the father he had promised to be. Each day he chose work over Gabriel, he was becoming more like Joaquín, not out of coldness, but through the unrelenting mathematics of providing.

"He won't remember this," Elena offered, attempting to console him. "He’s too young. When things get better—"

"What if they don’t?" Alejandro challenged the shadows. "What if this is the new normal? What if I become a provider instead of a parent, merely a paycheck instead of a presence?"


Elena had no response. Outside, a siren shrieked—another foreclosure, another crisis, another family crumbling under the weight. Inside, Gabriel stirred but did not awaken, already learning to self-soothe, to need less, to interpret absence as love’s most common expression.


The recession would officially be declared over in 2009 by economists. Yet in the Martínez household, its effects would linger in all the moments Alejandro missed, all the bedtimes he spent away, all the quiet distances that accumulated until Gabriel ceased asking "Where's Papá?" and began accepting that sometimes love manifested itself as absence.
 











Mijo: We Bend, Not Break 
First Day 
By August 2011, the worst of the recession had receded, yet its lessons remained etched in the daily rhythms of the Martínez family. Gabriel stood at the entrance of R.O. Hardin Elementary School, wearing a backpack that seemed to envelop his small frame, Spider-Man emblazoned on the front, assuring him that superheroes made everything seem less intimidating. At five, he was all gangly limbs and inquiries, possessing Elena’s steady gaze and Alejandro’s determined chin. His hand gripped Alejandro’s tightly, indicating that he understood the significance of first days in ways adults often failed to explain.


Alejandro had taken the morning off work—an act of defiance that would carry consequences later, but some moments demanded presence regardless of the cost. He had watched Elena tame Gabriel’s unruly hair, preparing a lunch with secret notes because she’d read somewhere that little surprises could assuage separation anxiety. Now the three of them stood at the precipice between babyhood and what lay ahead, all unprepared for the transition.


"What if nobody talks to me?" Gabriel murmured against Alejandro’s leg, suddenly burying his face in it.


It was the wrong question, Alejandro realized. Gabriel was more than capable of initiating conversations—having inherited Elena’s knack for connection, he could befriend grocery clerks, mailmen, and even the elderly neighbor who spoke only Mandarin but somehow understood his intricate tales about dinosaurs. The real question, the one Gabriel couldn’t verbalize, was the same one Alejandro had carried through his own childhood: What if I don’t fit in here?


"Then you talk to them," Elena encouraged, kneeling down. "Remember what we rehearsed? Look for someone who seems lonely, and share your goldfish crackers. Goldfish crackers are magic for friendship."


Gabriel hesitantly lifted his head, contemplating this logic. "What if they don’t like goldfish?"


"Then they’re not your people," Alejandro stated, surprising himself with the certainty in his tone. "Your people will appreciate goldfish."


The expression—your people—held significance neither Elena nor Gabriel could quite comprehend. For Alejandro, identifying your people had been a lifelong journey through the terrain of his Mexican and American identities, a navigation between his father's silence and his mother's hope, striving to create a sense of belonging from the emptiness. But Gabriel would find his people. Alejandro would make sure of that.


Around them, the ritual of kindergarten drop-off unfolded in varied forms. Parents knelt to their child’s level, imparting final reminders about sharing and listening. Some children bolted ahead eagerly. Others clung like Gabriel, instinctively sensing that school symbolized separation, an opportunity to discover who they were outside their parents' watchful eyes.


Alejandro recognized the other Mexican families—not only by their features but by the distinctive weight they carried, the way they held their children just a moment longer, whispering prayers in Spanish that their kids might not fully grasp. They were entrusting their children to a system that had never completely welcomed them while avoiding outright rejection.


"Mr. and Mrs. Martinez?"


The teacher appeared with practiced warmth and an efficiency that suggested she had engaged in this ritual countless times. Ms. Patterson, youthful enough to still harbor a sense of optimism regarding making a difference, experienced enough to possess techniques for parents who struggled with letting go.


"Gabriel has been assigned to the Butterfly group," she announced, gesturing toward a collection of tables adorned with construction paper wings. "We have a delightful first day planned. Lots of games, story time, and—" she shot a wink at Gabriel, "I heard someone has a fondness for dinosaurs?"


Gabriel cautiously emerged from behind Alejandro’s leg. "Velociraptors are the smartest. They hunt in packs."


"Well, then you’ll love our reading corner. We have every dinosaur book the library could find."


It was skillful how she coaxed Gabriel out of his protective shell, making him forget, if only for a moment, that releasing Alejandro’s hand would lead to a world where his father couldn’t accompany him. Before any of them fully grasped it, Gabriel found himself three steps away, engrossed in a poster featuring dinosaur skeletons, his body leaning into discovery even as his hand instinctively reached for the familiar.


This was the moment. Alejandro recognized it with clarity that only comes from experience—the moment you stepped into your own narrative, leaving your parents to wonder who you might become without them.


"I can stay," Alejandro found himself offering. "If you need me to stay—"


"No," Gabriel replied, turning back with a seriousness that somehow made him seem older in that instant. "You have to go to work. Para que tengamos cosas." So we can have things.

The unexpected use of Spanish from Gabriel, who usually favored English, hit Alejandro hard. At just five years old, Gabriel was already understanding the exchange—his father's absence traded for the family’s survival.


Elena grasped Alejandro’s hand, squeezing firmly enough to prevent him from unraveling in front of the Butterfly group.


"But I’ll come back," Gabriel continued, as if Alejandro was the one in need of reassurance. "After school, I'll return and tell you everything. Even the boring parts."


They left him there, surrounded by butterfly wings and dinosaur books, already turning toward a girl who appeared just as terrified as he had moments before, offering her goldfish crackers with the calm dignity of a peace treaty. Walking away required every ounce of strength Alejandro could muster, each step feeling like betrayal even though he understood intellectually—this is what devoted parents do. They let go.


In the parking lot, Elena broke down first. She cried with efficiency, thoroughly, releasing it all before they reached the car. Alejandro held her, his eyes stinging but not quite shedding tears, a learned response spanning generations of men who couldn’t cry in parking lots, even when their children transitioned into schoolchildren within a single morning.


"He's ready," Elena murmured into his shirt. "He’s so ready. Did you see how he reacted to those books?"


"He said 'para que tengamos cosas,'" Alejandro responded, the phrase lingering in his mind. "He’s five and already understands that I work so we can have things."


Elena stepped back, meeting his gaze with eyes still glistening but clearer. "No. He’s choosing understanding over resentment. He’s choosing to see your absence as love rather than abandonment. That's not a tragedy—that’s progress."


She might be right, or perhaps she simply had a better ability to reframe pain as purpose. Regardless, Alejandro drove to work burdened with the image of Gabriel extending goldfish crackers to a stranger, deftly building bridges with the casual confidence of someone who had never learned that distance was safer than connection.


At work, surrounded by spreadsheets and an unending undercurrent of anxiety about never being quite adequate, Alejandro reflected on his own first day of school. Joaquín hadn’t taken him—it was harvest season, and work couldn’t pause for milestones. Antonia had walked him to the gate, conferred the sign of the cross, and left him to navigate belonging solo. He had spent recess scribbling in the dirt with a stick, too shy to approach anyone, too proud to appear lonely.


But Gabriel had goldfish crackers and magic for friendship, along with parents who had taught him to seek out lonely kids because they had once been lonely kids themselves. He had a father willing to sacrifice mornings off despite the repercussions, a mother who stashed love notes in lunch boxes, and grandparents who were gradually learning to be present. Not perfect, but present.


At 2:47 PM, Alejandro’s phone vibrated with a text from Elena—a luxury they had finally been able to afford, these phones able to send pictures. The image emerged slowly: Gabriel grinning, missing a front tooth that Alejandro hadn’t even known was loose, holding a paper plate decorated with tissue paper scales.


"I MADE A DINOSAUR," the caption proclaimed. "AND THREE FRIENDS."


Alejandro stared at the photo, at his son’s face, radiating with the sheer joy of creation and connection. Three friends in a single day. At five, Gabriel had already eclipsed his father’s kindergarten accomplishments, showing that distance wasn’t hereditary, that Martínez men could indeed grasp connection even when the world insisted on separation.
He saved the photo, knowing he'd look at it during the long evening hours when spreadsheets blurred together and Gabriel was already asleep by the time he got home. A digital talisman against the fear that he was becoming his father, evidence that maybe they were all becoming something else. Something better. Something that could send dinosaur pictures across the distance and call it love. 
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Chapter 8:
Breaking Points & Illness


Joaquín's Decline 
The initial warning emerged during a Sunday dinner in March 2013. Joaquín had a deep, wet cough, as if his body was trying to expel years of inhaled dust and pesticide. Antonia voiced her concerns, but Joaquín brushed them off, muttering something about allergies and the changing weather. He was convinced that hard work would resolve it. Yet, it was that very hard work—forty years of inhaling harmful chemicals—that was now ravaging him from within. Alejandro observed his father struggle to cut his meat, the knife trembling in his hand. Joaquín had always eaten with haste, as if the food might vanish. Now, he moved deliberately, attempting to conceal his weakness, but his efforts only revealed it more starkly.

"¿Estás bien, Papá?" Alejandro inquired, the question feeling unfamiliar. They rarely discussed feelings or health—those fragile subjects often left unexamined. "Estoy bien," Joaquín replied, but another coughing fit ensued, forcing him to clutch the table, his knuckles turning white, his face flushed. Gabriel, now six, picked up on the tension, his understanding sharpened by the adults' silences. He put down his fork. "Abuelo sounds like the dragon from my book. The one that breathes smoke." Joaquín struggled to muster a smile through his coughs. "Dragons are strong," he said, attempting to sound upbeat. "Just like your abuelo."

But he wasn’t strong. This became increasingly apparent as the weeks passed, each cough escalating in severity, accompanied by a weight loss that left his clothes hanging loosely on his frame. His visits with Gabriel diminished. "He's just tired," Antonia reassured Elena, yet her eyes revealed the exhaustion of someone who was maintaining a facade. "The changing seasons affect him more now."

The call arrived on a Tuesday night at 11:47 PM, a time burned into Alejandro’s memory. He had been watching the clock, calculating how much sleep he could salvage before work. Antonia’s frightened voice broke through: "Ven rápido. Tu papá no puede respirar." The drive to their home felt surreal, a blur of red lights and whispered prayers to a God Alejandro wasn't sure he believed in. He found Joaquín slumped against the tub on the bathroom floor, struggling for each breath. The bluish hue of Joaquín’s lips sent a chill through Alejandro's stomach.

"We need an ambulance," Alejandro stated, reaching for his phone. "No," Joaquín gasped, the word costing him breath. "No... hospital." "You can’t breathe—" "No hospital," Joaquín insisted, his eyes fierce despite his body’s betrayal. The fear in his gaze was not of dying, but of leaving Antonia with only debt as his legacy.

"I'll cover it," Alejandro urged, kneeling beside him. He could smother the scent of illness clinging to Joaquín—sweet with a rancid undertone, reminiscent of rotting fruit. "Whatever it takes, I’ll pay." Joaquín examined him carefully, perhaps for the first time in years, weighing the cost of accepting help from a son he had kept at arm's length. "Por favor, Papá," Alejandro pleaded. Perhaps it was his desperation that made Joaquín finally nod, a slight concession.

The ambulance arrived in eight minutes, though it felt like an eternity. The paramedics worked efficiently, fitting Joaquín with an oxygen mask and IV lines, using terms like "COPD" and "respiratory distress" that transformed Joaquín from father to patient. Alejandro rode in the back, watching machines breathe for the man who had taught him that seeking help was a sign of weakness. At the hospital, the diagnosis fell into pieces: Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease stemming from decades of chemical exposure. Early-stage emphysema. Lungs scarred from the agricultural fields where Joaquín had labored. The industry had thrived on the backs and lungs of men like Joaquín, and now the price was due—with strained breaths.

"We can manage it," the young doctor explained, outlining treatments and medications, costs that made Alejandro mentally tally how many extra hours he would need to work. "But he needs to avoid all irritants. No dust, no chemicals—" "He doesn’t smoke," Antonia interjected, defensively rationalizing Joaquín's habits while ignoring the real dangers of pride and refusal to accept help. They kept Joaquín in the hospital for three days. Alejandro took leave from work, disregarding his supervisor’s threats, coordinating with Elena and Antonia to ensure Joaquín was never alone. Joaquín, however, remained unresponsive, staring vacantly at the ceiling, speaking only when addressed by the medical staff.

Gabriel shifted the dynamics when Elena brought him in on the second day, despite Alejandro's reservations. Gabriel entered clutching a stuffed dragon—the one from his book—and easily climbed onto the bed, curling against Joaquín’s side, unafraid of the distance that age had set between them. "Now you match," Gabriel declared, placing the dragon on Joaquín’s chest. "Both breathing funny. But the dragon gets better in the story. He just needed someone to take care of him." Joaquín hesitantly reached for Gabriel’s head—not a caress but contact—an intentional act that lingered.

"¿Quién cuida al dragón?" Joaquín wondered quietly. "Everyone," Gabriel answered earnestly. "The entire village. Because dragons protect villages, and the villages need to care for sick dragons in return. It’s only fair." Alejandro watched as the notion of fairness softened his father’s expression—a concept that had never applied to Joaquín's life. His grandson, only six, yet understood fairness as reciprocity. "Will you help me get better?" Joaquín asked Gabriel, his voice so gentle it nearly went unnoticed. "Sí, Abuelo," Gabriel replied, snuggling closer. "But you have to let people help. Dragons can be stubborn in stories, too."

Later that night, after visiting hours ended, Alejandro found himself in Gabriel’s room, watching him sleep surrounded by dragons—stuffed, plastic, and crayon drawings on the walls. His son was weaving a mythology where grandfathers were dragons worth saving, where distance was a condition needing mending. "He's changing him," Elena remarked from the doorway, observing Joaquín's transformation. "Because Gabriel lacks the burdens of history," Alejandro noted. "He sees Joaquín not for what he was, but for who he is—a grandfather who needs help breathing." "Perhaps that’s what Joaquín truly needs: someone who sees him free of his failures."

Tomorrow, Joaquín would return home with oxygen tanks and medications, needing to avoid the work that had defined him. He would have to learn to accept care from the son who taught him that requesting assistance was a sign of weakness. 
But tonight, Gabriel slept peacefully, dreaming of dragons that could be saved by caring villages. In that dream lay a truth that three generations of Martínez men were gradually uncovering: strength wasn’t about distance, endurance, or silence. Sometimes, strength meant letting a six-year-old climb into your hospital bed and share stories of dragons until both of you believed in the possibility of healing.













Alejandro's Choice 
By the summer of 2013, Joaquín's illness had become the family's primary concern—medications timed precisely, oxygen levels closely monitored, and activities adjusted for better breathing days. Amid this delicate balance arrived a job offer, a promotion Alejandro felt destined to decline. Regional Operations Manager. A forty percent raise. Stock options. Benefits for Joaquín’s growing medical expenses. Everything his practical side had longed for over the past five years. But the catch was clear: "Position based in Phoenix, Arizona. Relocation required within 60 days." Alejandro read it three times before closing his laptop, the words searing behind his eyelids. His supervisor had called twice, eager for an answer. "An opportunity of a lifetime," he insisted. "Such offers are rare."

That evening at home, Elena discovered him in the garage—not working, simply sitting on the concrete floor, holding the printed offer like evidence of a crime yet to unfold. "That’s either good or bad news," she said, easing herself beside him. She looked tired, crediting it to Gabriel's new soccer schedule. He handed her the letter. As she read, he noticed the shift in her expression when she reached "Phoenix." Her excitement turned into something more intricate.

"Forty percent more," she said softly. "Yes." "That could allow us to—" "Afford everything. Gabriel's college. Better medical care for my dad. That piano you've been eyeing online." "I do not browse for pianos online." "Your browsing history says otherwise." She leaned against him. "What did your father say?" "I haven’t told him yet." "Why not?" He recalled Joaquín that morning, using the portable oxygen concentrator to move through the house. The image of his father at the window, observing Gabriel’s soccer practice in the backyard while confined from the freshly cut lawn—a cloud of dust triggering a coughing fit—was vivid. The distance between him and his grandson wasn’t in feet but in the glass barrier, the dense air his lungs could no longer handle.

"Because he'll tell me to go," Alejandro admitted. "He'll say it's the reason he sacrificed everything, so I could have opportunities like this." "And you don’t want to hear that?" "I don’t want him to be right." They fell into silence, surrounded by the garage's aroma of old motor oil and new potentials. "I’m pregnant," Elena revealed. Her words landed heavily, reshaping everything. Alejandro turned to her, reading her measured emotion. "How long?" "About seven weeks. I wanted to be sure before complicating matters." Before making Phoenix not just a move but about raising children eight hundred miles from their roots.

"A baby," Alejandro repeated, weighing the implications. "Another baby. A sibling for Gabriel. A grandchild for your parents." "We could make Phoenix work," she suggested, though her tone lacked conviction. "Good schools; your parents could visit…" "My father can barely move from the bedroom to the kitchen. No way is he flying to Phoenix." "Then we can visit—" "How often? Once a month? Until funds dwindle or we find excuses for why this month won't work?" Elena’s hand found his. "You’ve already made your choice." He recognized it. He had decided the moment he read "Phoenix," perhaps even before. The Martínez family didn’t leave; they endured, struggled, and disintegrated together, always within the same zip code.

"I can’t become him," Alejandro asserted, referring to his father. "Working myself to death for money that won't matter if I'm not present to share it. With you. With them. With the new baby." His hand rested on Elena’s still-flat belly, protective yet anticipating the reveal. "Your dad will claim you’re squandering your opportunity." "Probably." "We’ll face challenges." "We’ll navigate them; we always do." Elena laughed softly, though weariness tinged her amusement, feeling genuine. "We’re foolish, aren’t we? Turning down forty percent more because we refuse to abandon a town that consumes everyone we love."

That evening, they told Joaquín and Antonia about both decisions—the rejected job offer and the impending baby. Antonia cried, hands flying to her mouth, gratitude spilling forth in both Spanish and English. Joaquín's expression shifted through careful evaluation. "Phoenix," he finally remarked. "A good opportunity." "A brilliant opportunity," Alejandro concurred. "For someone else." "The money—" "Isn’t worth Gabriel growing up without his grandparents or the new one knowing you only through stories." Joaquín’s demeanor altered, surprised and possibly recognizing something new. His hand slid across the table, reaching toward Alejandro, closing the distance between them. "You’re a fool," he said, but warmth accompanied his tone. "I learned from the best." "I worked so you could leave—achieve more." "You worked so I could choose," Alejandro clarified. "I’m choosing to stay. To be present. To let my kids know their grandfather while there's still time."

Later, Alejandro found Gabriel in the backyard, kicking a soccer ball against the fence. "Hey, buddy. Want to play?" They exchanged the ball in the fading light. "Are we moving?" Gabriel suddenly asked. "What made you think that?" "You and Mom were talking softly. You only do that for moving, finances, or Abuelo’s health." Just seven and already fluent in family concerns. "We aren’t moving. We’re staying right here." "Good," Gabriel replied simply. "Because Abuelo needs us. And the new baby will need Abuelo." "How did you—" "Mom keeps touching her belly. She did that before Sofía was born." Gabriel referenced their previous miscarriage, demonstrating an understanding of loss. "Will this baby stay?" "We hope so." "Me too. Abuelo would be a great grandpa for a baby. He’s getting better at it."

They kicked the ball until nightfall, until Antonia called them in for dinner, and until Alejandro felt that staying was less a sacrifice and more a commitment to what truly mattered—being present for the remaining moments. The promotion would go to someone else—someone willing to trade proximity for advancement. But Alejandro would remain here for Joaquín, for Gabriel’s first goal, and for the new baby, entering a family learning to bridge the distance between them.
	 

What We Keep 
The baby arrived during the first genuine storm of winter in January 2014. Rain hammered against the hospital windows with enough force to raise concerns over power outages. Elena had labored for nine hours, and Alejandro paced the same linoleum corridor where Gabriel was born seven years prior. Everything felt familiar, except for the man awkwardly seated in a waiting room chair. Joaquín shouldn't have been there. This hospital was exactly the kind of environment that posed risks for his compromised immune system—each surface a potential threat, every stray cough a danger. Yet he insisted on staying, wearing a surgical mask that only exacerbated his breathing, the portable oxygen concentrator by his side.

"You should head home," Alejandro urged for a third time. "We'll let you know when—" "I waited in the truck when you were born," Joaquín interrupted, his voice muffled by the mask. "I sat in the parking lot for fourteen hours because the waiting area felt too confining. I won’t make that mistake again." "I turned down Phoenix," Alejandro confessed, knowing Joaquín was probably already aware. "The financial gain could have changed everything." "Everything but what actually matters," Joaquín countered. "You think I don't see the sacrifice? But you’re here—in this awful chair, in a hospital that smells of disinfectant. That counts more than Phoenix."

It was the closest Joaquín had ever come to acknowledging that presence mattered more than provision. Before Alejandro could respond, a nurse appeared—the same one present during Gabriel's birth, now appearing slightly older but with a familiar welcoming smile. "You have a daughter," she announced cheerfully. "Healthy, loud, and absolutely perfect." A daughter. Alejandro felt reality shift with this new truth. They named her Sofía, reclaiming the name from the void left two years prior, believing that grief transformed could lead to joy.

In the following weeks, a new routine took shape. Joaquín couldn’t do much physically but could comfortably occupy a rocking chair in the living room, soothing her while she slept and singing old songs from Michoacán that Alejandro had never known. Gabriel took it upon himself to be Sofía’s guardian and guide, discussing dinosaurs with her curious eyes, reading her dragon books with thoughtful enthusiasm. He understood that being an older sibling meant teaching what you knew—even if the student wasn’t ready. "She likes the T. rex best," he told everyone confidently. "She lights up when she sees the T. rex pages." "That's just gas, buddy," Elena gently redirected. "She smiles at T. Rex," Gabriel insisted, and no one challenged him because sometimes belief mattered more than biology.

The decision to turn down the Phoenix opportunity came with consequences. Finances tightened with an additional mouth to feed, and medical bills arrived predictably like seasonal changes. Yet something else thrived as well. In the evenings, Alejandro returned to find Joaquín teaching Gabriel card games at the kitchen table while Elena nursed Sofía, and Antonia prepared meals for a small army. The house felt full, overflowing with more than just ample room.

One evening, Joaquín experienced troubling coughing episodes, each spasm triggering yet another. Alejandro prepared to call 911, but Gabriel arrived first—not reaching for the phone, but for Joaquín. "Like the dragon," he stated firmly, his small hands resting on Joaquín’s shoulders. "Remember? Dragons breathe differently. In through the nose, hold it, out through the mouth." Joaquín mimicked Gabriel's exaggerated breaths, allowing the child's calm to help ease him. It took ten long minutes, but eventually, the coughing subsided, leaving Joaquín fatigued yet relieved. "Better?" Gabriel asked. "Mejor," Joaquín confirmed, placing his hand over Gabriel’s, acknowledging that the small child had just saved him through presence and patience.

Later that night, Alejandro stood in Sofía's room, monitoring her sleep in the crib they had bought secondhand and revitalized with paint. The mobile above her, adorned with dinosaurs—Gabriel’s contribution—spun gently beneath the warmth of the heat register. He reflected on Phoenix, on all the advantages it promised—the pool, superior schools, and the forty percent raise that could solve many issues while breeding others.

Elena drifted in beside him. "Regrets?" she asked softly. "No," Alejandro replied, and he meant it sincerely. "Phoenix would have been easier. But this is what we choose to keep." "Even when it gets tough?" "Especially during difficult times. The hardest experiences bear the most value." Sofía stirred slightly, letting out a soft sound before settling back into slumber. Above her, the dinosaurs continued to orbit, guardians of something invaluable, fragile, and worth fighting for.
The imagined Phoenix residence, with its pool, existed in another reality. But in this reality—within their home in Hollister, with a leaky roof and pressing mortgage—the Martínez family was learning lessons Joaquín had never grasped, and Alejandro was continually uncovering: success wasn’t about financial gain but rather about closing the gaps between those who had spent generations perfecting the art of standing apart.














Chapter 9: 
Late Harvest

The Things We Build 
Gabriel's garden began as a school project in June 2014. The assignment was straightforward: grow something from seed, track its progress, and learn about life cycles. When he brought home a packet of tomato seeds, Joaquín’s reaction transformed entirely. "Tomatoes," he exclaimed, clutching the packet as if it might burst. "You are growing tomatoes."

"It's just for school, Abuelo. We need something simple."

Joaquín slowly rose from his chair, his oxygen tubes tangling briefly as he sorted them out. "Tomatoes aren't simple. People think they are, but they're not. Come."

He led Gabriel to the backyard, moving slowly yet steadily despite his frailty. They stopped at a patch of dirt by the fence that was always home to weeds. The June sun shone brightly, causing Joaquín to squint. Alejandro was transported back to his childhood, recalling his father trudging home from the fields, eyes squinted against California's bright light.

"Here," Joaquín said, pointing to the ground. "But first, we prepare."

What followed was the most animated Alejandro had seen Joaquín in months. He instructed Gabriel and Alejandro on how to prepare the soil, demonstrating the skills he had mastered over decades. Alejandro found himself listening to his father for the first time since he was a child—fetch compost, check pH, assess drainage. But these were not harsh commands; they were lessons shared during moments that mattered.

"Your great-grandfather grew tomatoes in Coalcomán," Joaquín told Gabriel clearly but with effort. "The soil there was different—volcanic and rich. Here, the soil is weary. It has been worn down for too long. Like the people."

He showed Gabriel how to form mounds for drainage, space the plants to avoid competition for nutrients, and read the earth's mood through its texture and scent. Alejandro observed Joaquín’s weathered hands guiding Gabriel's smaller ones, demonstrating how to press the seeds into the soil at the correct depth.

"Why did you stop?" Gabriel asked. "Growing things?"

Joaquín paused, resting his hand on the tilled soil. "I didn’t stop. I grew them for others. In their fields. For profit instead of nourishment."

"That's sad," Gabriel replied, sincerity in his voice.

"Yes," Joaquín admitted. "It was."

They planted six varieties of tomatoes—cherry tomatoes for Sofía when she grew older, Roma for Elena’s sauces, and heirlooms that Joaquín insisted would taste just like Mexico, even though the seeds had come from Home Depot. Each planting turned into a lesson.

"The waiting is the hardest part," Joaquín remarked as he settled into the lawn chair Alejandro had brought out. "You do everything right, then you wait. And while you wait, you doubt. Doubt can kill things faster than drought."

Weeks passed, and the garden became Joaquín's world. Though he could no longer kneel or bend without coughing violently, he could still supervise the garden from his chair. Gabriel became his helper, watering each morning before school, checking for pests, and reporting on growth with scientific precision.

"Two inches on the Roma!" Gabriel shouted, his ruler in hand. "The cherry tomatoes have flowers!"

Sofía, nearly seven months old and crawling, was placed on a blanket beside Joaquín’s chair. He spoke to her in Spanish, sharing stories of rain patterns from Michoacán and tales of the garden that fed eight children—stories Alejandro had never heard.

One evening, after a long gardening session, Joaquín grasped Alejandro's arm—not for support, but to make a point. "When I'm gone—"

"Dad—"

"Listen. When I’m gone, the garden becomes Gabriel's. But he will need help. Especially with the tomatoes. They hold proof."

"Proof of what?"

"Proof that we were here. That we nurtured life. That the soil remembers us even when everything else forgets."

In July, they enjoyed the first harvest: three cherry tomatoes, vibrant red and small as promises. Gabriel carried them inside like treasures, insisting everyone take a taste. They gathered at the kitchen table—the same one that had witnessed years of silence—and shared a solemn moment over the three tiny tomatoes.

"They taste like sunshine," Elena declared.

"They taste like Abuelo," Gabriel corrected, and everyone understood what he meant. They tasted like inherited wisdom and acknowledged patience.

By August, the garden overflowed with tomatoes. Countertops brimmed with produce, and they shared their bounty generously with neighbors who had only ever received polite waves from the Martínez family. Elena learned to can, with Antonia teaching her methods passed down through generations.

"We're rich," Gabriel announced one morning while surveying the harvest.

"In tomatoes," Alejandro corrected.

"Same thing," Gabriel replied, and once again, everyone understood. Abundance was not about money; it was having more of what truly mattered.

September brought challenges. First, the aphids appeared, followed by ruthless hornworms that could decimate a plant overnight. Joaquín, too weak to reach the garden chair most days, directed the defense from his bed.

"Dish soap and water," he instructed for the aphids. "For the hornworms, you hunt. Early morning or evening."

Gabriel took on the role of the hornworm hunter, diligently inspecting each plant. One morning, Alejandro found Gabriel crying by the tomato plants. Half of the heirlooms had been destroyed overnight.

"Abuelo will be so disappointed," Gabriel sobbed.

Alejandro knelt beside him, recalling moments he had disappointed Joaquín. "He won't be disappointed. He'll be proud you tried. That you cared enough to cry over tomatoes."

Together they approached Joaquín. Looking at the damaged plants, Joaquín spoke solemnly.

"Cutworms. Not your fault. They come from beneath, at night. This is farming—this is life. Things perish. But look—more survived than perished. That’s success."

In October, the final harvest occurred. Joaquín made it to the garden one last time, supported by Alejandro and Gabriel. He settled into his chair, Sofía on his lap, reflecting on what they had created.

"Next year," he told Gabriel, "plant two weeks earlier. The soil is ready now. It knows what to do."

That night, as Alejandro helped Joaquín to bed, Joaquín spoke uninvited.

"I never taught you to grow things. I regret that."

"You taught me to work—"

"Work isn't the same as growing. Work is just movement. Growing is about hope. I worked so hard I forgot to hope. Don’t forget to hope, mijo."

Mijo. My son. Joaquín had rarely used that term.

"The tomatoes," Joaquín continued. "Keep growing them. With Gabriel. With Sofía when she’s older. Teach them what I couldn’t teach you."

"I don't know enough—"

"You know enough to try. That's all anyone knows."

Through the wall, they heard Gabriel reading to Sofía, navigating the bigger words with care.

"You and I talked more over tomatoes than we ever did in forty years," Alejandro remarked quietly.

"Gardens do that," Joaquín replied. "They force you to slow down, pay attention, and wait for things. All the things I was too frightened to do with you."

He closed his eyes, fatigue washing over him, yet he took Alejandro's hand with unexpected strength.

"The seeds are in the garage," he said. "Gabriel knows which ones."


 
The Distance Closes 
The crisis hit on a Tuesday morning in February 2015, which had started with unanticipated optimism. Joaquín had been stable for weeks; his new medication managed COPD effectively, allowing him to attend Gabriel's science fair. He even engaged thoughtfully in discussions about Gabriel's project on plant respiration, impressing the teacher with his insights.

But on that Tuesday morning, Antonia found Joaquín sprawled on the bathroom floor. He was conscious but unable to communicate, his face twisted in confusion, one arm limp.

"Stroke," the paramedic stated calmly. "We need to act quickly."

At the hospital, the information came in precise medical terms: an ischemic stroke affecting the left hemisphere, resulting in aphasia and right-side weakness. The doctor explained the options neutrally—clot-dissolving medication might help, but due to his fragile lungs, it carried significant risks.

"He has a DNR," Antonia said quietly. "No machines. He made me promise."

"This is different," the doctor clarified. "This would be temporary support, not permanent. But with his COPD, removing him from a ventilator could be challenging."

The decision lay with them. Alejandro envisioned Joaquín in the garden, teaching patience. Joaquín cradling Sofía while she tugged at his oxygen tubes. Joaquín at Gabriel’s science fair, earnestly curious about everything.

"He’d want to try," Alejandro decided. "The man he was five years ago wouldn’t have, but now... he’d want to try."

They administered the medication at hour three, almost reaching the deadline. The waiting began—Joaquín lay unconscious but breathing on his own, machines monitoring him closely.

Gabriel arrived after school, brought by Oscar despite Alejandro's objections. He approached the bed fearlessly, taking Joaquín's unresponsive hand.

"The tomatoes are sprouting," he told Joaquín. "The ones we planted in egg cartons. I’ve been rotating them, so they grow upright."

Gabriel detailed the garden, school, and how Sofía had learned to say "up" and "no." His voice filled the sterile room, a touch of normalcy, anchored in belief that Joaquín could hear him.

On the second day, Joaquín's eyes opened. Upon seeing Alejandro, he tried to speak; his mouth moved, but no words formed. The frustration in his eyes was heartbreaking.

"It's alright, Dad," Alejandro soothed, grasping his strong hand. "The doctors say your speech might return. With therapy. With time."

Joaquín's gaze shifted to the window. He moved his mouth again, and this time a sound emerged—not quite a word but intentional.

"Jardín," he managed, broken yet clear. Garden.

"It's all covered," Alejandro assured him. "I placed plastic over the seedlings. They’re safe."

Recovery progressed slowly, with Joaquín's speech returning in glimpses. A speech therapist discovered that he could sing words he couldn't articulate.

"Singing uses different neural pathways," she explained.

Thus, Joaquín, who had hidden his father's songs for years, began singing them again to relearn language. Gabriel joined him, picking up the Spanish lyrics phonetically, their voices weaving melodies about birds and rain.

Three weeks later, Joaquín returned home—Alejandro had taken family medical leave. They occupied the garden together, Joaquín in his chair, overseeing the planting of spring vegetables.

Sofía, confidently strolling, brought him dirt.

"Abelo," she said. "For you."

Joaquín held the soil in her tiny palms, then looked at his own worn hands. Slowly, he let her pour the earth into his palm.

"Gracias, mi amor," he said, his words emerging clearly for the first time since the stroke. "Thank you, my love."

That phrase hung in the air like a miracle—not just clarity in speech, but warmth in expression.

"Abelo talks!" Sofía exclaimed, clapping her dirt-smeared hands.

"Yes," Joaquín confirmed. "Abuelo talks now."

But it was more than just speech returning. Something fundamental had shifted. Though the stroke had taken Joaquín's words, they returned transformed—softer, more open to emotions.

"I was scared," he confided to Alejandro that evening. "When I lost my ability to speak, I thought about all the words I had left unspoken. The chances to say 'I love you' or 'I'm proud.' I feared dying with those words trapped inside."

"But you didn't."

"No. I got another chance. Many men don’t. I won’t waste it."

The changes were subtle but persistent. Joaquín began responding when spoken to, sharing thoughts and initiating conversations. He told stories from Coalcomán without prompting, sang songs with Gabriel, and let Sofía style his thinning hair with toy clips.

One morning, Alejandro saw his father teaching Gabriel how to make paper airplanes.

"The angle is crucial," Joaquín was saying. "Too steep, and it crashes. Too shallow, and it doesn’t soar. Like everything—you need balance."

"Just like you and Dad," Gabriel casually remarked. "You were too far apart before. Now you're getting closer."

Joaquín turned to Alejandro across the table, cluttered with paper planes. A connection passed between them—though not full understanding, it was a hopeful possibility. The distance remained, decades of it, but for the first time, it felt bridgeable.

"We're trying," Joaquín said carefully, testing the words.

"Yeah," Alejandro agreed. "We're trying."

Gabriel launched a plane that flew straight and true across the room. "See? Better angle." The metaphor was clear, possibly too obvious, but sometimes the most evident issues were the hardest to face. They weren’t balanced yet, but they were adjusting angles, discovering what it took to soar.


Mijo: We Bend, Not Break 
Surface Tensions 	Comment by Cameron Smith: Couldn’t find new attached “Surface Tensions” Section.	Comment by Francisco Castillo: It's updated now

Alejandro stood by the fence, watching his eleven-year-old son play midfielder at Rancho San Justo Middle School on an October day in 2017. The field was a patchwork of brown and green, irrigation struggling against the California drought. He gripped the chain-link until his knuckles turned white, trying to blend in with the other fathers, who seemed to know precisely when to cheer.

"That’s it, Marco! All day, baby, all day!" Tony shouted as his son cleared the ball. He turned to Alejandro. "Gabriel has impressive footwork. You must practice with him regularly."

"His grandfather, mostly," Alejandro replied, bitterness seeping in.

"That's beautiful. Three generations on the field. My old man never came to my games." Tony cheered as Marco seized the ball. "That's my boy! Did you see that? Just like we practiced!"

Just like we practiced. Alejandro had never practiced with Gabriel. Joaquín had taught him in the backyard while Alejandro stayed glued to the kitchen window, convincing himself he was too busy, that next week would work better.

When Gabriel scored in the second half, Alejandro cheered—but the sound came out wrong, too loud, trailing off when Gabriel didn't look his way. Other parents eyed him askew, and he saw himself through their gazes—a father unaware of his son’s jersey number, who had to ask about his position.

"Your boy’s got skills," another father commented. "Just like his grandfather. Joaquín could play, you know."

Even here, at his son’s game, Alejandro was primarily known as Joaquín's son, with Gabriel's father as a secondary figure.

During halftime, Gabriel jogged to the opposite side of the field for water, where several dads gathered with orange slices and Gatorade. Alejandro watched, captivated as Gabriel laughed at a joke, demonstrated a move, and had a father kindly correct his stance.

"Gabriel!" Alejandro called through the fence.

His son looked over, paused, then jogged toward him slowly.

"You’re dropping your shoulder before you turn," Alejandro said, trying to sound authoritative.

"Coach already fixed that," Gabriel replied, looking past him. "Like, three weeks ago."

Three weeks of games Alejandro had missed.

"Is Abuelo coming next week?"

"Doctor’s appointment."

"He was here last week when you weren’t." Gabriel said flatly, matter-of-factly. "And the week before."

The whistle blew, sparing Alejandro from further discussion. As Gabriel jogged back, one of the fathers yelled, "Hey, Gabe! Remember what we discussed—pressure on the ball!"

"Got it, Mr. K!" Gabriel responded enthusiastically, a brightness Alejandro hadn’t heard directed at him in months.

After the game, they walked to the car in silence. Gabriel kept three steps ahead, earbuds already in place. In the parking lot, Tony embraced Marco, both of them laughing. Another father slung his arm around his son’s shoulders, moving in sync.

"You played well," Alejandro tried as they reached the car.

"You already said that."

"Did I?"

Gabriel genuinely looked at him, asking, "Do you even like soccer?"

"Of course I—"

"You never watch it on TV. You don’t know any players. You only came today because Mom insisted."

"That’s not—"

"It’s fine," Gabriel said, getting into the car. "You don’t have to pretend."

They drove home in a silence that felt different—not serene, but fractured. Upon arriving, Gabriel exited before the engine silenced.

"Thanks for coming," he called over his shoulder, but it felt like a goodbye.

Alejandro sat in the car for another five minutes, watching his son disappear into the house where Joaquín would inquire about the game, knowing the right questions to prompt, understanding the answers without needing to ask. He saw them deep in conversation, Gabriel animatedly demonstrating something while Joaquín nodded in genuine interest.

He pressed his palms against his eyes, a pressure building in his chest like steam without a release. Another father would have known about the shoulder issue three weeks ago. Another father would have practiced with his son. Another father would have been in that living room, part of the discussion instead of lurking outside.

The clock read 4:47 PM. He had emails to answer, work demanding his attention—excuses that were beginning to feel thin even to himself. But entering the house meant facing what he had become: a stranger at his son’s game, unnecessary in his own home, failing at the one thing he promised himself he would excel at over his own father.
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In March 2018, Sofía organized her tea party on the living room floor. Each stuffed animal had its designated place and role in the story she was crafting. At just four years old, she believed her imagination could reshape reality. Meanwhile, Alejandro stood in the hallway, home early and seeking an opportunity to join in.

"Abuelo, you sit here," she instructed, pointing to a spot between a teddy bear and a pink elephant. "You're the special guest."

Joaquín glanced at the floor, assessing the effort required to lower himself down and then get back up again. He had struggled to breathe all day due to allergies and weakened lungs. However, for Sofía's sake, he gradually lowered himself to the ground, aided by Elena.

"I can manage," he reassured her as he settled down to meet her gaze.

"Now we need—Daddy!" she shouted, noticing him. "Daddy, you're home!"

Her initial excitement waned quickly as practicality took over.

"I thought I'd join the tea party," Alejandro said, stepping closer to the circle.

Sofía scrutinized her setup and then turned to him, distressed. "But... you don’t have a cup."

"I could share wit "  

"No!" She clutched the nearest teacup defensively. "Mr. Bear needs his cup, and Pink Elephant needs hers, and Abuelo needs his, and this one is for Gabriel!"

"Gabriel's not here yet—"

"But he's coming! He promised!" She scooted nearer to Joaquín. "Abuelo, show the pinky. Show how you do the pinky."

Joaquín extended his worn finger over the plastic teacup and glanced uneasily at his son.

"Your daddy could join next time, mija," Joaquín suggested gently.

"Tomorrow?" she asked Alejandro. "You play tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow's Thursday. I have—"

"Oh." She quickly turned back to Joaquín, shifting gears. "Abuelo, you be the papa bear, okay? The nice papa bear."

"Mija—" Elena began, but Alejandro was already stepping back.

"It's fine," he said. "I have work anyway."

He retreated to the garage, overhearing Sofía's cheerful voice through the wall: "Mr. Bear is scared! He's scared 'cause... he can't find his mommy bear!"

"Oh no," Joaquín replied softly. "Where’s his mommy?"

"She's right here! See? She was here the whole time!" Sofía giggled. "Silly Mr. Bear!"

Their playful flow was punctuated by Sofía's delighted squeals whenever Joaquín mimicked a bear.

Gabriel arrived twenty minutes later and quickly joined in. "Save me any apple juice?"

"Gabriel! Sit here, sit here!" Sofía's joy was evident through the wall. "We're doing happy!"

"Doing happy?" he asked.

"Yeah! Tell a happy! Abuelo said... about the tomatoes!"

"The tomatoes make him happy?"

"Yeah! Your turn!"

"Hmm. Soccer makes me happy."

"And tea parties?"

"The best tea parties ever," Gabriel replied, and Alejandro could feel his son’s smile.

"Daddy?" Sofía suddenly called. "Do you wanna tell a happy?"

But Alejandro had already withdrawn deeper into the garage, pretending he hadn't heard her. After a moment, he caught her saying, "Maybe he’s doing work."

"Yeah, probably," Gabriel replied softly.

"We gots Abuelo," Sofía said cheerfully. "Abuelo does tea parties well."

"Yeah," Gabriel nodded. "He does."

He lingered in the garage, aimlessly rearranging tools that didn’t need organizing, each burst of laughter from the living room pushing him further into pointless activity. When Elena finally came to fetch him for dinner, she found him lost in thought, holding a hammer he had clutched for too long.

"She didn't have a cup for me," he said, his voice filled with sorrow.

"She's four—"

"She saved one for Gabriel. 'This one is for Gabriel!' It was like she just knew he'd come. Expected him." The hammer trembled in his grip. "My own father can sit on the floor for twenty minutes, bad lungs and all. But I’m just... 'Maybe he’s doing work.'"

"Alejandro—"

"Don't." He slammed the hammer down, startling both of them. "Don’t tell me it’s okay. It’s not. None of this is okay."

Through the garage window, he saw them at the dinner table—his family, whole without him. Sofía was perched on Joaquín's lap, sharing his fork, while Gabriel laughed genuinely at something. The empty chair at the head of the table felt like an afterthought.

"I'm going back to the office," he declared.

"It's seven o'clock. It’s dinner—"

"She saved Gabriel's cup. Had his spot all ready." His voice quivered. "But I wasn’t even... she didn’t even think..."

He drove away, his daughter’s innocent words echoing: __Maybe he’s doing work.__ They weren’t cruel; they simply reflected what a four-year-old learned to expect. She hadn’t rejected him—she’d adapted to his absence in the only way she could. Somehow, that was harder to accept.

The office was dark, empty, and perfect. Here, no one emphasized his absence because absence was the norm. Here, he didn’t have to see his father effortlessly becoming the man his children needed, managing at seventy what Alejandro struggled to handle at forty-one. Here, the numbing ache in his chest felt like tranquility instead of what it truly was—the last weight pressing down on something on the verge of breaking.

Francisco Castillo 
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The Calm Before 
The photographer arrived tardily on a December morning in 2019, apologizing for the traffic and carrying what seemed to be an excess of equipment for a family portrait. Elena had discovered her on Instagram, admiring her ability to capture genuine family happiness.

"Natural but polished," the photographer assured them, positioning them in front of their house. Their dormant garden stretched behind them, with the raised beds Joaquín and Gabriel had built lying empty, waiting for the spring that seemed increasingly theoretical.

"Mr. Martínez, could you lean in toward your father just a bit?"

Alejandro edged closer to Joaquín but remained tense, like someone bracing for impact. They hadn’t engaged in a real conversation in months.

"Gabriel, hand on your grandfather’s shoulder—perfect. And Sofía, sweetheart, can you smile without showing all your teeth?"

"I like showing my teeth," Sofía replied. "I lost one yesterday. The tooth fairy gave me five dollars."

"Inflation," Joaquín commented, and everyone laughed—too loud, too quick; the laughter filled the space but lacked joy.

"Beautiful! Hold that!" the photographer called out, unaware that Gabriel's hand hovered just above Joaquín's shoulder, never quite making contact. Alejandro’s smile never reached his eyes. Elena's hand on his arm felt more like a grip than a touch.

Between shots, they immediately separated, as if pushed apart by opposing magnets. Alejandro checked his phone. Gabriel plugged in earbuds. Joaquín adjusted his oxygen hose unnecessarily. Only Sofía remained in place, five years old and still believing that standing together meant true togetherness.

"One more formal one," the photographer instructed, but Alejandro's phone rang suddenly.

"I have to take this," he said, already walking away. "Work emergency."

"It’s Saturday," Elena replied flatly.

"Emergencies don’t care what day it is."

He spoke to no one in the garage for ten minutes, holding the silent phone to his ear and pressing his palm against his eyes until he saw stars. The pressure in his chest had built over weeks—a tightness that made him want to scream, run, or break something to release it.

When he finally returned, the photographer had abandoned formal poses.

"Let's try something fun! Silly faces!"

The shift in mood brightened everything. Joaquín barely changed his expression. Gabriel's silly face looked forced. Alejandro could manage only a grimace. Only Sofía fully committed, crossing her eyes and sticking out her tongue.

"Perfect!" the photographer exclaimed, untruthfully. "You have such a beautiful family."

That evening, as Elena edited the photos on her phone, Alejandro stood in the garage, staring at the labeled seed jars on the shelf—each variety preserved from past harvests, when Gabriel still helped willingly and Joaquín could work a full day in the garden. The labels had faded. Some jars had toppled over, scattering seeds and mixing their identities.

"The photos came out beautiful," Elena said from the doorway, though she didn’t approach. "We look happy."

"We look like strangers pretending to be a family," Alejandro replied.

"That's not—" She stopped, unable to finish that lie. "Sofía's happy."

"Sofía doesn’t know any better yet."

"Your dad smiled in a few."

"At Sofía. Only at Sofía." Alejandro picked up a jar of seeds and shook it. The sound was hollow—most were likely dead by now, too old to sprout. "Gabriel didn’t even truly reach for him. Did you see that? His hand hovered just there."

"Like father, like son," Elena said softly.

The statement struck hard. Alejandro set down the jar, and seeds spilled across the workbench.

"I'm trying—"

"No, you're not. You’re just going to work. You’re hiding in here, on your phone during family photos." Her voice faltered. "The kids hardly ask for you anymore. Do you know that? They've stopped counting on you to show up."

"Maybe that’s better."

"Alejandro—"

"No, really. Look at us. Everything I touch falls apart." He gestured to the scattered seeds. "The garden’s lifeless. Gabriel won’t talk to me. Sofía doesn’t even—" He paused, recalling the tea party, the absent cup. "I'm becoming exactly what I despised."

"You’re not your father."

"You're right. He’s actually here now. He shows up. I’m worse than he ever was."

Elena wanted to argue but found herself at a loss for words. Outside, the December wind rattled the garage door. The Christmas lights they had strung blinked erratically—one strand already half dead, likely due to a broken wire they’d never find.

"The seeds will keep," she finally said, though they both understood it wasn’t true. Seeds had a limited lifespan. Wait too long, and no amount of water or sunlight could revive them.

The Christmas card would show them together, smiling—a family appearing whole for precisely 1/125th of a second. In three months, the facade would shatter entirely, Alejandro finally breaking under the strain of his own redundancy at home.

Yet that December night, they stood in the garage surrounded by lifeless seeds and flickering lights, the chasm between them measured by unspoken words, all the reaching that couldn’t happen, all the love without a safe landing.

Alejandro would work late every night through the holidays. Gabriel would stop asking him to do anything. Sofía would learn to rationalize Daddy’s absence without sorrow. Joaquín would watch it unfold, resigned, unable to intervene.

The calm before the storm, except everyone could feel the pressure dropping, the electricity building in the air. They were just waiting, really. Waiting for something to break so they could finally stop pretending everything was fine.








Chapter 10:
The Pandemic Unfolds

The Shutdown
March 2020 arrived like a grim diagnosis. Elena was the first to notice it—the locked mask cabinet at the clinic, the senior doctor scrubbing his hands until they bled, and the deafening silence that enveloped break rooms whenever she entered. She started changing in the garage without explaining her reasons to anyone.

“Just two weeks to flatten the curve,” Alejandro announced at dinner on March 13th, the day everything came to a halt. His laptop displayed nine unread Slack messages, reminders of obligations he dreaded to confront.

“Maybe less,” he added, although the word “maybe” trembled in his throat.

Gabriel's school sent home an assignment packet that presumed parents possessed unlimited time and functional printers. Sofía, only five years old, repeatedly inquired when they could visit the store, attend school, or go anywhere that didn’t feel like a prison. Joaquín sat in his chair, his oxygen tube whistling with every labored breath, acutely aware of how their world was shrinking to the confines of their living room.

That weekend, Antonia arrived unannounced, her car packed with supplies. No phone call beforehand—just bags filled with rice, beans, and enough toilet paper to last for months.

“Mamá, what’s all this?” Alejandro asked while assisting her with the heavy bags, feeling ashamed of the sheer quantity.

“It’s gonna get bad,” she said, avoiding eye contact. “Really bad. Joaquín’s lungs can’t survive this virus.”

She produced masks she had sewn from old pillowcases. “I found the pattern online. The lady said these work.”

“You don’t know that—”

“I know your father's lungs are at risk. I know this virus kills those who struggle to breathe.” She looked out at Joaquín, who was laboring just to sit upright. “We’re not taking chances.”

She left them with a bottle of blessed water from church. “Father Luis blessed it. Spray the house every morning.”

“Mom, that’s not how viruses—”

“Just do it. It can’t hurt.”

By April, Alejandro’s Slack channel shrank from sixty participants to just twelve. Each gray avatar symbolized someone’s mortgage vanishing or health insurance melting away. He worked eighteen-hour days to demonstrate his value, his laptop pressing against his thighs while Elena toiled through actual eighteen-hour shifts, delivering final goodbyes to patients.

The house established its own rhythm. Alejandro typed through sleepless nights, embodying a frantic dance of desperation. Elena showered in the early hours, attempting to rinse away the lingering odors of the hospital. Gabriel did Sofía’s laundry at midnight because the noise frightened her during the daytime.

“The company’s restructuring,” he told Elena one evening while lying in bed, both too exhausted for intimacy.

“You mean layoffs.”

“Strategic realignment.”

“Alejandro.”

“Yeah. Layoffs.”

May brought the first real fracture in the family. A Zoom meeting with Gabriel's teacher regarding missing assignments validated Alejandro's fears. He had promised to assist with algebra but kept being pulled into emergency discussions about doomed projects.

“Mr. Martínez, Gabriel is a bright child, but he needs support right now—”

“I’m supporting him,” Alejandro retorted. “I’m supporting us all. I’m trying to keep my job so we have healthcare, so we have a home, so—”

The teacher's image on the screen remained neutral. “I understand things are challenging.”

After that call, he found Gabriel in the backyard, kicking a soccer ball against the fence, each thud echoing his frustration.

“Your teacher says you’re missing assignments.”

“You promised you’d help,” Gabriel replied, still focused on the ball. “Three weeks ago. Remember?”

“I’ve been—”

“Busy. Yeah.” Thud. “You’re always busy.”

“I’m trying to keep my job!”

Gabriel caught the ball, finally looking at him. “Mom kept hers.”

The words struck hard. Elena was essential, a hero as the news kept claiming. Alejandro sat at his laptop, shuffling meaningless numbers and drafting presentations that would go unseen.

By June, Joaquín started teaching Gabriel and Sofía Spanish through the bedroom door—close enough to hear but far enough for safety. Alejandro would walk by and hear the laughter, the conjugating of verbs, Joaquín sharing stories about Coalcomán that he had never told Alejandro.

“Why doesn’t Dad join us?” he once overheard Sofía ask.

“Está trabajando,” Joaquín replied. He’s working.

Yet Alejandro lingered in the hallway, laptop closed, listening to his father share what he had never learned.

The email arrived on July 15th at 9:47 AM. Just two sentences. “Position eliminated effective immediately. We appreciate your contributions.”

He sat at the dining table for three long hours, his laptop still open to the email. The cursor blinked where his name had once appeared in the company directory, leaving a blank space as though he had never existed. Elena found him there, still in scrubs that reeked of disinfectant and other people's fear.

“They let me go.”

She sank into the chair across from him and reached for his hand. He recoiled.

“Don’t.”

“Alejandro—”

“You’re the hero. You’re essential. I’m just—” He gestured at the laptop, at himself, at the emptiness. “Eliminated.”

Despite losing his job, he started dressing as if he were going to work. Each day, he sat at the computer from 9 to 5, scrolling through job boards that demanded skills he lacked and experience that had become irrelevant. Gabriel stopped asking for help. Sofía stopped inviting him to play. They learned to maneuver around him as if he were merely furniture.

August marked the onset of his breakdown. Minor irritations grew—snapping at Sofía for humming too loudly, hurling the remote when the WiFi failed, punching the garage wall when no one was watching. His knuckles bruised, but Elena was either too exhausted to notice or too hesitant to address it.

Antonia called every Tuesday and Friday at exactly 7 PM.

“How's Joaquín?” she would always ask first.

“He’s okay,” Elena replied, watching him struggle to eat soup.

“Don’t lie to me, mija.”

“He’s... managing.”

“And my son?”

“He’s...” Elena glanced at Alejandro, still glued to the laptop at 7 PM, still wearing yesterday's clothes. “He’s having a tough time.”

“Men don’t know how to seek help. My father did the same. And my husband too. And now Alejandro.” She sighed, the sound of rosary beads softly clicking audible over the phone. “Just keep everyone alive. That’s all we can do.”

One night, after Alejandro had slammed yet another door, Elena suggested they talk to someone.

“Talk to who? About what? That I’m useless? That my father relates better to my kids than I do? That you’re saving lives while I’m—” He abruptly stopped, his hands trembling.

“You’re struggling. We all are.”

“No, you’re all managing. I’m the only one unraveling.”

September brought thick smoke from wildfires that turned the sky a scorched orange. The world looked apocalyptic, and Alejandro felt vindicated—the outside finally aligned with his insides. One evening, he stood in the backyard, ash falling like snow, watching his family through the window. They were engaged in a board game, Joaquín directing from his chair, laughter spilling out thanks to something Sofía had said.

He wasn’t even angry anymore. He felt unnecessary. A ghost haunting his own home.










The Breaking Point
By November, Alejandro had surrendered any hope of job searching. The table where he once set up his laptop transformed into Sofía's art station. His corner of the bedroom disappeared under piles of Elena's medical journals. Even his mug became a holder for pencils.

Thanksgiving turned into a chaotic arrangement of takeout containers scattered across the porch. Everyone bundled in jackets, pretending this was an adventure rather than a struggle for survival. Joaquín could hardly eat; chewing exhausted him. Yet he was present in ways Alejandro couldn’t manage, even with functional lungs.

That morning, Antonia called early.

“I made food,” she declared. “Turkey, tamales, three pies.”

“We’re fine, Amá,” Elena responded, glancing at their meager takeout containers.

“Don’t lie. Let me bring—”

“Alejandro won’t... he can’t handle it right now. He can’t endure you seeing him like this.”

Silence stretched between them. Finally, Antonia said, “Men and their damn pride. My father starved rather than accept charity. My husband nearly did the same. Now my son.”

“It’s not pride, it’s—”

“It’s pride, mija. Just keep him alive. Even if he resents you for it.”

“What are you thankful for?” Elena attempted to maintain one tradition.

“Friends,” Gabriel said, referring to those he only saw on screens.

“Dolls,” Sofía chimed in, clutching the ones she named Patient and Doctor.

“Family,” Joaquín wheezed.

Everyone’s gaze shifted to Alejandro. He abruptly rose and retreated inside without uttering a word. From the window, he could hear Elena making excuses, Joaquín gently reassuring, as the meal continued without him.

December felt like a countdown to nothing. No job applications sent, no responses from those he had submitted to. No purpose. He spent endless hours in the garage, rearranging tools that didn’t need fixing, breaking things just to rebuild them, repairing items only to destroy them once more.

The garage reeked of WD-40 and failure. He sprayed hinges that didn’t squeak, tightened bolts that were already secure—anything to keep his hands busy while his mind consumed itself.

Days merged into one another. Alejandro's phone lay silent, devoid of callbacks and interviews. Joaquín's newspapers accumulated, neglected. Gabriel's headphones became a permanent accessory, creating a barrier against the growing silence that suffocated the house.

One evening, on December 28th, Alejandro stood at the kitchen counter, obsessively rearranging the same three dishes. The clock’s ticking reverberated throughout the room.

“Papá, ¿me puedes pasar el agua?” Gabriel asked quietly.

Alejandro slammed the pitcher down, water splashing across the table and soaking Gabriel’s homework.

“Jesus, Dad—”

“What? What now?” Alejandro's voice cracked. “I’m here, aren’t I? Every day, keeping everything together while you hide upstairs with your games—”

“I’m doing homework!”

“No, you’re hiding, just like him.” Alejandro pointed at Joaquín. “Just like you taught me, right, Dad? Don’t talk, don’t feel, just sit there with your newspaper pretending everything’s fine.”

Joaquín slowly rose, the oxygen tube catching on the chair. “¿Ahora es mi culpa? I worked every day of my life—”

“You worked. That’s all you did. Never talked to me, never taught me how to be a father, how to be a man who doesn’t—” Alejandro's hands trembled. “Who doesn’t fall apart when everything goes wrong.”

“I taught you to be strong—”

“You taught me to be silent! To bottle everything up until it chokes me!”

Elena stepped in between them. “Alejandro, stop. We’re all—”

“No, you’re surviving. You’re essential. You matter. I’m just—” He gestured at himself, at the quiet phone, at nothing. “Eliminated. That’s how they put it. Position eliminated.”

“That’s not your fault—”

“Then whose fault is it?” He turned to Gabriel. “His? For needing things I can’t provide? Yours for being the hero while I’m the failure? Or his—” pointing again at Joaquín, “—for shaping me this way?”

“Nobody made you anything,” Joaquín spoke quietly, but his voice carried years of unvoiced pain. “You think I wanted to be distant? You really think I chose this? My father never spoke to me except to give orders. His father punished him for showing vulnerability. We pass down what we know.”

“Then what’s the point of any of it?” Alejandro's voice rose to an almost desperate peak. “What’s the purpose of traditions, ancestors, these—”

He faced the living room, toward the untouched altar. His grandmother's photo glared back—the woman Joaquín claimed passed young from holding too much inside.

He still held the hammer from the garage. When did he even pick it up?

“Alejandro—” Elena warned.

But he was already in motion. The first swing was almost accidental—his wild gesture caught the altar’s corner. A candle toppled. Glass shattered.

Then something within him broke.

The second swing was intentional. The third erupted from rage. By the fourth, he lost count. Wood splintered. Frames shattered. Decades of careful preservation obliterated in moments.

“Stop it!” Gabriel pleaded. “Dad, please stop!”

But Alejandro couldn’t hear him over the cacophony of destruction—glass, wood, and something deeper. All these faces, these people, who had never taught him how to love, only how to endure.

“Mijo.” Joaquín’s voice, now closer, using a term he rarely employed. “Mijo, para. Stop.”

The hammer slipped from Alejandro's grip. He stood amidst the wreckage, breathless, staring at the chaos he had unleashed. His grandmother's photo lay in fragments. His mother’s rosary intertwined with shattered wood. Everything sacred, annihilated.

“I...” He couldn’t finish. Words clung in his throat.

He pushed past them, out the door, into the night. Barefoot, he didn’t notice the blood until much later. The December chill bit through his t-shirt, but he kept walking. No destination—just an urgency to escape.

The family remained paralyzed in the aftermath. Sofía pressed against Elena’s leg, trembling. Gabriel's fists were clenched as if he wanted to fight something but didn’t know what.

Soft footsteps approached from the hallway. Antonia, sensing the turmoil, stepped into the room, absorbing the devastation with calm eyes. She had been meaning to come by, unable to resist longer after hearing the breaking from the driveway, waiting until the door slammed to enter.

Kneeling beside the remnants, she clasped her hands.

“Dios mío, danos fuerza en este momento,” she whispered. God, grant us strength in this moment.

She picked up a piece of the Virgin, the one her grandmother had hidden in flour sacks when migrating from Mexico. She cradled it gently, as one would handle a fragile bird.

Elena knelt beside her, starting to gather the pieces. “Be careful with the glass, Gabriel.”

Gabriel cautiously stepped forward, retrieving a photo of his great-grandmother, face cracked but still recognizable. “Can we fix this?”

Sofía hiccupped, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “Like when I broke my doll and Abuelo fixed it?”

“Kind of like that,” Joaquín said softly, lowering himself gingerly to pick up his father’s immigration papers, torn but intact. “Sometimes, broken things can be reassembled differently. Sometimes that can be better.”

“But what if Dad doesn’t come back?” Gabriel's voice was small, filled with worry.

“He has to return. He’s my daddy,” Sofía whispered through her tears.

“He’ll come back,” Elena reassured, pulling Sofía onto her lap as they knelt amid the debris. “He just needs...”

“Time,” Joaquín completed. “Men in our family, we break things first. Then we learn to ask for help, if we’re lucky.”

“I don’t want him to break things anymore,” Sofía said. “It’s scary.”

“I know, mija,” Elena replied, kissing the top of her head. “We’re going to get help. So this doesn’t happen again.”

Antonia continued to pray, her steady voice filling the shattered space with a flicker of hope. “I’ll take these home,” she finally said, gathering the pieces into her sweater like fragile eggs. “Some things need time before they can be repaired. Like my marriage after Vietnam. Like Joaquín after his father died. First comes time. Then the fixing.”

Outside, Alejandro's footsteps had long since faded. Inside, the family knelt together amidst the ruins, picking up pieces, uncertain of what they were rebuilding yet knowing they had to try.

“What happens now?” Gabriel asked, breaking the silence.

No one replied immediately. The question hung in the air like incense from the shattered altar.
It was December 28th, 2020. In three days, a new year would begin. But for the Martínez family, the real change had already started—not with resolutions or promises, but with the honest mess of breaking apart before learning how to come back together.


















The Glass
For three days, nobody touched the broken altar. The glass had scattered farther than seemed possible—Elena kept finding pieces in impossible places. Under the refrigerator. Inside Sofía's shoe. Between couch cushions in rooms Alejandro hadn't even entered. Like the violence had infected the whole house, spreading sharp edges everywhere.
Sofía stopped using the bathroom at night. Elena found wet sheets stuffed behind the hamper, her daughter trying to wash them in the sink with hand soap at 3 AM.
"Mija, it's okay—"
"I didn't mean to." Sofía's voice was flat, automatic. "I'll clean it."
She was six years old, scrubbing her own urine from sheets because she was afraid to walk past where Daddy had broken things. Afraid the noise might wake him, might make him angry again.
Gabriel had moved his mattress to the floor of Sofía's room without asking anyone. Elena found them there the second morning, Sofía curled against her brother's back, both of them fully dressed like they might need to leave quickly. His baseball bat leaned against the wall within reach—not that a fourteen-year-old with a bat could stop anything, but the gesture itself was heartbreaking. Her son, trying to be the protection their father should have been.
Joaquín sat in his chair those three days, but differently. His oxygen tank turned up higher than necessary, the wheeze audible from any room. When Antonia brought him his medications, he'd look at them for a long moment before taking only some—the heart pills yes, the blood thinners no. Making calculations about which future was worth preparing for.
"You need all of them," Antonia said gently.
"Do I?" His voice carried exhaustion that had nothing to do with his lungs. "Para qué? To watch my son become me? To see my granddaughter afraid in her own home?"
Alejandro hadn't come home. Elena found him the third night in his truck outside the closed elementary school, engine off, windows fogged. He hadn't shaved, hadn't changed clothes, had been living on gas station coffee and nothing else. When she knocked on the window, he looked at her like he didn't quite recognize her.
"You need to come home."
"I can't. What if I—what if it happens again?"
"It won't."
"You don't know that. I don't know that."
She drove him home in silence. He showered in the downstairs bathroom while everyone was asleep, then went straight to the garage, to her cot from the pandemic. She found him there in the morning, fully dressed, shoes still on, like he might need to run.
When he finally entered the house on day four, Sofía ran. Not to her room—she ran out the back door, barefoot, stopping only when she hit the fence. Gabriel found her there, pressing herself against the wood.
"He's not mad," Gabriel said.
"How do you know?"
Gabriel didn't answer because he didn't know. Nobody knew what would set him off next.
Alejandro stood in the doorway, watching his children through the window. His daughter trying to escape through a fence, his son holding her, neither of them able to look at him.
"I need to apologize," he said to Elena.
"To them, not me."
But when he approached, Sofía pressed harder against the fence, making herself as small as possible. The sound she made wasn't quite a scream—more like a whimper.
"Okay," Alejandro said, backing away, hands up. "Okay. I'm going inside."
That night, he tried again. Sat the family down, said the words: "I'm sorry. I was wrong. I need help. We're going to get help."
Sofía listened from behind Gabriel, peeking out occasionally. When Alejandro finished, she asked, "Are you going away?"
"No, mija. I'm staying here—"
"But you hurt things. You hurt the grandmas and grandpas pictures."
"I know. I was very wrong to do that."
"Why did you do it?"
Alejandro had no good answer. "I was angry and sad and I didn't know what to do with those feelings."
"So you hit things?"
"Yes. But that was wrong."
"My teacher says hitting is never okay."
"Your teacher is right."
Sofía thought about this, still behind Gabriel. "Are you still angry and sad?"
"Yes," Alejandro admitted. "But I'm going to learn better ways to handle it."
"How?"
"We're all going to see a special doctor. A therapist. She helps families."
"Will she fix you?"
The question hung in the air. "I hope she'll help me fix myself," Alejandro said finally.



























The Pattern
By day five, Alejandro was irritated that the coffee maker made too much noise.

By day six, he slammed a cabinet door, causing Sofía to wet herself at the kitchen table.

“Jesus—” he began, and Elena recognized the flicker of frustration before he caught himself. “I didn’t mean—”

“She’s terrified of you,” Elena said flatly. “We all are.”

“I said I was sorry—”

“Sorry isn’t enough. Not for this.”

Sofía had never heard her mother’s voice so resolute. She tucked it away along with other new realizations about how families fracture.

They established new routines without discussing it. Alejandro announced his movements: “I’m going to the kitchen.” “I’m heading to the bathroom.” It felt like navigating a war zone, where sudden movements suggested danger. He slept in the garage on Elena’s cot, coming in only for bathroom breaks and carefully timed meals when the children were away.

Sofía began eating in her room. Gabriel brought her plates and checked her homework, effectively becoming her guardian while Elena worked, Alejandro lingered in the garage, and Joaquín sat with his oxygen, lost in thought. The fourteen-year-old ensured his sister brushed her teeth, reading the same book each night because routine felt like safety.

“You don’t have to do this,” Elena told him one evening, catching him doing Sofía's laundry.

“Yes, I do.” He didn’t raise his eyes from sorting colors. “Someone has to.”

“I’m her mother—”

“You’re working double shifts to pay for therapy. Dad’s… whatever he’s become. Abuelo can barely breathe. So yes, I have to.”

The weight on his shoulders was palpable, aging him prematurely. Her baby boy did laundry at midnight because Sofía was frightened of the washing machine’s noise when anyone else operated it.

The empty space where the altar had once stood seemed to affect everyone, like a missing tooth in a smile. Sofía walked around it cautiously. Gabriel glanced at it and quickly looked away. Even Joaquín stared at the void as if he were seeing ghosts.

Antonia contacted the church counseling service, but the first appointment would not be for another two weeks. “Emergency” clearly meant different things to different people. Elena wanted to convey that her daughter was wetting herself, that her son had dark circles under his eyes, and that her husband had turned into a shadow of himself living in the garage.

“Two weeks,” the receptionist repeated. “That’s the earliest we can schedule.”

One week before therapy, Alejandro attempted to help Sofía with a puzzle. He sat on the floor with her, careful and slow, trying not to appear threatening. She lasted three minutes before saying she needed to pee. She never returned. He finished the puzzle alone, placing each piece as if it were penance.

Gabriel watched from the doorway. “She’s not trying to be mean.”

“I know.”

“She has nightmares. About you. With the hammer.”

Alejandro’s hands froze on the puzzle. “Every night?”

“Yeah.”

“And do you?”

Gabriel’s silence answered the question.

“I dream about it differently,” Gabriel eventually admitted. “In mine, I try to stop you. But I can’t move fast enough.”

They sat with that truth hanging between them, father and son separated not only by the coffee table.

Three days before therapy, Elena decided they should have dinner together. “We need to practice being a family before we tell someone we’re a family.”

It turned chaotic under the guise of normalcy. Everyone sat at the table with food on their plates, yet nobody ate.

“How was everyone’s day?” Elena prompted.

Silence.

Joaquín’s oxygen hissed. Sofía pushed peas around her plate in careful patterns—groups of three, then five, then back to three. Gabriel scrolled through his phone under the table. Alejandro fixated on his meal.

“Sofía made a lovely drawing today,” Gabriel suggested.

“That’s nice,” Elena replied. “What did you draw, mija?”

“A house,” Sofía said softly. “With a family inside.”

“That sounds beautiful.”

“They were happy,” Sofía added, highlighting the unusual aspect.

“Stop.” Alejandro’s voice became sharp. Everyone froze. He noticed it—the flinch, the held breath, Sofía tightening her grip on her fork.

“I’m not… I wasn’t going to…” He stood, the chair scraping against the floor. Sofía slipped off her chair, retreating to Elena.

“It’s okay, mija,” Elena assured her, but she also watched Alejandro, everyone anticipating a potential explosion.

He left. They heard the garage door close. Sofía climbed into Elena’s lap—too big for it but curling up small.

“Is therapy going to fix him?” she whispered.

“I don’t know,” Elena replied, too weary to lie.

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“Then…” Elena glanced at her mother-in-law, at Joaquín, searching for an answer that wouldn’t morph into another lie.

“Then we try something different,” Joaquín wheezed. “We keep trying until something works.”

“What if nothing works?”

No one answered because no one knew.

That night, Antonia sat in her kitchen with the box labeled “Para Después.” She finally examined everything inside. The Virgin's face stared back at her, severed from the body. Photos of people who never learned to express their feelings. The rosary she’d given Alejandro, beads scattered like her family.

She reached for the special glue she had bought. She almost opened it but then set it aside.

Nobody answered because nobody knew.




























Chapter 11:
The Uncomfortable Room

The Morning Of
Nobody slept the night before intake. Elena heard them all—Sofía talking to her dolls at 2 AM, explaining that they were going to see a special doctor who helps families. Gabriel's game sounds bleeding through his headphones. Joaquín's labored breathing, worse than usual, anxiety tightening everything. Alejandro moving around the garage, unable to settle.
She found him at 4 AM, sitting on the garage floor, staring at the wall where his tools hung.
"What are you doing?"
"Can't sleep. Keep thinking about... everything."
"Come inside."
"I'm fine here."
"Alejandro—"
"Please, Elena. Just... let me stay here tonight. It's easier."
She left him there, understanding that sometimes distance was the only thing keeping them from falling apart completely.
At breakfast, Sofía announced, "I'm not going."
"You have to," Elena said gently.
"No. Therapy is for Daddy. He's the broken one."
"We're all—"
"I'M NOT BROKEN!" Sofía screamed, the first time she'd raised her voice since the altar. "He broke things! Not me!"
She ran to her room. Gabriel followed. Elena found them later, Sofía in Gabriel's lap, both of them looking at his phone, watching videos of other families being normal.
"Those families are pretend," Sofía said, pointing at a TikTok of a father and daughter dancing.
"Maybe," Gabriel said.
"Real daddies don't dance with their kids."
"Some do."
"Not ours."
"No," Gabriel agreed. "Not ours."
At 10 AM, Antonia showed up. Not dressed fancy, just clean. Her purse had tissues, mints, rosary beads—ready for whatever came.
"I'm going with you," she announced.
"Mamá, you don't have to—"
"My son destroyed four generations of history. My grandson is raising his sister. My granddaughter is terrified in her own home. You think I'm staying home?"
When it was time to leave, Alejandro was already in his truck. He'd been there since dawn, engine off, just sitting.
"Two cars," Elena said. "Pandemic rules."
But really, she couldn't imagine being in the same vehicle. Couldn't imagine Sofía trapped in a backseat with him, even for a ten-minute drive.
In the car, Sofía asked, "What if the therapy doctor is mean?"
"She won't be mean," Elena assured her.
"What if she says Daddy can't come home?"
"That won't happen."
"But what if?"
Gabriel reached back from the front seat, taking her hand. "Then we'll know. Sometimes knowing is better than wondering."
Elena wanted to correct him, to offer hope, but maybe he was right. Maybe knowing your limits was better than pretending they didn't exist.
In the clinic waiting room, they sat apart. Sofía on Elena's lap, face buried in her mother's neck. Gabriel by the door. Joaquín struggling with his oxygen tank, the anxiety making his breathing worse. Antonia next to Joaquín, not touching but close enough he could feel her there. Alejandro by the window, as far from his daughter as the room allowed.
Other families waited too. A teenage boy with cuts visible beneath his sleeves. A couple who wouldn't look at each other. A woman alone, talking to herself or to someone the rest couldn't see. Sofía watched them all, cataloging other broken people.
"Mommy," she whispered. "Are we the worst?"
"The worst?"
"The most broken. Are we the most broken ones?"
Elena looked at her family—her traumatized children, her struggling father-in-law, her husband who'd shattered everything. "No, mija. Everyone needs help sometimes."
"But we need the most help?"
"I don't know."
Sofía studied the other families. "That boy looks sad. Like Gabriel sad."
"Shh, mija."
"The lady talking to nobody—is she talking to ghosts? Like our ancestors before Daddy broke them?"
"Sofía—"
"I have to pee."
"You just went."
"I have to go again." Her voice got smaller. "What if I pee when we're talking to the doctor?"
"We'll take a bathroom break if you need one."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
They waited. The clock on the wall moved too slow and too fast at the same time. Sofía started counting things—four chairs, six magazines, two doors, one broken family that used to be whole. She didn't say the last part out loud but Elena could see her counting them, pointing at each person with a tiny finger.
"What comes after broken?" Sofía asked suddenly.
"What do you mean?"
"Like... like when my doll broke and Abuelo fixed it. It was broken and then it was fixed. What comes after broken for people?"
Gabriel spoke for the first time since they'd arrived. "Maybe that's what we're here to find out."
Sofía considered this. "But what if we can't be fixed? What if we're too broken? Like when I dropped my snow globe and Daddy said some things can't be put back together?"
The words hung in the air. Even the other waiting families seemed to pause, as if everyone recognized the question they were all asking.
"We have to try," Elena said finally. "That's why we're here. To try."
"Even Daddy?"
"Especially Daddy."
Sofía looked across the room at Alejandro, who was staring at his hands. "He looks small," she observed. "Like when I'm in trouble and have to sit in the corner."
She was right. Alejandro did look small, diminished, nothing like the man who'd swung a hammer at their history.
A door opened. A different family emerged—a mother and teenager, both red-eyed but walking closer together than when they'd gone in. Sofía watched them leave.
"They were crying but they're walking together," she said. "Maybe crying helps."
"Maybe," Elena agreed.
"I might cry. When we talk to the doctor."
"That's okay."
"Will Daddy cry?"
"I don't know."
"He cried in the garage. Gabriel told me. After he broke everything."
"When did Gabriel tell you that?"
"When I couldn't sleep. He said Daddy cried really hard, like when I scraped my knee but inside hurt instead of outside hurt."
Elena pulled her closer. This wasn't knowledge a six-year-old should have—the difference between inside hurt and outside hurt, the way grown men cry in garages.
"I don't want to go in," Sofía said suddenly. "I changed my mind. We can just go home."
"We can't, baby. We need help."
"But what if the doctor says we're too broken? What if she says Daddy can't come home ever?"
"She won't say that."
"But what if?"
"Then we'll figure it out. Together."
"Not together. Daddy's over there." She pointed across the room. "We're not together anymore."
The truth of it—simple, devastating, accurate. They weren't together. They were five people who happened to share a last name and a waiting room, sitting as far apart as the space allowed, each nursing their own specific break.
The clock kept moving. Another family was called. Then another. With each name that wasn't theirs, Sofía wound tighter, her small body rigid with anticipation.
"Maybe they forgot us," she said hopefully. "Maybe we can just—"
"Martínez family?"
The words landed like a verdict. Nobody moved at first. Then Elena stood, Sofía still attached to her hip like a much younger child. Gabriel rose slowly, hands in his pockets. Joaquín struggled with his oxygen tank. Antonia stood with him, steadying the tank without making it obvious. Alejandro stood last, maintaining maximum distance.
They stood there, called but not ready, a family in name but not in formation. The receptionist waited. Other families watched.
Sofía buried her face deeper into Elena's neck and whispered something only her mother could hear: "I'm scared."
"I know, baby," Elena whispered back. "We all are."
And with that admission—small, private, true—they began to move toward whatever came next.























First Contact
They walked down the hallway in single file—Elena first with Sofía clinging to her hip, then Gabriel, then Joaquín's slow shuffle with his oxygen tank, then Antonia clutching her purse like armor, and finally Alejandro, maintaining maximum distance like it was court-ordered.
The therapist's office had toys in one corner, tissues on every surface, and two clocks—one digital, one analog—both showing 2:07 PM. Sofía noticed the tissues first.
"This is where people cry," she announced.
"Sometimes," Dr. Isabel Lozano agreed, rising from her desk. She was younger than Elena expected, older than Gabriel hoped, with eyes that seemed to catalog everything without judgment.
They arranged themselves like suspects in a lineup. Alejandro took the corner chair immediately, as far from everyone as the room allowed. Elena sat on the small couch with Sofía practically inside her shirt. Gabriel chose the floor, back against the wall. Joaquín wheeled his oxygen to the middle, then seemed to realize he was blocking everyone and moved aside, the tank hissing with each adjustment. Antonia sat in a straight chair, rosary visible in her fist, looking like she was ready to bolt or fight, depending.
"So," Dr. Lozano said, settling into her chair. "Tell me what brings you here."
The silence stretched. Finally, Sofía said, "Daddy broke our grandmas and grandpas. With a hammer. Now I pee in my bed."
The words hung in the air like evidence.
"That must have been scary," Dr. Lozano said.
"The scariest," Sofía confirmed. "Gabriel had to sleep in my room with a bat."
"I see. Gabriel, you were protecting your sister?"
Gabriel shrugged, embarrassed. "Someone had to."
"I was right there—" Alejandro started.
"You were in the garage," Gabriel said flatly. "For three days."
"I came back—"
"Because Mom made you."
"That's enough," Elena said, but her voice lacked conviction.
Dr. Lozano wrote something down. "It sounds like everyone has their own version of what happened."
"There's only one version," Joaquín wheezed. "My son lost control. Destroyed our history. Traumatized his children."
"Dad—"
"It's true, isn't it?" Joaquín's voice carried decades of held-back words. "You became exactly what you hated. What you blamed me for."
"You're right," Alejandro said quietly. "I did."
The admission seemed to surprise everyone, including Alejandro himself.
"It goes back further than that," Antonia said suddenly, speaking for the first time. Everyone turned to look at her.
"How far back?" Dr. Lozano asked.
"My father used to break furniture when he drank. Joaquín's father never broke things—he just disappeared inside himself. Different kind of breaking. Now my son breaks altars." She looked at Dr. Lozano directly. "Four generations I know about. Probably more before that."
"Can you say more about that?" Dr. Lozano asked.
"I spent my whole life angry at him for being distant. Cold. Unavailable." Alejandro looked at his hands. "Then I became worse. At least he never... he never made his kids afraid of him."
"I was afraid," Alejandro continued, looking at Joaquín. "Every day. Afraid I'd disappoint you. Afraid I'd make you leave."
"I never left," Joaquín said.
"You were never really there either."
"Men in our family don't know how to be there," Antonia said. "My husband came back from Vietnam, but he never really came back. Body yes, mind no. Same with Joaquín after his father died. Same with Alejandro after losing his job."
Sofía had been watching this like a tennis match. "Are you both broken?" she asked. "Or just Daddy?"
"We're all struggling in different ways," Dr. Lozano said.
"But Daddy's the most broken, right? Because he broke things?"
"Breaking things is one kind of hurt. There are others."
Sofía considered this. "Like Abuelo not talking? And Mommy crying in her car? And Gabriel not doing homework?"
Each family member flinched as she catalogued their specific damage.
"And Bisuela praying all the time?" Sofía added, looking at Antonia.
"Yes, mija," Antonia admitted. "I pray too much. Hide in church instead of dealing with things."
"You notice a lot," Dr. Lozano observed.
"I have to. To stay safe."
The session continued for forty more minutes, each revelation making the room smaller. Antonia talked about cleaning up after her father's rages, how her mother taught her to have food ready before he got home, how to read his moods by his footsteps on the porch. Gabriel talked about taking care of Sofía since she was three. Elena admitted she'd been hiding at work even before the pandemic, easier to deal with other people's problems than her own family's. When the timer on Dr. Lozano's phone went off, everyone jumped.
"We'll meet again next week," she said. "Between now and then, I want each of you to notice one moment when you want to connect with someone but don't. Just notice it."
They filed out differently than they'd entered. Still separate, but the space between them felt charged now, like something might arc across if they got too close.
In the parking lot, Sofía asked, "Are we fixed now?"
"No, baby," Elena said. "It takes time."
"How much time?"
Nobody answered because nobody knew.
"Took me twenty years to stop flinching when Joaquín's father raised his hand to scratch his nose," Antonia said quietly. "Some things take the time they take."














The Genogram
Two weeks of sessions passed like dental work—necessary, painful, leaving everyone raw. Alejandro had missed the second session, claiming car trouble, though his truck was visibly parked in the driveway. The third session, Joaquín fell asleep halfway through, or pretended to, his snores too theatrical to be real. Antonia had been silent that whole third session, just clicking her rosary beads until Dr. Lozano asked if she was praying for the family or herself. "I don't know the difference anymore," Antonia had answered.
The fourth session, Halloween decorations visible through Dr. Lozano's office window, she pulled out a whiteboard.
"Today we're making a family tree that shows relationships. It's called a genogram."
She drew squares and circles, connecting them with different lines—solid, dotted, wavy, jagged. Each line type had a meaning: close, distant, fighting, cut off completely.
"Let's start with you, Joaquín. Your relationship with your father?"
Joaquín stared at the board. "He worked. We ate. He died."
"What kind of line would show that relationship?"
"The absent kind."
Dr. Lozano drew a dotted line, barely visible.
"Now you and Alejandro?"
The silence stretched until Gabriel said, "Same line. Maybe more dots."
"I'm right here," Joaquín protested.
"Your body is," Gabriel said. "But you're always somewhere else. Even now, you're already checking out."
It was true. Joaquín's eyes had that glassy distance, like he was watching from another room.
"Antonia," Dr. Lozano turned to her. "Your relationship with your father?"
"Scared of him till I was fifteen. Then he died." She thought for a moment. "Relieved when he died. That make me bad?"
"It makes you honest," Dr. Lozano said. "And with your mother?"
"She worked herself to death trying to keep us fed and him calm. Died at fifty-two. Heart gave out." Antonia's voice was matter-of-fact. "I was seventeen, already married to Joaquín's father, already pregnant with Alejandro."
"What about Elena?" Dr. Lozano asked. "Where does she fit?"
"In the middle," Sofía said immediately. "Mommy's always in the middle, trying to hold everyone."
Dr. Lozano drew Elena's circle surrounded by arrows pointing in every direction.
"That looks exhausting," she observed.
"It is," Elena admitted, surprising herself.
"And Gabriel?"
"Doorway," Gabriel said before anyone else could answer. "Not in, not out. Watching."
"Is that where you want to be?"
"It's where I fit. Or don't fit."
"There's no room for him unless he's perfect," Sofía explained. "Or taking care of me."
"That's not—" Elena started.
"It's true, Mom." Gabriel's voice was steady. "When was the last time anyone asked how I was doing? Not my grades, not if I'm watching Sofía, but actually how I'm doing?"
The question hung there, unanswered and unanswerable.
Dr. Lozano added more lines, showing patterns across generations. Distance between fathers and sons like something passed down. Women exhausting themselves trying to bridge gaps that wouldn't close. Children learning to read absence like a language.
"This is depressing," Alejandro said.
"It's honest," Dr. Lozano corrected. "Now, everyone stand up. We're going to do something different."
She had them arrange themselves physically in the room to match the drawing. Alejandro by the window. Joaquín in the corner. Elena in the middle, arms stretched toward everyone. Gabriel in the doorway. Antonia moving between everyone, trying to fix, never settling. Sofía moving between them all, never settling either.
"How does this feel?"
"Terrible," Elena said, arms already aching.
"Familiar," Joaquín admitted.
"Like home," Gabriel said, and the sadness in his voice made Sofía start crying.
"Like my whole life," Antonia said. "Seventy-three years of trying to hold men together who don't want to be held."
"Now move to where you'd like to be."
Nobody moved.
"I don't know where else to go," Alejandro said.
"I'm too old to learn new places," Antonia said.
"There's nowhere else for us," Elena said.
"Then that's your homework. Figure out where you want to be. Not where you should be, but where you want to be."
That evening, none of them did the homework. Instead, they maintained their positions even more rigidly, as if the therapy had made the distances official.
At home, Antonia sat with the box of altar pieces. She'd been carrying it back and forth, couldn't decide where it should live. Finally left it in the corner where the altar used to be, still taped shut. "Para Después" - For Later. But when was later? When would they be ready?





















Sad Thankful
By the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, they'd had six sessions. The family had learned therapy's rhythm—the careful beginning, the messy middle, the exhausted end. They'd learned Dr. Lozano's habits—the pen click when someone avoided a question, the head tilt when she was about to push harder.
"Thanksgiving is in three days," she began. "How are you planning to handle it?"
"Same as always," Elena said. "Cook, eat, pretend."
"Pretend what?"
"That we're thankful. That we're a family."
"You are a family."
"No," Gabriel said. "We're people who live in the same house."
"That's a family," Dr. Lozano said.
"Doesn't feel like it."
The teenager's clarity seemed to catch her off-guard.
"What would make you feel like a family?" she asked.
"If someone actually saw me," Gabriel said. "Not what I do for them, not my grades, not how I take care of Sofía, but me."
"I see you—" Elena started.
"You see problems to fix. Dad sees disappointment. Abuelo sees... I don't know what Abuelo sees."
"I see my failures," Joaquín said quietly. "Every time I look at any of you, I see how I failed."
"So you don't look," Gabriel said.
"No. I don't."
"I see ghosts," Antonia said unexpectedly. "Every time I look at Alejandro, I see his grandfather's rage. When I look at Gabriel, I see Joaquín at fifteen, already shutting down. When I look at Sofía, I see myself, trying to be small enough to be safe."
"What about when you look at yourself?" Dr. Lozano asked.
"I don't. Haven't looked in a mirror really looked in twenty years. Just enough to make sure I'm presentable for church."
"This is progress," Dr. Lozano said. "You're being honest."
"It doesn't feel like progress," Alejandro said. "It feels like we're getting worse."
"Sometimes you have to see how bad things are before you can change them."
"What if we can't change?" Sofía asked. "What if we're too broken? Like Humpty Dumpty?"
"You know what's interesting about that story?" Dr. Lozano said. "It never says Humpty Dumpty wanted to be put back together the same way."
"But he was an egg!"
"Maybe he wanted to be scrambled. Or an omelet. Or something completely new."
Sofía thought about this. "So we don't have to be the same family as before?"
"No. You couldn't be even if you tried."
That night, preparing for Thanksgiving, Elena found herself crying while chopping onions. At least, she told herself it was the onions. Gabriel was in his room, headphones on, avoiding everyone. Sofía had arranged her dolls in therapy formation, making them talk about their feelings. Joaquín sat with photo albums, looking at pictures of people who'd never taught them how to be close.
Antonia was in the living room, staring at the box of altar pieces, still sealed.
Alejandro stood in the garage, staring at the hammer on the wall.
Not touching it. Just looking.
Elena found him there. "What are you doing?"
"Thinking about Thanksgiving. About sitting at that table, pretending we're grateful."
"We have things to be grateful for."
"Name one."
Elena thought. "We're all still here."
"That's not gratitude. That's endurance."
"Sometimes they're the same thing."
They stood in the garage, the space between them feeling like miles. Through the window, they could see Gabriel's light, Sofía's shadow moving as she played, Joaquín's blue TV glow.
"Dr. Lozano asked where we want to be," Alejandro said. "I don't even know where I am."
"You're in the garage."
"No, I mean... I'm nowhere. I'm not a father, not really. Not a son. Not a husband. I'm just... taking up space."
"That's not true—"
"Elena, our six-year-old explained our family better than any adult could. She sees everything. And what she sees is that I'm the monster in the garage."
"You're not a monster. You're struggling."
"What's the difference? To her?"
Elena didn't answer because she didn't know.
Thanksgiving arrived gray and subdued. They went through the motions—turkey, stuffing, prayers nobody meant. Antonia had made tamales even though nobody asked, her hands needing to do something familiar while everything else fell apart. At the table, they went around saying what they were thankful for.
"Health," Joaquín wheezed.
"Family," Elena lied.
"Video games," Gabriel said, at least honest.
"Dolls," Sofía added.
"Truth," Antonia said, surprising everyone. "For the first time in my life, people are saying true things even if they hurt."
Everyone looked at Alejandro.
"I'm thankful we're in therapy," he said finally. "Even though I hate it."
"Why?" Sofía asked.
"Because..." he struggled. "Because at least we're trying. Even if we're failing, we're trying."
"That's sad thankful," Sofía observed.
"Yes," Alejandro agreed. "It is."
After dinner, Gabriel helped clear dishes. At the sink, he said quietly to Elena, "You know what's weird? Other families are probably having normal Thanksgiving. Like, actually happy."
"You don't know that."
"My friend Johnny posted photos. His family's laughing. Actually laughing. Not the fake kind."
"Every family has problems."
"Not like ours."
Elena wanted to argue, but couldn't. Instead, she said, "If you could help other families like ours, would you?"
Gabriel stopped washing. "What do you mean?"
"I don't know. Just... would you want to help other kids who feel like you do?"
"Yeah," Gabriel said immediately. "So they'd know they're not alone. That it's not just them."
"That's something to be thankful for."
"What?"
"That you want to help. That you see the pain and want to do something about it instead of just passing it on."
Gabriel considered this. "Is that enough?"
"It's a start."
That night, after everyone had retreated to their corners, Gabriel sat in his room thinking about other families like theirs. Other kids in doorways. Other fathers in garages. Other mothers stretched thin trying to hold everyone together.
The Tuesday after Thanksgiving, their therapy session had a different quality. Exhausted but clearer, like the morning after a fever breaks.
"How was Thanksgiving?" Dr. Lozano asked.
"Sad thankful," Sofía reported. "That's what Daddy called it."
"That's very honest. Sometimes thankfulness is complicated."
"Everything's complicated," Sofía said, tired of the word.
"What would simple look like?"
Sofía thought. "Everyone in the same room. And nobody scared. And nobody pretending."
"That's a good goal."
"Is it possible?"
Dr. Lozano looked at the family—bruised, exhausted, but still showing up. "What do you all think?"
"Maybe," Elena said.
"Eventually," Joaquín wheezed.
"Someday," Gabriel offered.
"I don't know," Alejandro admitted.
"If I made it this far, anything's possible," Antonia said. "Seventy-three years of holding it together. Maybe I can learn to let go a little."
"I think yes," Sofía decided. "But not soon."
It wasn't hope exactly. It was just possibility. But for a family that had been hopeless, possibility was enough to keep them coming back, Tuesday after Tuesday, slowly learning the hardest thing of all—how to stop breaking and start bending.
It wasn't hope exactly. It was just possibility. But for a family that had been hopeless, possibility was enough to keep them coming back, Tuesday after Tuesday, slowly learning the hardest thing of all—how to stop breaking and start bending.










Chapter 13:
Learning to Bend

Small Movements
The Tuesday after Thanksgiving, Dr. Lozano asked them what they were grateful for. The question hung in the laptop screen's blue light while the family sat in their usual positions—closer than that first session in October, but still carefully apart.
The box marked "Para Después" still sat in the corner where the altar used to be, unopened for two months now. Sometimes Sofía would ask when they were going to fix the grandmas and grandpas. "When we're ready," Antonia always answered, though she didn't know when that would be.
"I'm grateful we keep showing up," Gabriel said finally. "Even when it sucks."
The phrase landed wrong—too casual for therapy—but Dr. Lozano smiled. "Sometimes the hardest parts are where change happens."
"Tell that to my knees," Antonia muttered. "Seventy-three years old, sitting in these hard chairs every Tuesday."
"You could skip a session," Dr. Lozano suggested.
"And miss seeing my family actually talk to each other? Not a chance."
That night, Gabriel couldn't stop thinking about it. Before deployment, Oscar had told him something similar—that the worst parts were where you grew. But Gabriel wasn't ready to embrace anything yet. He was barely surviving his own family's particular version of hard.
December passed in therapy sessions that felt like learning to walk after being broken. Small moments: Alejandro actually asked Gabriel about his video game without criticism. Joaquín stayed awake for an entire session. Sofía drew a picture where Daddy was in the same room as everyone else, even if he was still in the corner. Antonia admitted she'd been angry at Joaquín for forty years—not for anything specific, just for not being the husband she'd imagined when she was seventeen.
"Progress isn't linear," Dr. Lozano kept saying, especially after the session where Alejandro stormed out because Gabriel said he still didn't trust him.
Christmas was quiet. They opened presents with careful politeness. Sofía got dolls. Gabriel got headphones. Everyone got exactly what they'd asked for and nothing that required knowing each other deeply. But they sat in the same room, and when Sofía asked Alejandro to help with her dollhouse, he did, hands shaking slightly as he handled the tiny furniture.
"Look," Sofía said to Antonia, "Daddy's playing with me."
"I see, mija."
"When will we fix the altar?"
"When everybody's ready to touch the pieces without breaking again."
"When will that be?"
"I don't know. But we'll know when we know."
January brought rain and more therapy. Session by session, inch by inch, they started to look at each other instead of through each other.
The breakthrough came in February, unexpected and small.
Gabriel had failed his history test. Not just failed—completely bombed it. He'd been up all night unable to sleep, anxious about everything and nothing, and the words on the test had swum together like alphabet soup.
He expected the usual: Elena's worried face, Alejandro's disappointed silence, lectures about college and futures.
Instead, Alejandro said, "I failed tests too. When I was your age. The anxiety made everything blank."
Gabriel looked up, surprised. "You had anxiety?"
"Have. Present tense." Alejandro's admission hung in the air. "That's... that's partly why I hid in work. It was the only place I felt competent."
"But you always seem—"
"In control? Yeah. That was the point. If I controlled everything, maybe the anxiety would stop."
"Did it?"
"No. It just got quieter. Until it exploded."
"Runs in the family," Antonia said. "My father drank his anxiety away. I pray mine away. Or try to. Fifty rosaries and still nervous about everything."
They sat with that truth. Then Alejandro did something unexpected. "Want to talk about what keeps you up at night?"
For the first time in years, Gabriel told his father the truth. About the pressure to be perfect. About taking care of Sofía when he could barely take care of himself. About feeling invisible unless he was useful.
"I see you," Alejandro said quietly. "Not your grades or your help with Sofía. You. I see you, and I'm sorry it took me so long."
Gabriel started crying—the kind of crying that had been building for months. Alejandro didn't try to fix it or stop it. He just sat there, present in a way he'd never been before.
That night, Gabriel thought about his friend Jarrod, whose dad had been drinking more since losing his job. About Derek, whose father Randy acted like feelings were contagious diseases. About all the kids at school carrying their fathers' silence like something inherited.
The First Reach
"I want to help Jarrod," Gabriel told his family at dinner in late February. It was the first dinner where everyone actually ate together without being forced.
"Help how?" Elena asked.
"His dad's struggling. Like... like Dad was. Like Abuelo has been. And Jarrod's drowning watching it."
"That's not your responsibility," Elena said, automatic mother protection kicking in.
"No, but..." Gabriel searched for words. "In therapy, Dr. Lozano talks about changing patterns. What if we could help other families change their patterns too?"
"We're barely changing our own," Alejandro pointed out.
"But we're trying. That's more than most families."
Joaquín wheezed a laugh. "The boy wants to save the world."
"Not the world. Just... maybe Jarrod."
"When I was young," Antonia said, setting down her fork, "the women had prayer circles. But really we just talked. About our drunk husbands, our silent husbands, our angry husbands. It helped."
"Did it fix anything?" Gabriel asked.
"No. But it made us feel less crazy. Sometimes that's enough to keep going."
"So like a prayer circle but for kids?"
"And without the praying," Antonia said. "Your generation doesn't pray like mine did."
"We just text our feelings instead," Gabriel said.
"Same thing, different technology," Antonia replied.
The next day at school, Gabriel found Jarrod in the bathroom, knuckles bleeding from punching the wall.
"My dad passed out in the garage again," Jarrod said. "Mom says he's fine, but he's not fine."
"My dad broke our altar with a hammer," Gabriel said.
Jarrod looked up, surprised. "Your dad? But he's so..."
"Together? Yeah, that's what everyone thinks. We're in therapy now. All of us."
"Does it help?"
"Sometimes. Sometimes it makes things worse first. But at least we're talking about it instead of pretending."
They stood there, two fifteen-year-olds carrying their fathers' pain. Then Gabriel had an idea.
"What if we started something? For kids like us?"
"Like what?"
"I don't know yet. A group maybe? Where we could talk about this stuff?"
"Nobody's gonna come to that."
"Maybe not. But what if they did?"
That night, Gabriel called Oscar. His cousin was stateside now, between deployments, struggling with his own return to civilian life.
"I want to help other families," Gabriel said. "Kids whose dads are struggling. But I don't know how."
Oscar was quiet for a long moment. "You know what makes things bearable in the Marines?"
"Everyone's going through it together?"
"Exactly. Civilians don't have that. Everyone's drowning alone."
"So what if we created it? That togetherness?"
"You're fifteen, primo."
"So?"
"So maybe that's exactly why it could work. Adults won't listen to other adults about this stuff. But a kid being honest? That might crack something open."












Building Slow
March came with Gabriel doing research. Not homework research—real research. Reading about support groups, about trauma patterns, about how men's mental health worked or didn't work.
Antonia found him at the kitchen table one night, surrounded by printed articles.
"What's all this?"
"Research. About helping people."
She sat down, picked up an article about intergenerational trauma. "Fancy words for what we've always known. Hurt fathers make hurt sons."
"But it says here we can break the cycle—"
"We can. But it's like trying to stop a train with your bare hands. Possible, but you're gonna get hurt doing it."
"So I shouldn't try?"
"I didn't say that. Just... be ready for the hurt."
"You're obsessed," his mother said, finding him surrounded by library books and printed articles.
"I'm focused."
"On fixing other people's problems?"
"On not letting this pattern continue."
He talked to Mr. Fields, the school counselor who'd helped after the altar incident.
"It's a good idea," Mr. Fields said carefully. "But it's also dangerous. You could hurt people more. Or yourself."
"We're already hurt. At least this way we'd be hurt together."
Mr. Fields laughed despite himself. "That's the darkest thing I've heard a fifteen-year-old say."
"Have you met fifteen-year-olds lately?"
They talked for an hour. Mr. Fields shared his own story—a heart attack at forty-five, his daughter finding him on the kitchen floor, the way men's bodies keep score of pain they won't acknowledge.
"If you do this," Mr. Fields said finally, "you need adult support. Real structure. Not just kids trying to counsel each other."
"Would you help?"
"I'll think about it."
Father Luis was next. Gabriel found him after Mass, explained his idea while the priest cleaned the altar.
"The men in our community are drowning," Father Luis said. "But they won't come to official therapy. Too much shame."
"But what if it wasn't therapy? What if it was just... talking?"
"'Just talking' is what most men never learned to do."
"So we teach them."
Father Luis studied him. "You're very young to carry this."
"Someone has to."
"Your grandmother's been telling me about your family's therapy," Father Luis said. "She seems different."
"Different how?"
"Less... careful. Like she's not trying so hard to hold everything together."
"Yeah. She told my dad last week that she was tired of pretending he wasn't a disappointment sometimes."
Father Luis laughed. "That's the Antonia I remember from before she got married. Before she learned to be quiet."
By April, Gabriel had a small coalition: Mr. Fields, Father Luis, Oscar via video calls, and surprisingly, Tía Alma, Oscar's mother who'd organized everything from strikes to celebrations.
"The community center's available Tuesday nights," she said, reviewing her calendar. "But Gabriel, are you sure about this? Once you open this door, you can't close it."
"It's already open. People are already struggling. We're just acknowledging it."
The meetings would start the last Tuesday in April. Gabriel made flyers, simple and direct: "S.U.C.K. - Support, Understanding, Compassion, Knowledge. For guys who are tired of pretending everything's fine."
He gave one to Jarrod, who stared at it like it might bite.
"This is real?"
"Yeah."
"Will there be other kids there?"
"I don't know. Maybe. Maybe adults too. Anyone who needs it."
"My dad would never come to this."
"Mine wouldn't have either. Until he had to."
At therapy that week, Gabriel brought up the group.
"I'm starting something," he said. "For kids and men who are struggling."
"That's a lot to take on," Dr. Lozano said carefully.
"He gets it from me," Antonia said. "I organized the whole church when Father Miguel had his heart attack. Someone has to do something, might as well be us."
"But he's fifteen," Elena protested.
"I was fourteen when I started taking care of my siblings," Antonia said. "Fifteen when I got married. Sixteen when I had Alejandro. Age doesn't mean much when life needs you to step up."




















The Planning
The week before the first meeting, Gabriel couldn't eat. His stomach was in knots thinking about standing in front of people, trying to help when he was barely holding himself together.
"You don't have to do this," Elena said, watching him push food around his plate.
"Yes, I do."
"Why?"
"Because..." He thought about Jarrod's bloody knuckles, Derek sitting alone at lunch, all the kids walking through school like ghosts of their fathers' pain. "Because if I don't, who will?"
Alejandro had been quiet during dinner, but later he found Gabriel in his room.
"I'm proud of you," he said simply. "What you're trying to do—it's brave."
"What if nobody comes?"
"Then you'll know you tried. That's more than most people do."
"What if I make things worse?"
"You won't. You're offering something I never had at your age—a place to admit things aren't okay."
The night before the first meeting, Gabriel sat with his notes, trying to figure out what to say. How did you tell grown men it was okay to hurt? How did you tell kids their fathers' pain wasn't their fault?
Oscar called from base. "You ready?"
"No."
"Good. If you were ready, you'd be lying to yourself. Nobody's ready for this stuff."
"Then why do it?"
"Because somebody has to be first. Somebody has to say 'this isn't working' loud enough for others to hear."
That night, Gabriel barely slept. He kept thinking about the empty room he might face, the judgment, the possibility of failure. But he also thought about the alternative—letting everyone keep drowning alone, letting the pattern continue generation after generation.
Antonia knocked on his door at midnight.
"Can't sleep either?" she asked.
"Too nervous."
She sat on his bed. "When your grandfather came back from Vietnam, nobody talked about feelings. Men just drank or hit or disappeared inside themselves. What you're doing—making a place to talk—it would have saved a lot of families back then."
"What if it doesn't save any now?"
"Then at least you opened a door. Sometimes that's all we can do. Open doors and see who walks through."
The last Tuesday of April arrived gray and uncertain. Gabriel stood in the community center, looking at the empty chairs he'd arranged in a circle. Each one felt like a question: Would anyone come? Would this matter? Was a fifteen-year-old kid really going to make a difference?
He thought about his father breaking the altar, his grandfather's decades of silence, all the unspoken pain that had led them here. The box of broken pieces still sitting at home, waiting for the right time to be opened. Maybe this wouldn't work. Maybe nobody would come. Maybe he'd stand in this room alone, another Martínez man trying to fix things he didn't understand.
But maybe—just maybe—someone would walk through that door. Someone who needed to know they weren't alone. Someone ready to stop pretending.
Gabriel checked his phone. 6:45 PM. Fifteen minutes until the meeting was supposed to start.
He sat down in one of the chairs, closed his eyes, and waited to see if anyone else was ready to stop drowning alone.










Chapter 14:
Growing Roots

Empty Chairs
The third week of May, nobody came to S.U.C.K. Not even Jarrod, who had strep throat. Gabriel sat alone in the community center for the full hour, rearranging the same ten chairs, checking his phone every few minutes as if messages might materialize.
At minute thirty, he started crying—not dramatic sobs but the quiet tears of someone failing privately. He wiped them away though no one was there to see, habit from years of hiding anxiety.
At minute forty-five, he texted Jarrod: "Nobody came."
"Sorry man. Next week."
"Yeah."
He stayed until 9 PM, full hour, in case someone showed up late. Nobody did.
The walk home took longer than usual, Gabriel dragging it out, not ready to admit the failure to his family. When he finally entered, the house was dark except for the living room where Elena sat pretending to read.
"Nobody?" she asked gently, already knowing.
"Nobody."
She set down her book. "I'm sorry, mijo."
"Maybe they're right. Maybe this is stupid. A fifteen-year-old trying to fix grown men."
Elena was quiet, choosing words carefully. "You know what I see at the clinic? Men who wait until their bodies are falling apart before they come in. Heart attacks at forty. Diabetes so bad they pass out. Infections that could have been fixed with pills weeks ago."
"So?"
"So they'd rather die than say they need something. You're showing them it's not shameful to ask for help before it's too late."
From down the hall, Joaquín's voice, raspy with sleep: "Is that Gabriel?"
"Go back to sleep, Dad."
"The meeting—how was it?"
"Nobody came, Abuelo."
Long pause, then the sound of Joaquín's walker. He appeared in the doorway, oxygen tank hissing, wearing the same clothes from yesterday.
"Nobody?"
"Nobody."
Joaquín stood there processing, then surprised them: "Good."
"Good?"
"Now you know you're not doing it to look good. You're doing it because somebody has to."
"But if nobody comes—"
"They will. Or they won't. But you'll be there, making sure the door stays open. Sometimes that's all we can do—keep the door open."
Two weeks passed with small numbers—five people, eight, three. Gabriel kept showing up. The week only three came, they talked for two hours, deeper than when the room was full. Randy Chavez started coming regularly, still claiming he wasn't really there, sitting by the door like he might bolt.
The Facebook group Tía Alma created became a battlefield. Someone posted that S.U.C.K. was "destroying traditional masculinity." The comments exploded—eighty-three attacks, twelve supports. Gabriel read them obsessively until Elena found him at 2 AM, making himself sick.
"Delete the app," she said, taking his phone.
"But—"
"Delete it. The people who need you will find you in person."
The next morning, Alejandro drove him to school, unusual now that Gabriel took the bus.
"Saw the Facebook posts," Alejandro said.
Gabriel braced himself.
"You're threatening something that needs threatening," Alejandro continued. "If everyone agreed with you, you wouldn't be doing anything important."
"Did you always know that? When you were falling apart?"
"No. I thought everyone else had it figured out. Took destroying everything to learn that nobody has it figured out. We're all just pretending." He pulled into the school lot. "Stop pretending. That's what threatens them."





The Breaking
June brought crushing heat and worse news. Tony Rodriguez—from the soccer league, the divorced dad who never missed his son's games—crashed his truck into the highway median at 2 AM on a Tuesday. Not drunk, just exhausted. Three jobs since the divorce, proving he could provide for his kids during the custody battle.
Tony in the ICU, broken ribs, collapsed lung, machines breathing for him. His ex-wife keeping the kids away. His crew from the soccer league helpless in the hospital waiting room, men who could fix anything except this.
That Tuesday, thirty men packed the community center. Not because S.U.C.K. had become popular but because they all saw themselves in Tony—working themselves to death to prove worth that shouldn't need proving.
Gabriel stood before them, his prepared notes about the second pillar useless now.
"I don't know what to say about Tony."
Randy Chavez stood, surprising everyone. "I know what to say. He's been dying for months. Not from the crash—from before. Working eighteen-hour days, living on energy drinks and stubbornness."
Randy's voice cracked—first time anyone had heard emotion from him.
"Last year, I ended up in the ER. Chest pains. Doctor said stress. Wife said she'd leave if I didn't slow down." He paused. "I chose work. That's why she's gone. That's why Derek comes here—because I showed him that working yourself into the ground is normal. That's what I taught him."
The room held its breath. Randy Chavez, who'd mocked everything, who'd sat by the door for weeks ready to run, was crying. Not dramatically—just tears he didn't wipe away.
"My brother had a heart attack at forty-two," Miguel said. "At work. Foreman said he'd been complaining about chest pain for a week but wouldn't leave his shift."
"My cousin died at his desk," someone else offered. "Security found him Monday morning. Been there since Friday."
The stories poured out—men destroying themselves for paychecks, for custody, for proving worth that should be inherent.
Gabriel thought of his father in the garage at 3 AM, laptop glowing, trying to save a job that would eliminate him anyway. It was the same story everywhere.
"We need to watch out for each other," Gabriel said. "Make sure nobody else ends up like Tony."
He showed them his phone—text thread with Jarrod, daily colors. Green for okay, yellow for struggling, red for crisis.
"Simple. No words needed. Just colors."
That night, forty men exchanged numbers. Randy gave his to Derek publicly—no more pretending they weren't both there.
"Red means you answer," Randy told his son. "No matter what. Three AM, during work, whenever. Red means you show up."
Derek nodded, typing his dad's number into his phone with shaking hands.
By August, patterns had solidified. Fifteen regulars who never missed. Another twenty who came when they could. Mr. Chen tried to formalize everything—nonprofit status, boards, metrics—but the group resisted.
"This isn't a business," Gabriel said.
Oscar, joining by laptop from base, supported him: "The moment it becomes official, it dies. Keep it messy. Messy is real."
Mr. Chen left angry but returned the next week, quietly. He was learning too—that not everything needed structure to matter.

















Speaking Plain
The last Tuesday of September arrived with unexpected rain, breaking the heat. Forty-three men filled the community center—word had spread through whispers, brothers telling cousins telling neighbors. Not advertising, just men saying quietly: "There's a place."
Joaquín came that night. The men made space respectfully, aware of the oxygen tank, the labor of his breathing, what it cost him to be there.
"I'm seventy-four," he began, having to pause already. "My father never told me he loved me. I never told my son until three years ago."
He looked at Alejandro, who sat frozen in the third row.
"Three generations of men who couldn't say basic things. My grandson—" he gestured at Gabriel, "—this boy broke that pattern. But I want to tell you why it was there in the first place."
He talked about the Depression, when his father learned feelings were luxury items. Immigration, where men's worth was measured in bent backs and silence. The fields, where showing pain meant losing work.
"We became machines because machines don't feel. But machines break down. And when they do, they get replaced. That's what happened to me—body broke, couldn't work, wanted to die because I thought broken meant worthless."
He had to stop, catch his breath. The oxygen tank hissed in the silence.
"This boy teaches what I couldn't—that men need to take care of themselves before they fall apart. Need to let people help them. That's not weak. That's survival."
When he finished, exhausted, Randy stood and started clapping. Others joined—not performance but recognition. Joaquín had given them permission through his story: to have been silent, to be broken, to be learning so late.
"Sixty years I waited to say that," Joaquín wheezed.
Father Luis stood next. "Seventeen men in five years," he said, and everyone knew he meant suicide. "All good men. All thought asking for help meant they were weak. The sin isn't needing help—it's believing you don't deserve it."
Tony was there—three months after the accident, ribs still taped but healing. "Three weeks in the ICU taught me something. My boys visited twice. Twice. Because I'd been gone so much working, I was already a ghost to them. What's the point of providing if you're not present?"
More men stood, told their stories. Not everyone—never everyone—but enough. Enough to build something real.
"Next week," Gabriel announced, voice steady now after months of practice, "we do the full program. All four pillars. It'll be intense."
"Why change now?" Tony asked. "This is working."
"Because we're ready for more. Not to fix everything—can't do that. But to dig into the hard stuff."
Randy spoke up: "My son smiles at me now. Real smiles, not the fake ones. If going deeper means keeping those smiles, I'm in."
Murmurs of agreement, men nodding, the room ready for whatever came next.
That night, the Martinez family had dinner together—their new Tuesday tradition. Gabriel exhausted, Alejandro proud, Joaquín quiet but present, Elena holding it all together as always, Sofía drawing the family closer than they actually sat.
"Forty-three men," Elena said.
"From zero to zero to forty-three," Gabriel corrected. "The zeros mattered too."
"Are you ready for next week?" Alejandro asked. "The full program?"
"No."
"Good," Joaquín said. "Ready would mean you have answers. Not ready means you're still learning."
Later, alone in his room, Gabriel looked at his phone. Three red texts from men in crisis. All three had been answered by others in the network. The guys were looking out for each other.
Tomorrow would bring October, the full S.U.C.K. program, the test of everything they'd built. But tonight, Gabriel had something that hadn't existed six months ago—a community of men learning to catch each other, and a family learning to be one.
The roots had grown deep in dark soil, reaching toward water they could finally taste.










Chapter 15:
The Full Program

The Room Fills
First Tuesday of October, 7 PM. One week since Gabriel had stood before forty-three men and promised the full Embracing the S.U.C.K. program—all four pillars, no holding back. Now he stood in the community center bathroom, gripping the sink as his stomach revolted again. Nothing left but bile. The fluorescent light flickered above him—on, off, on, off—matching his confidence exactly.
Last week had been stories and testimonies. Tonight would be different—exercises, participation, asking grown men to actually do things, not just listen. The thought made him heave again.
His phone buzzed:
@mexica_warrior95: this is the end of masculinity as we know it @ashley_grades: remember when gabriel froze reading poetry sophomore year? now he thinks he can fix grown men lmaooo @loving_dad_82: Thank you for doing this. My son needs to see it's okay.
Views: 847 and climbing
"Already did," Gabriel told the screen, then heaved again.
The bathroom door opened. Oscar found him hunched over the sink, the smell of vomit obvious despite the industrial bleach.
"Jesus, primo." Oscar pulled paper towels from his pocket—he'd learned the dispenser had been broken for years. "You know what we used to say in the Marines? You acknowledge the hard stuff is real, then find a way through it. Not around it, not over it—through it."
"There's like fifty people out there."
"And you know what gets you through?" Oscar's hands gripped Gabriel's shoulders, grounding him. "Your squad. Tonight, that's all of us."
They walked out together into chaos. The multipurpose room hit Gabriel with everything at once—forty-three men crammed into a space meant for thirty. The smell was overwhelming: nervous sweat, someone's aggressive Axe body spray, Miguel's drywall dust, cigarette smoke clinging to jackets, and underneath it all, the community center's permanent smell of old coffee and floor wax.
Folding chairs scraped against linoleum as men shifted uncomfortably. Someone's work boots kept tapping—steel toe against concrete, nervous rhythm. In the back, two men were having a whispered argument in Spanish, one gesturing toward the door.
Gabriel cataloged the room's divisions without meaning to. Tony's soccer league crew, all in work boots and Carhartt jackets, arms crossed. Dr. Chen in his expensive North Face jacket, typing on his phone. Luis Morales had created an island of grief in the back row—the space around him empty like his pain might be contagious.
Gabriel's family clustered in the third row. Joaquín gripped his oxygen tank with white knuckles, the portable concentrator humming. Alejandro's face showed nothing—stone watching his fifteen-year-old son attempt what he'd never managed. Elena kept touching his arm, small anchoring gestures.
Three phones on tripods faced the front, already streaming. Gabriel's phone buzzed with another comment: @derek_chavez_2008: my dad's here. holy shit my dad is actually here
Then Mrs. Ramirez's voice cut through from the doorway: "Don't make my living room your laboratory."
The room went silent. Everyone knew her story—husband's suicide two years ago.
"What happens after tonight? Who's gonna help when this breaks them open and you go back to playing video games?"
She left before anyone could respond. Gabriel watched two men near the door exchange glances. One stood—James something, from the warehouse—and walked out. Forty-two now.


















Opening the Door
Gabriel approached the podium, having to stand on his toes. His hands shook visibly as he adjusted the mic down. When it squealed, someone in the back muttered "Amateur hour."
"Is this thing even on?" His voice cracked completely on "on."
His phone lit up: @anonymous_watcher: kid looks ready to puke
"I'm going to be honest—I'm terrified right now." The words tumbled out. "I threw up twice in the bathroom. There's still—"
Randy Chavez's voice cut him off: "Kid can't even control his voice, and he's gonna teach us about control?"
Gabriel found Randy's face. His own face was burning, pit stains already showing through his gray shirt—why had he worn gray?
"You're right, Mr. Chavez. I can't control my voice. Can't control that I'm sweating through my shirt. Can't control—" He pulled out his phone, showing the screen, "—that about thirty people online are saying I should shut up."
"Then why are you doing this?" someone called out.
"Because—" Gabriel's voice cracked again. He stopped, took a breath, looked at his shoes, then up. "Because six months ago, my dad destroyed our family altar with a hammer."
The room shifted. Chairs creaked. Someone whispered "Alejandro?" In the third row, a man was translating quietly for his friend who spoke less English.
"Broke every picture. Scattered our ancestors—"
"I was there," Mr. Gutierrez called from the back, his voice cutting through. "Saw your dad after. Man was gone. Sat in his truck for three hours, just staring at nothing."
Gabriel saw his father's jaw clench so hard the muscle jumped. Elena grabbed Alejandro's hand.
"His breaking was the best thing that happened to us." Gabriel's voice got stronger, angrier. "Because we couldn't pretend anymore. You know what I used to do? Hide in my room playing games while my dad sat in the garage wanting to die. While my six-year-old sister wet her bed because she was scared of her own father. While my grandfather—" he gestured at Joaquín, "—wheezed through another day of not talking to anyone."
In the back, someone's leg was bouncing so hard his keys were jingling. Another man kept checking the door like he might bolt.
"We were all dying in the same house. Walking past each other like ghosts. My mom crying in her car before coming inside to make dinner. And we called that—"
He reached for his note cards. They scattered across the floor immediately.
"Shit—sorry—" Gabriel knelt, showing his boxers. Someone laughed—not kindly. When he stood, his face was crimson, but something had shifted. He wasn't looking at his shoes anymore.
"This is going great," he said, and the room laughed. Real laughter this time.
Gabriel gave up on the cards, kicked them aside. "Look, I don't have answers. But I know we're all pretending to be okay when we're not."
"My father couldn't talk about feelings," someone called out.
"Neither could mine," another voice added.
"Three generations of silence in my family," Tony said.
Gabriel nodded. His phone buzzed: @broken_but_here: wait this kid is actually making sense
Views: 1,247
"If you're here," Gabriel's voice grew stronger, making eye contact now, "if you stayed after Mrs. Ramirez said what we're all thinking—then you're already braver than you think."


















The Body Remembers
Mr. Fields moved to center. Behind him, someone's folding chair squeaked as they shifted. A phone buzzed—mariachi ringtone—and was quickly silenced.
"October 15th, 2019." The words came out careful. "I'm forty-five years old. On my kitchen floor."
His hand went unconsciously to his chest, fingers spreading over his heart.
"Can't breathe. Chest feels like—like someone parked a truck on it. Left arm numb. The linoleum's cold against my cheek. I can see dust bunnies under the refrigerator. My daughter—" He stopped, swallowed. "Twelve years old. She finds me."
"Jesus," someone whispered. A chair scraped as someone leaned forward.
"She's screaming for her mother. Calling 911. Keeps saying 'Daddy, please, Daddy, please.' And all I can think is—" His voice caught. "If I die, she'll blame herself forever."
Luis Morales made a sound—half gasp, half sob. Someone passed him tissues, the box traveling hand to hand.
"Doctor says ten more minutes and I'd be dead." Mr. Fields looked at the floor. "But you want to know the worst part? When I woke up in the hospital, I was disappointed."
The room went completely still. Even the guy with bouncing leg stopped moving.
"Disappointed I was still here. My twelve-year-old saved my life and I was angry at her for it."
"Fuck," Randy said quietly. In the back, someone stood up—bathroom or leaving? He headed for the bathroom, walking fast.
"Stand up if you can," Mr. Fields said suddenly.
"What?" Randy said.
"Trust me. Stand up. We're going to shake everything out."
"This is stupid," Randy protested, but he was already standing.
The room rose reluctantly—chairs scraping, men grumbling. Someone's back popped audibly. Oscar started shaking first. The room became chaos—forty-two men shaking off decades. Someone laughed—nervous, high-pitched. Another man was shaking so hard his wallet fell out.
"Close your eyes," Mr. Fields said after. "Notice your head—when did it get so heavy?"
Small sounds throughout the room—recognition, surprise.
"Your jaw—where we store words we never said."
Tony gasped. "Jesus. Three years. It's been locked three years."
"Your shoulders—"
"Mine are up by my ears," someone called out.
Luis Morales's shoulders dropped and he broke completely. The sound was devastating. Dr. Chen was crying silently, expensive jacket shaking. Even Randy had wet eyes he kept wiping with his sleeve.
Gabriel's phone lit up: @maria_therapist: THIS. The body keeps the score. These men are doing the work.
























Understanding the Story
Tony stood before Mr. Fields finished talking. "I'll go. I need to—I'll go."
His crew watched like he was betraying them. One actually turned his chair away.
"It's been clenched since the divorce. But—" Tony stopped, searching. "No, wait. Earlier."
"Take your time," Mr. Fields said.
"I was twelve. Dad lost his job at the plant." The words came in bursts. "Didn't tell us. For three days, he put on his uniform, packed lunch, pretended to go to work."
"Mine did the same thing," someone said quietly. "Six weeks."
"Friday night. Went to get my bike from the garage. Heard—" Tony's voice dropped. "Never heard my dad cry before. Didn't know that sound could come from him. Like... like an animal caught in a trap."
The room held its breath. Someone's phone was recording, but they slowly lowered it.
"I stood at that door for an hour. My legs went numb. I—" He laughed, embarrassed. "I pissed myself a little. I was twelve, terrified."
"Here's what kills me—my son's fifteen. Same as you, Gabriel. Last month, I'm in my room. Crying after another fight about custody. And I see it—his shadow under the door. Just standing there. For an hour."
His voice broke. "I'm teaching him the same thing. That men cry alone. That sons stand outside—"
Victor stood up suddenly, cutting Tony off. "My stomach. It's been churning since I was ten."
Everyone turned. Victor was pressing both hands against his stomach.
"Forty years. Mom left. Middle of the night. Dad made breakfast next morning. Burnt eggs. Said—" His hands pressed harder. "Said she left because I was too much trouble."
"What the fuck?" Randy turned fully in his chair. "Your dad said that?"
"Yeah."
"That's fucked up. Really fucked up." Randy's voice was fierce. "My dad hit me, but at least he didn't make me think I made my mom disappear."
Victor looked surprised. "I—yeah. It was fucked up."
"You know what I did last week?" Victor continued, gaining momentum. "Googled 'how to know if your mom leaving was your fault.' I'm fifty years old, Googling that like a kid."
Someone laughed—not mocking, but recognition. Another man said quietly, "I Google why my dad never said he loved me."
Gabriel checked his phone: Views: 2,341. Someone had commented: @veteran_voice: funny how the "weak" ones are the only ones brave enough to speak
"Find a partner," Mr. Fields announced. "Someone you don't know well. Two minutes each."
The awkward dance began—metal chairs scraping, men avoiding eye contact even while pairing up. In the corner, two men who came together were arguing about whether to participate. One walked out. Forty-one now.
























Finding Compassion
Someone's alarm went off—loud, insistent. "Shit, sorry, medication reminder," the man fumbled with his phone. The spell broke for a moment, then reformed.
Father Luis moved forward slowly. Someone from the back called out: "Here comes the priest to tell us we're sinners."
"No." Father Luis stopped. "I'm here to tell you about the men I've buried."
@concerned_mom_2020: oh god. here we go
"Miguel Sandoval, thirty-eight, garage, children sleeping upstairs."
Dr. Chen made a sound—that was his cousin.
"Tom Bradley, fifty-one, truck off Highway 152, no skid marks."
"Roberto Vega, twenty-three, pills and vodka."
Each name landed like a stone in water. Someone was counting on their fingers—seventeen names.
"David Martinez." Father Luis's voice changed. "Forty-four. In his car. Outside the church. I heard the shot."
Complete silence except for the heating system's death rattle.
"Ran out. Still had communion wafers in my pocket. David's window was down. Blood and—" He stopped. "His eyes were still moving. I held his hand. Told him God loved him. Lied and said everything would be okay."
"His last words? 'Tell them I was weak.'"
Someone in the back started sobbing—rough, ugly sounds. Another man got up to go to the bathroom—or maybe to cry privately.
Father Luis lifted his shirt suddenly, revealing scars. Several men gasped. One actually stood up to see better.
"IED outside Kandahar. Army chaplain, two tours."
"Holy shit," Randy breathed.
The collar came off, held in his hands. "This doesn't protect you from being human."
"Put your hands on your hearts," Father Luis said.
"Come on—" someone protested.
"Just do it," Tony said. "What's it gonna hurt?"
Slowly, reluctantly, hands moved to chests. Gabriel noticed his own hand shaking less than before.
"Three phrases. First: 'This is hard.'"
Murmurs throughout the room. Someone whispered it in Spanish.
"Second: 'I'm not alone.' Look around."
Men actually looking at each other. The man who'd been ready to leave made eye contact with Gabriel.
"Third—this one will fight you: 'May I be kind to myself.'"
"I can't—" David Reyes's voice broke from the back. "After what I've done—"
"Then what?" Father Luis walked toward him. "Become number eighteen?"
David broke completely. Two strangers put hands on his shoulders.
Gabriel's phone: @men_need_help: 17 men. 17. let that sink in Views: 3,892 Shares: 234

















Knowledge for Action
Oscar moved to center. "Six months ago. December 15th, 2:47 AM."
The specificity made everyone lean forward. Chairs creaked under shifting weight.
"My wife finds me in the garage. Car running. Door closed."
@veteran_support: we lose about 5 a day. thank you for speaking up
"I wasn't actively trying to die. But I wasn't actively trying to live either."
Too many nods. Someone said quietly, "The space between."
"I'd been sitting in that garage every night for a month. Started with ten minutes. Then twenty. Then an hour. Each time, letting the engine run a little longer. Like I was training for—" His voice caught. "Training for something."
"My five-year-old started sleeping in the closet. Said it was safer there."
Several men were openly crying now. Someone blew their nose loudly.
"Two weeks ago. Safeway. Buying milk." Oscar's hands moved, demonstrating. "The lights sound like helicopter blades. The kid stocking shelves becomes—becomes something else."
"Flashback," someone said. "I get those. Walmart for me."
"Six months ago, I would've run. Instead—stop. Breathe." He demonstrated, and half the room copied him unconsciously.
"Name five real things. Milk cartons. Price tags. The kid's acne."
"That's it?" Randy asked, but his voice had lost its edge.
Oscar showed his phone. "Last Thursday. 2 AM. I texted red to Marcus. He called in thirty seconds. We talked about nothing. Baseball. Whether hot dogs are sandwiches."
"Exchange numbers. Right now."
The room erupted—phones out, awkward introductions. Randy and Tony exchanged numbers, Randy muttering "This doesn't mean we're friends." Behind them, Derek was showing his dad comments on the livestream: @derek_chavez_2008: my dad signed up. my actual dad. crying rn






The Room Changes
Gabriel returned to center. His shirt was soaked through, but he wasn't looking at his shoes anymore. His voice was steadier—exhausted but steady.
"We did something tonight. Not everything. Not for everyone." He gestured to the three empty chairs. "But something."
Tony stood suddenly. "My chest. It's looser. First time in three years I can breathe without feeling like I'm drowning."
Dr. Chen stood. "Twenty years treating depression while denying my own. Monday—I'm calling someone."
Luis Morales stood last. "My son. Three months ago. I was so angry at him for being weak." His voice shattered. "Tonight I understood. He learned from watching me die slowly. He was braver—at least he asked for help."
"Small groups continue every Tuesday," Gabriel announced.
Randy stood and walked to the sign-up sheet. "I'm not signing anything," he announced loudly while writing "Randy C." Then he crossed it out, wrote "Randy Chavez" in full.
"Dad." Derek's voice from the doorway. "Dad, everyone already knows."
They moved toward each other. The hug was clumsy—Randy patted Derek's back like he was burping a baby. But it was real.
The room began to empty slowly. Men exchanging numbers. Someone showing another man how to text. In the parking lot, visible through the window, James—the one who'd left early—sat in his truck, still in the parking lot, engine off.
Gabriel's family approached. Joaquín moved closer than he'd been in years, close enough that Gabriel could smell Old Spice and oxygen tank plastic.
"Mijo." Just that word, heavy with everything.
Alejandro couldn't speak. He nodded once, walked away quickly.
Gabriel checked his phone one last time:
@anonymous_no_more: I was planning something permanent tonight. not anymore. Final stats: 6,847 views, 1,234 shares, 445 comments
Oscar sat beside him. "You did it, primo."
"We did it."
"No. You stood up there at fifteen and gave forty-three grown men permission to be human. That was you."
The janitor appeared, keys jangling. "Time to go, folks."
Gabriel looked back at the room—chairs scattered, tissue boxes empty, three men still exchanging numbers by the door. One man still sitting alone, staring at his phone, at the "red" he hadn't sent.
As they walked to the car, Joaquín said something quiet: "Los hombres aprenden a doblarse."
Men are learning to bend.
Not learned. Learning. Present tense, ongoing, incomplete.
That was enough.










Chapter 16:
What Grows After

The Aftermath
October 8th, 2021. Three days after the full program event. Gabriel hadn't left his room except to piss. His phone sat face-down on his desk, buzzing every few minutes with notifications he couldn't face.
The video clips were everywhere. Someone had edited Oscar's garage confession with dramatic music. Another version had crying-laughing emojis over Father Luis's prayer. The worst one—Randy hugging Derek—had been turned into a meme: "When your toxic masculinity finally breaks."
8,000 views. 12,000. 20,000.
The TikTok was worse. Some kid from another school acting out Gabriel's voice cracks, exaggerating the stammering, pretending to drop note cards. 45,000 views. Comments flooded with skull emojis and "bro thought he did something."
Elena knocked. "Mijo, you need to eat."
"Not hungry."
She came in anyway, set a plate on his desk. "The internet's not real life."
"Tell that to everyone at school." He showed her his phone. Someone had screenshot him kneeling to pick up the note cards, boxers showing. It was all over Snapchat with captions like "Dr. Feelings" and "Gabriel's gonna fix you "
Ashley had posted a side-by-side: Gabriel frozen during sophomore poetry reading next to Gabriel at the podium. Caption: "Same energy 💀"
"They're children," Elena said.
"I'm children too, Mom. I'm fifteen."
She sat on his bed. "Your grandfather wants to talk to you."
"About what?"
"He didn't say. But he sounded... different."
Gabriel's phone buzzed. Another DM: "My dad hits me. Can you help?"
He stared at it. What was he supposed to say? He was fifteen. He played Fortnite and failed geometry. He wasn't equipped for this.
Another: "My husband went to your thing. Now he won't stop crying. Did you break him?"
Another: "You ruined my marriage. My wife says I need therapy now."
Another: "Thank you for saving my dad's life."
He turned the phone off.
School
Monday was hell. Gabriel ate lunch in the bathroom, feet up so no one would know he was there. Someone had drawn a crying face on his locker with "Dr. Feelings" written underneath in Sharpie.
In history, Jake Morrison kept making exaggerated crying sounds whenever the teacher turned around. In PE, nobody would partner with him except Derek Chavez, and even Derek looked uncomfortable.
"My dad's still going," Derek said quietly while they ran laps. "To the group, I mean."
"That's good."
"He's different. Not fixed but... different. Still drinks sometimes but he texts that Tony guy colors now."
"Yeah?"
"He tried to hug me this morning. It was weird as fuck. But also... not bad?"
They ran in silence for a while.
"Everyone's being dicks to you," Derek observed.
"Yeah."
"Want me to say something?"
"No. It'll pass."
But it didn't pass. By Wednesday, someone had made an Instagram account: @GabrielGonnaCry. They posted edited videos of him at the event with sad violin music. One teacher tried to get it taken down, but new accounts kept popping up.
The guidance counselor called him in. "Gabriel, what you're doing is admirable, but we're concerned about liability issues."
"Liability?"
"You're a minor running what appears to be group therapy. If something happens—"
"It's not therapy. It's just guys talking."
"Still. The school district is worried. Parents are calling."
"Whose parents?"
She wouldn't say, but Gabriel knew. Probably the same parents who complained when they added mental health days to the school calendar.

Small Truths
Tuesday night. Only six men showed up for the small group. Gabriel almost canceled, but Tony convinced him to stay.
"This is the real work," Tony said, arranging the water-damaged room's mismatched chairs. "The event was performance. This is practice."
The six included Dr. Chen, still in his work clothes. Marcus, the young teacher whose hands shook from pandemic stress. Two fathers from Tony's soccer league. And surprisingly, Mr. Peterson, the white guy from the bank who'd stood out like a sore thumb at the event.
"My wife doesn't know I'm here," Peterson admitted during check-in. "Told her it's poker night."
"Why lie?" Marcus asked.
"Because if I tell her I'm at a feelings group for men, she'll think I'm having an affair. That would be more believable."
Uncomfortable laughter. Too real.
Halfway through, Peterson stood abruptly. "This is bullshit. Talking doesn't fix anything. My dad never talked about feelings and he was fine."
"Was he?" Tony asked. "Really?"
Peterson's face went red. "Better than you people sitting around crying about every little thing."
"You people?" Tony stood too.
"You know what I mean."
"No, say it."
Peterson looked around the room—all brown faces except his. "I didn't mean—"
"Yeah, you did." Tony's voice was calm but firm. "You came here thinking you were different. Better. That your pain was more legitimate because what? You're white? Got a bank job?"
Peterson grabbed his jacket. "My dad drank himself to death at fifty-eight. There. Happy? He was a drunk who never said he loved me. But at least he didn't sit around whining about it."
He left, slamming the door. They heard his BMW peel out of the parking lot.
Dr. Chen spoke into the silence: "He'll either come back different or not at all. Both are okay."
Peterson never came back. But three weeks later, Gabriel heard from Marcus that Peterson's son had started attending the teen group Marcus launched. "My dad won't come," the kid said, "but he drove me here. That's something."


What Joaquín Knew
Mid-October, 2021. Joaquín had been moving slower, the oxygen tank's hiss more constant. His hands shook when he held his coffee. He'd stopped taking some of his pills—Elena found them hidden behind the toaster.
"Help me in the garden," he said to Gabriel one Saturday.
They worked in silence at first, Joaquín directing from his chair while Gabriel did everything. His grandfather's hands shook too much to hold the seeds.
"The program," Joaquín said finally, having to stop every few words to breathe. "It's not what you expected."
"No. I thought... I don't know. That everyone would get it. That change would be faster."
Joaquín tried to pick up soil, but his fingers wouldn't close properly. Gabriel helped, pouring dirt into his grandfather's palm.
"You know what makes a garden grow?" Joaquín asked.
"Water? Sun?"
"Failed seeds. The ones that don't sprout... become the soil... for the ones that do."
He was breathing harder, even with the oxygen turned up.
"I need to tell you something." Each word took effort. "About your father. About patterns."
Gabriel set down his trowel.
"I was thirty-five when my father died. Never heard him say... he loved me. Not once. I promised I'd be different... with Alejandro. But promises aren't change."
He had to stop for a full minute, just focusing on breathing.
"These past months... watching you teach grown men... what I couldn't learn until seventy-four..." He managed a weak smile. "You're breaking chains... I didn't even know I was wearing."
"Abuelo—"
"Let me finish. I might not... get another chance."
Gabriel's chest tightened. "Don't say that."
"I'm tired, mijo. The kind of tired that... sleep doesn't fix." He reached for Gabriel's hand, his grip barely there. "But I'm not scared anymore. You know why?"
Gabriel shook his head.
"Because I finally told your father I love him. Really told him... not just words but feeling it. Last week, sitting right here. He cried. I cried. Sixty years late... but we got there."
His eyes were closing, exhaustion pulling at him.
"That's your real success. Not the program... not the videos. You made it safe... for an old man to love his son out loud."
"Abuelo, let's go inside. You need rest."
"Soon. Just... let me sit here a little longer. With my grandson. In the garden we built."
Gabriel knew. Somehow, he knew this was goodbye.























The Last Garden
October 15th, 2021. Friday morning. Elena went to wake Joaquín for his medications and found him still, peaceful, gone. The stroke had been quick—no pain, Dr. Patel said later. A mercy.
Gabriel felt hollow, scraped clean. They'd just talked about the garden three days ago. Joaquín had seemed tired but not... finished.
But thinking back, Gabriel realized his grandfather had been saying goodbye. The way he'd held Gabriel's hand with what little strength remained. The way he'd said "the garden we built" like he was passing it on.
The house filled with people. Men from the program appeared without being called—Tony, Dr. Chen, even Randy, all wearing their best attempts at formal clothes. Someone from the knockoff CrossFit group showed up, did pushups in the parking lot "in Joaquín's honor," and had to be asked to leave.
Sofía didn't understand at first. "When will Abuelo wake up?"
"He's not going to wake up, mija," Elena said gently.
"But we were going to plant beans next week. He promised."
She ran to her room. Gabriel found her later, drawing pictures of Joaquín in the clouds, oxygen tank transformed into wings.
"Do you think he can breathe better now?" she asked.
"Yeah. I think he can."
At school, even the assholes backed off for a few days. Death was the one thing that made teenagers stop being cruel, at least temporarily. Someone cleaned "Dr. Feelings" off his locker. Ashley deleted the comparison post.
The funeral brought out people Gabriel didn't know existed. Men who'd watched the videos but never came to meetings. Neighbors Joaquín had helped without mentioning it.
Father Luis spoke simply: "Joaquín Martínez learned at seventy-four what some never learn—how to bend without breaking. In his bending, he taught us all how to stand differently."






What Continues
November 2021. The small groups kept meeting. Three regulars, sometimes five, once they had twelve. Not the revolution Gabriel had imagined, but something.
The DMs hadn't stopped. Every day, strangers asking for help Gabriel couldn't give. He'd started copying and pasting the same response: "I'm not a therapist. Please reach out to local mental health resources. The group meets Tuesdays at 7 PM at the community center if you're local."
At school, things settled into a new normal. Most people forgot about the viral videos. Occasionally someone would make a crack about "Dr. Feelings," but without real venom. Derek Chavez ate lunch with him now, which helped. They didn't talk about the group, just played games on their phones and complained about geometry.
Marcus started a group for teenage boys. "Preventative maintenance," he called it. "Catch them before the patterns cement."
Derek was first to sign up. "My dad's trying," he told Gabriel. "But forty years of habits don't just disappear. Maybe I can learn different habits."
Randy had started texting Tony colors. Mostly green, some yellow, one red that resulted in Tony sitting in Randy's driveway at 2 AM, just being there while Randy's marriage finally ended.
"She said I changed too late," Randy told the group. "Maybe she's right. But my son sees me trying. That's something."
The garden became the program's second home. Men who'd never planted anything learned from Alejandro, who'd absorbed Joaquín's knowledge through proximity and grief. The benches filled with men talking or just sitting, comfortable with silence that wasn't empty anymore.
December brought news that another Embracing the S.U.C.K. group had started in Salinas. Not the CrossFit version, but someone's brother who'd changed enough that others wanted to know how.
"It's spreading," Elena said, showing Gabriel the Facebook post about it.
"Fifteen people isn't spreading. It's barely a start."
"All gardens start with barely a start."






December's Truth
The last Tuesday before Christmas, only four men showed up. Gabriel almost laughed—they'd gone from forty-three to four in two months. But these four came every week, did the work, texted their colors.
Gabriel was exhausted. Being fifteen and carrying this was like wearing clothes five sizes too big. His grades were slipping. He'd quit the soccer team. Some days he didn't want to show up either.
"I've been thinking about failure," Dr. Chen said. "My practice sees a thirty percent success rate as excellent. Why did I expect this to be different?"
"Because hope makes us stupid," Tony said, but he was smiling.
Marcus had brought cookies his students made. Lopsided, too much frosting, perfect.
"One of my kids asked what toxic masculinity means," Marcus said. "I told him it's when being a man becomes a prison instead of a possibility. He said, 'So this group is like prison break?' I said yeah, but slower and with more crying."
They laughed. Real laughter, not performance.
After everyone left, Gabriel sat in the empty room. His phone lit up with another DM: "My dad went to your thing. Still drinks, still yells, but yesterday he said 'I'm struggling' instead of punching the wall. First time he's ever admitted anything was wrong. Thank you."
He screenshot it, added it to a folder labeled "Why." For the days when the mockery felt louder than the gratitude.
That evening, Sofía came to his room with something wrapped in tissue paper.
"I made this for you," she said.
Inside was a painted rock, covered in her seven-year-old's version of the garden. Stick figures that were clearly the family, working together. Joaquín floating above with wings, watering can in hand.
"So you remember that growing things takes time," she said, sounding older than seven.
"Sometimes they don't grow at all," Gabriel said, too tired to pretend optimism.
"That's okay too," Sofía said. "Abuelo said the seeds that don't grow help the ones that do. They become the dirt."
"When did he tell you that?"
"Last week. When he was really tired. He said even if something doesn't work how you want, it's still important."
Gabriel put the rock on his desk, next to his laptop full of unanswered messages from strangers.
Some things couldn't be measured in views or attendance. Some things only worked at the size of a small room, mismatched chairs, four men learning to say "I'm struggling" out loud.
Tomorrow would bring another Tuesday. Maybe three men would show up, maybe six, maybe none. But the door would be open. Gabriel would be there, even though he was tired, even though he was fifteen and didn't have answers.
Not the revolution he'd imagined, but the evolution that was actually possible.
That had to be enough. Because it was all he had.









Epilogue:
Another Tuesday


6:47 AM. Gabriel's alarm went off for the third time. Tuesday. Hardware store at 8, Psychology 101 at 2, support group at 7. Same as every Tuesday for the past year.
He checked his phone. Text from Alejandro: "Green. You?"
"Yellow," Gabriel typed back. Always yellow on Tuesdays. The anxiety of running the group never went away, just became familiar.
At Gutierrez Hardware, Gabriel unlocked the doors, turned on the lights, and tried not to think about James every time he walked past the hunting supplies. He'd been working there for four months. Mrs. Gutierrez hired him, knowing who he was, what he'd started. She never mentioned it except once: "My husband was too proud to stay. Maybe if you'd been older, known more..." Then she'd walked away, leaving Gabriel to stock hinges and carry that weight.
First customer at 8:15. Mr. Peterson, the bank guy who'd walked out calling it bullshit three years ago.
"Gabriel." A nod of acknowledgment.
"Mr. Peterson. Finding everything?"
"Rope. The thick kind."
Gabriel's chest tightened. "What for?"
"Tree swing. Grandkid's birthday."
They both knew what Gabriel was really asking. Peterson's jaw clenched.
"Three years sober next month," Peterson said quietly, not meeting Gabriel's eyes. "Never came back to your thing, but... started AA instead."
"That's good."
"Your thing was too raw. But it cracked something open. AA felt safer."
He paid cash, left without another word. Gabriel wouldn't see him again for months, but that was okay. Seeds and soil, like Joaquín always said.
Lunch break. Gabriel sat in his car, eating the sandwich Elena made, scrolling through his phone. The Embracing the S.U.C.K. Facebook page had 847 members, most lurking, never posting. Someone had shared an old video from the first big meeting with laughing emojis. Someone else commented that it saved their marriage. The duality never stopped.
Text from Marcus: "Kid's group has 12 now. More than yours lol."
"Good," Gabriel replied. And meant it. The teens were learning earlier what their fathers couldn't.
Psychology 101 at Fresno City College. Professor Williams was discussing toxic masculinity. A girl mentioned "that program in Hollister where guys text colors." Gabriel sank lower in his seat.
"Anyone familiar with that?" the professor asked.
Silence. Then Derek, who was also taking classes here, raised his hand. "My dad goes. Been going for three years. He's different now. Not fixed but... different."
"How so?"
"He tells me when he's struggling. Never did that before."
The professor nodded, moved on. Gabriel caught Derek's eye, mouthed "thanks." Derek shrugged. They'd been through enough together—the mockery, the viral videos, their fathers learning to feel in real-time.
After class, Derek caught up with him. "Tuesday tonight?"
"Always."
"My dad might come. First time in a month. The divorce is fucking him up."
"Tell him we're at five regulars. He won't be overwhelming anyone."
4 PM. Gabriel stopped by the cemetery. Joaquín's stone was simple: "Husband, Father, Grandfather. He learned to bend." Alejandro came every Sunday to maintain the plot. Gabriel came on Tuesdays, before the meeting, like a ritual.
"Five regulars, Abuelo," he said to the stone. "Tony, Dr. Chen, and Luis, two new guys who might stick. Not exactly the revolution."
Wind through the oak trees. A crow is calling.
"James's son started coming to Marcus's group. Angry kid. Reminds me of me at fifteen. Maybe he'll make it."
He left a smooth stone on top of the grave marker—Sofía's idea, something about Jewish tradition she'd learned in school. The collection had grown over two years, a small cairn of remembering.
6:30 PM. Gabriel arrived at the community center early to set up. Same room, same water stain on the ceiling, same broken bathroom dispenser no one would ever fix. He arranged seven chairs in a circle—optimistic, but sometimes someone new showed up.
Tony arrived first, as always. "How was the store?"
"Peterson came in. Three years sober."
"AA?"
"Yeah."
"Whatever works."
Dr. Chen arrived, still in scrubs. Then, Luis, who'd started bringing his son every other week. Then Kevin, the newest regular, a 30-year-old whose wife made him come but who'd started believing in it.
7:15. Five people. Gabriel wasn't disappointed anymore. Five was enough to hold space, to check in, to text colors.
"Anyone at Red this week?"
Silence. Then Tony: "Thursday. Almost. Texted Randy instead."
"What stopped you from going full red?"
"My kid had a soccer game on Friday. Couldn't miss it."
They went around. Dr. Chen talked about a patient who'd attempted suicide, how it brought back his cousin's death. Luis shared that his son got into college, the first in the family. Kevin admitted he'd been lying to his wife about looking for work.
No breakthroughs. No revelations. Just men talking, which three years ago would have been impossible for most of them.
At 8 PM, they stacked chairs. Tony helped without being asked—they had a rhythm now.
"Same time next week?" Dr. Chen asked, though he knew the answer.
"Door's always open."
They left separately, as always. Gabriel locked up and checked his phone. Message from someone in Modesto: "Started a group. Only two people came. Normal?"
"Completely normal," Gabriel typed. "Keep the door open."
Delete. Too preachy. Retry: "Yeah. I had zero people once. Just sat there alone for an hour. Two is actually good."
Send.
Drive home. Gabriel found his family eating dinner—Alejandro, Elena, Sofía, now nine, and constantly talking.
"How was the group?" Elena asked.
"Five."
"That's good."
"It's something."
Sofía looked up from her homework. "Jessie's dad started going to something like your group. She said he cries now, but in a good way."
"There's no good or bad way to cry," Gabriel said automatically, then caught himself. "Actually, I don't know. I'm eighteen. I don't know anything."
"You know some things," Alejandro said. "You know how to show up."
"Learned from watching you fail at it first."
Five years ago, that would have started a fight. Now, Alejandro just nodded. "Fair."
Later, Gabriel sat in his room doing homework for Psych 101. His professor wanted a paper on community mental health interventions. Gabriel could write about the program, but that felt like capitalizing on something that should stay small, quiet, barely surviving but surviving nonetheless.
His phone buzzed. Unknown number: "My dad went to your thing two years ago. Left after one meeting. But last week he told me he loved me for the first time. I think your thing planted something, even if he couldn't stay. Thank you."
Gabriel screenshot it, added it to a folder labeled "Maybe Worth It."
147 screenshots now. Against thousands of mockeries, failures, people who left and never came back. But 147 times, someone said it mattered.
11 PM. Gabriel texted Alejandro: "Green. You?"
"Green."
They'd been texting colors for three years now. Every day. Sometimes that was their only communication, but it was communication.
Gabriel thought about James, who couldn't text red, couldn't ask, couldn't stay. About his son in Marcus's teen group, learning what his father couldn't. About Peterson, sober through AA instead of their group, but sober. About the five men who would show up next Tuesday, and the Tuesday after that.
Not revolution. Not transformation. Just Tuesdays.
He turned off his light, set his alarm for 6:30. Tomorrow was Wednesday—hardware store, Statistics, homework. But next Tuesday, the door would be open. Five or six men would sit in mismatched chairs and admit they were struggling.
Three years ago, that would have seemed like failure. Now Gabriel understood it was the only success that mattered—not the size of change, but its constancy. Not how many were saved, but that the door stayed open for whoever needed it.
The last thing he wrote in his journal before bed:
"Joaquín would say something about gardens, about seasons, about patience. I'm too tired for metaphors. Five regulars. The store was busy. School is fine. Dad and I are both green today. Sofía thinks we talk about feelings too much now. Maybe we do. But we talk. That's the whole revolution—men talking, men staying alive, men texting colors. It's not enough. It'll never be enough. But it's Tuesday, and we showed up. Sometimes that's all you can do."
He closed the journal, looked at the painted rock Sofía had given him, still sitting on his desk. The garden Joaquín never got to see bloom. The stick figures are working together.
Outside, Hollister slept. Somewhere, a man was sitting in his garage with the engine running, phone in hand, wondering if he could text someone red. Somewhere else, a father was hugging his son for the first time in years. Somewhere, Randy was at yellow but handling it. Tony is green for once. Dr. Chen is scheduling his own therapy.
Small movements in the dark. Seeds that might grow or might just feed the soil for something else.
Tuesday would come again. The door would be open.
That had to be enough.
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