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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK IN CHICANA MEMOIR

I write about women.
Women of Mexican and Mexican-American heritage.
Chicanas.
Proud, flawed, all powerful, and human.
I write about grandmothers rubbing eggs over their retoños to cure mal de ojo as the
curanderas of the New World taught them, yet still attend church every Sunday morning to
appease an Old World God. I write their stories to give them a voice and I write about my
own to heal my wounds.
There has always been a purpose to my fiction; to create characters that mirror those
around me and dare to explore the deepest part of humanity, the areas I have always been
too afraid to explore on my own. I’ve always wanted to push boundaries and birth bold,
fearless, and strong characters in order to prepare them to engage in the good, the bad, and
the in-between, because even the most sinful can be re-built.
In fiction, we are given a safe space, one where the audience does not entirely know
if what they have read is based on truth. The writer of fiction maintains ambiguity, but
most importantly, privacy, one that, as John Gardner claims, allows for the writer to
theorize on human emotion:
On reflection we see that the great writer’s authority consists of two
elements. The first we may call, loosely, his sane humanness; that is, his
trustworthiness as a judge of things, a stability rooted in the sum of those
1

complex qualities of his character and personality (wisdom, generosity,
compassion, strength of will) to which we respond, as we respond to what is
best in our friends, with instant recognition and admiration, saying, ‘Yes,
you’re right, that’s how it is!’ (8)
The fiction writer is seen as a great master and all knowing, but the writer has to gain the
trust of the readers first and establish that he/she knows of pain, grief, happiness, and all
human emotion so that readers can say, “Yes, you’re right, that’s how it is!” Regrettably,
the safe space, where the fiction writer works, is a parallel universe; it is a parody of life.
As I wrote fiction, a question, small and quiet, began to unfold from my
subconscious asking; is this where I heal myself? I began to wonder where I belonged in
this realm. Would I get to tell my story? Are these not the reasons why I wrote? So that
I, too, could tell my truth, to remind the world what it is like to be human?
For some of us, we must begin our search in another writing sector, one that is the
opposite of fiction. As writers, we rarely see the self as a character, a protagonist in our
own writing. For women of color, it is even more common not to think of ourselves at the
center of a story, to think of ourselves as secondary. It has been our conditioning, our
colonization, a product of mixed breeding, as Gloria E. Anzaldúa addresses in La
conciencia de la mestiza / Towards a New Consciousness:
The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental and emotional
states of perplexity. Internal strife results in insecurity and indecisiveness.
The mestiza’s dual or multiple personality is plagued by psychic restlessness.
In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning torn
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between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural and
spiritual values of one group to another. Being tricultural, monolingual,
bilingual, or multilingual, speaking a patois, and in a state of perpetual
transition, the mestiza faces the dilemma of the mixed breed…Cradled in one
culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and
their value systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of
borders, an inner war. (Anzaldúa 100)
It is effortless to get carried away in a wave of self-doubt and confusion, but as Chicana,
as mestiza, writers we must re-appropriate our mixed heritage, using it to our advantage in
the way we write our stories.
While there is a trace of this idea, of this genre that is not fiction in our community,
such as testimonios, testimony, in our Latino/a community, this oral tradition poses a
dilemma to the writer looking for something other than fiction and something in the
personal. Most testimonios have middle men, and while their purpose is to bring a voice
to those who have been silenced within our community, such as women, “interlocutor[es],
who [are]…outside activist[s] and/or ally, records, transcribes, edits, and prepares a
manuscript for publication” are not necessarily the individuals who are telling their stories
(Bernal et. al 365). The story holds a different power when it comes from the source than
from the middle man who may (or may not) edit/modify/change the story, depending on
how the story will be used. It is the difference between the water and the faucet.
Other Chicana writers and scholars such as Ana Castillo, Cherríe Moraga, and
Norma E. Cantú have also used other forms of writing to call attention to the Chicana voice.
3

Their use of the essay, especially in academia, have paved the way for emerging Chicana
writers to convey their experience, yet there are still subjects plaguing the women in our
culture that have scarcely been addressed. This is where I found myself. How do I
approach an issue that has not quite been written about within my own culture? Where to
begin tackling the admission of truth for a truth that is uncomfortable?
Therein lies the beauty of creative nonfiction, more specifically, the memoir. While
this genre encompasses a multitude of forms (literary journalism, personal essay, etc.), at
its core there is a form of self-awareness, an evolution of the self where the parallel universe
fades and the writer becomes the main character in a story:
The self as continent, and you its first explorer: another definition of creative
nonfiction. For self, however, at the center of what [we] are writing of
however tangential, must inform the heart of the tale [we] are telling. It is
indeed self that is the creative element of creative nonfiction. Without [us]
and who [we] are, a piece of the writing that tells what happened is simply
nonfiction: a police report. But when [we] begin to incorporate the sad and
glorious fact that the way [we] see it shape and form what it is to be seen,
[we] end up with creative nonfiction. (Lott 195)
Finally, a space of our own, of my own. A space where we can adapt culture, the self,
experience, and voice our reality.
In this place, this realm, I have accepted my truth and adopted the term survivor as
my own. Survivor of death, sexual trauma, depression, loss of faith, and loss of self. I
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have survived through writing, but survival does not bring closure. I have found that fiction
helps writers tell the story, but creative nonfiction helps us be brave.
For those of us plagued with cowardice at how the world will receive our truths, but
bare them anyway, creative nonfiction gives us a medium, a safe space to heal. Social
psychologist, James W. Pennebaker discusses how “the mere act of disclosure is a powerful
therapeutic agent that may account for a substantial percentage of the variance in the
healing process…[and] writing about upsetting experiences, although painful in the days
of writing, produces long-term improvement in mood and indicators of wellbeing…[because] writing about emotional topics is associated with significant reductions
of distress” (162). If this is true, then creative nonfiction goes beyond literature. It is a
healing agent.
This genre is the balm containing self-reflective therapeutic properties that soothes
the writer as we explore our own stories. In her essay, “Resurrections,” Sandra Cisneros
claims that as a writer, she had to feel in order to write, so that as writers all emotions wash
through us:
In the spring after my mother died, a doctor wanted to prescribe pills for
depression. ‘But if I don’t feel,’ I said, ‘how will I be able to write?’ I need
to be able to feel things deeply, good or bad, and wade through an emotion
to the other shore, toward a rebirth, of sorts, a return to the living, I knew if
I put off moving through grief, the wandering between worlds would only
take longer. Even sadness has its place in the universe. (300)
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By writing from own experiences as ourselves, not as fictional characters, we come closer
to gaining closure with our past and rebuilding our soul. We begin to approach topics that
in Chicano/a culture are considered taboo, such as mental illness and abortion.
True, it is much easier to write about fictional characters, even when the characters
mirror our own lives and choices, than to admit these characters – and their choices – have
been us all along. But, if we have a balm that provides us with the ability to endure pain,
even in short spurts, then we are able to write these stories, to take possession of our truths.
In this memoir, I appropriate my own truth and explore a variety of other contemporary
issues that affect the El Paso borderland culture: mental illness, abortion, and gender roles.
Due to our unique location, between the reminder of our past that is Mexico and our
highly demanding present, the United States, our region finds itself once more, in what I
have to come to call the in-between. A form of limbo, a midpoint where mixture and
mestizaje, as Anzaldúa refers to in her work, create a uniquely wondrous and dangerous
culture if its own. Pulling from both cultures, the good and the bad, we find ourselves as
Chicanas caught in between conflicting ideas that heavily influence our choices as women;
the traditional nurturer that is predominant in the Mexican and Mexican-American
cultures and the image of the progressive female, independent and strong in the American
culture. In the piece, “Matachines on the Sidewalk”, I address this very issue and how it
played a vast role in my choice to end my pregnancy:
…I decided to take in fresh air, to let my skin warm in the sun and find
comfort in the midmorning sunshine. The view seemed different. There was
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a softness, almost a tenderness to the blue of the sky, like it also felt lethargic.
Had I ever noticed how the city rolled into the distance? How at one point
in the horizon, El Paso and Juárez blended into one giant metropolis? There
has always been a fluidity between these two worlds, something that moves
between them, between us, the people caught in between both cities, two
cultures. I have lived my entire life in this city, abiding by its rules, by its
people, and at times, by its confines, but I had strayed. Pushed my boundaries
and tested my limits, finally rebelling against its traditions and ended up in
another in-between, on a verge, a border, and whichever side I chose, I would
never truly feel like I belonged. Regardless of the path I took, I would forever
wonder what my life would have been on the other side. This had been my
struggle six years ago. Which side to choose? Neither one looked promising,
neither one could offer security, and on either path, I would never be the
same. My last visit to this mountain had been clouded, I had not even noticed
to the walking trail in front of me, much less the borderland or how much the
terrain resembled me. I was like the land, caught in the middle. There were
expectations from the people on both sides, yet these people didn’t seem to
care that the land had stood on its own, without borders or restrictions long
before we began to document its history. Before them, before any of us.
Why couldn’t either see that the land was not meant to live by their rules, by
their confines? Tearing it in two would only cause resentment.

7

I was the daughter of a single Mexican mother; these two contradictory messages plagued
me into adulthood.

Which one to be?

Which side would provide me with better

opportunities? Would I lose a piece of myself or discover one that I did not know was
there? Would I like it? Additionally, I was a first generation Mexican-American female,
which meant that the pressure of succeeding, of making something of myself, rested on my
shoulders. As children of immigrants, we are seen by our parents as the golden children,
those that will achieve something better than they could in their native country, after all,
that is why they left their home country for the United States.
These pressures and ideals take shape into how we see the world and how we write
about our experiences as Chicanas. This defines what we are able to say and write
comfortably in memoir. Our culture and location dictates which boundaries to push. In
this memoir, I write from the perspective of a Chicana alongside the Rio Grande,
specifically the El Paso region.
There is great importance in publishing this memoir, a Chicana memoir, because in
order to break our confines as women, we must be able to bring those issues we consider
taboo into light. Abortion is a topic we shun in our culture, even though it is extremely
prevalent. White women have found a safe space to speak openly about abortion. It has
not been easy and it has taken them decades to be able to acquire this space. This is crucial.
It is crucial because in order to gain equality and keep our rights, to be able to be at the
forefront of our destiny and keep a choice about our bodies, Chicanas must find a safe
space to admit abortion. Our biggest flaw is keeping these wounds quiet, hidden in the
corners of our hearts where they begin to fester and consume us. Until we, the women who
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have made this choice, say it, “I had an abortion,” we are in danger of never creating a safe
space, not only for the women that will follow us, but the women now that hide their truth
in the shadows.
Sadly, we use our own history of conquest and religion to do just that, conquer. We
mimic the same idea, using the same tool, religion, to subjugate women to fear their own
lives, leaving home, question their own choices, and when they do, they are conditioned to
feel guilt which causes various forms of emotional and mental torture. On the El Paso
border, Catholicism is all around us, from the moment we are baptized to the moment we
begin to question our choices. My religious foundation, even though I never considered
myself religious, was tested after my abortion. Perhaps I never noticed how ingrained
religious beliefs, those I used to call my mother’s beliefs, were tied to my own
consciousness, to my daily life. Not until it felt like I had committed a mortal sin – as
defined by the Catholic religion. Once again, the hybridity and the mestizaje in me pushed
and pulled like the borderland.
A recurring symbol in my memoir is matachines, folklore dancers with impressive
costumes that re-enact various scenes from the Spanish/Mexico conquest. This motif was
not intentional, quite the opposite. The idea took root after one of my visits to the abortion
clinic where I terminated my pregnancy. Outside of this building, I was greeted by
protesters in matachín costumes. These dancers seemed out of place to me. Of course I
had encountered them before, but only as a child with my mother during a festivity at our
church.
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Their presence at the abortion clinic should not have surprised me, after all,
matachines are closely tied to religion and can mainly be found at Church events and
bazaars. Throughout Mexican and Mexican-American culture, the dance of the matachines
has been a medium to re-tell history and reinforce culture and religion. Key female figures
in these dances are Our Lady of Guadalupe and Malinche, the abhorrent lover of the
Spanish conquistador, Hernán Cortés, who was blamed for the fall of the Aztec Empire.
The good and the bad. The pure and the sinful. Even in the dance of the matachines, the
virgin/whore dichotomy is prevalent.
Yet, the characters in these dances are also hybrids. Since Christianity was used as
a colonizing agent for the Aztecs, the Spaniards used a mixture of Aztec mythology
alongside Christianity to instill their own religious beliefs. This is evident in the dance of
the matachines and the use of the female role in these dances. In his article, “Moctezuma's
Daughter: The Role of La Malinche in Mesoamerican Dance,” Max Harris claims that
danzas contain hidden transcript. These transcripts are used as subliminal messages for
those observing these dances. Among the multiple roles Malinche plays in matachín
danzas, her “…reputation [of]…treachery and sexual promiscuity provided a convenient
public transcript into which to insinuate the hidden transcript of a pre-Christian fertility
rite. The kind sexual mimicry required of a dancer representing the goddess of fertility
could then be explained as a disparaging reference to ‘sin’ of Malinche, and the dance
characterized…as an attempt to exorcise the evil sexual instincts of women in general…”
(Harris 171). A perfect subliminal message for an abortion clinic.
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It should not be a surprise that religion, in various forms from Catholicism to
indigenous traditions, uses numerous forms of intimidation to modify choice, especially
abortion. In order for these scare tactics to work on women, they must play and rattle their
core. For me, the combination of death and the soul rattled my foundation after my
abortion. I had never contemplated my own soul and for the first time I wondered, could I
go to hell? Did the clump of cells in my body have a soul even though it did not have a
heartbeat? If there was a soul, would that soul stay in limbo? Heaven? Hell?
Still, in ritual, such as the dance of the matachines, death is present. In a study by
J.D. Robb, the scholar claims, “There is some evidence that the matachina as danced by
the Mexican Mayos, Yaquis, and Tarahumares is sometimes associated with death. It is
danced at funerals… and it is sometimes associated with a velorio or wake…the term
mattasin was treated as a synonym of totentanz ‘dance of death’” (90). The combination
of death and religion was no accident by the matachines outside of the abortion clinic. It
was meant to be a reminder to the women of the path they had taken, that like Malinche,
they had strayed. Now, it was also a warning that they should not commit an even larger
act against their soul. In a 2016 interview with a local El Paso matachín during the Pope’s
visit to our region, the dancer confirmed the purpose of these danzas, “The dance is a
prayer. Each step that we do is a prayer of the rosary…and this is the meaning of the
matachines is that we are all united in prayer.” As I stood outside of the abortion clinic,
next to the matachines, I wondered if they were aware of the damage their actions were
doing to the women inside the clinic. Their loud drums were rattling my nerves and I was
not there for an abortion. I had returned years later to confront my past and begin my
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journey to atonement. I had survived depression and a very close suicide attempt, yet their
presence still affected me. For those of us who had already made this choice, what message
did the matachines have for us?
Another forbidden topic among our culture is mental health. It has been seen as a
weakness. Women, like my mother and I, who have suffered from depression are seen as
too weak to cope with the difficulties of life! By publishing this memoir, it is my hope to
not only voice these issues, but begin movement, begin ramblings in schools, in factories,
in kitchens where tías, mothers, abuelitas, and comadres gather to cook and share
information.
I want to be information.
I want my story to be the discussion of the good and the bad because I know I will
be labeled as good and bad, but isn’t that what is inside all of us? What makes us complex?
Those areas of good and bad that blend and mesh together to create the human experience.
Neither wrong nor right, even though we always think one is right and the other wrong.
There will always be a protagonist and an antagonist in every story. This memoir will
show how these two can be one and the same.
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THE WRITING PROCESS

The biggest challenge about writing memoir is not memory, it is not the timeline of
events nor is it the arrangement of these facts. The challenge exists in revisiting our old
selves, in re-opening the old wounds, and in excavating the old demons. Those of us
writing a survivor’s memoir walk a fine line between maintaining our newly re-acquired
sanity or regressing to our old instability. It is like walking between two skyscrapers on a
tightrope holding a balance beam because in many aspects, “As writers, we naturally return
again and again to these…[moments] and scrutinize them. By paying attention to the
illogical, unexpected details, we just might light upon the odd yet precise images that help
our lives make sense, at lost long enough for our purposes as writers” (Miller and Paola 4).
Our art requires us to remember those things that damaged us at one point in our lives, to
gaze upon it again and again from multiple angles and share its grotesqueness with the
world.
Through our art, we must decipher key messages from past experiences because
what we have at least taken away with us is wisdom. With memoir, we look to our past
not only to tell our story, but to analyze how we survived a period of darkness, how we
were able to re-build ourselves into who we are today. We hope that our story, that our
techniques, will help others, to give purpose to the darkness. We must look at the past
from atop the skyscraper, high above from a distance, at times detached, for our own
survival, once again. It is through this somewhat detached lens, one we cannot look
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through too closely or linger too long for fear that we could become distracted and fall into
a bottomless pit once again, that we can examine our memories.
Detachment, on the other hand, is another challenge on its own. It is a challenge for
the art. The purpose of looking and writing from a distance, from atop the skyscraper, is
for the protection of the writer, but it is possible for the writing to suffer. The writer is the
medium, the psychic standing between the art form and the memory trying to channel the
two. What happens when the medium cannot channel correctly and does not allow the
message to be reiterated word by word, piece by painful piece? At that moment, the writing
has the potential to suffer.
The key in overcoming these particular challenges, however, is knowing how to
balance the beam, because after all, the beam is the tool that holds us steady. In real life,
the beam is the constant reminder that our past is over. For me, pulling out of my hell was
not instantaneous nor did I do it alone. It was a blend of therapy, friendship, family, and
exercise, both physical and mental. However, this routine never stops. As we begin our
healing path, we practice all forms and techniques on a daily basis until – or if – we get to
a place where their daily use is not necessary, only periodical; when we feel the beam
shifting. Even in a survivor’s memoir, we do not only concentrate on the bad. Yes, a key
part is to tell our story, to tell facts, and let the world know our reality. Nevertheless, we
can all pinpoint moments, key events or people that, similar to how their counterparts
changed us negatively, we can equally remember those moments in time that propelled us
forward and helped us realize we are survivors.
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Writing Sonogram in Medias Res tested my state of mind, which began to impact
my writing. Three years of learning how to build tension, create scenes, and be precise
with my descriptions came to a halt. It was as if I had never done any writing exercises or
been in graduate level courses. Unlike writers of fiction in the program, I was nudged
during workshop about actual facts, questioned why certain painful actions that challenged
religious and political views were taken, and examined why I had acted in a certain manner.
This was not their intent. Later, I came to the realization that their questions were not about
me or my actions, but that my peers were trying to help me tell my story. This had been
the first time I had let anyone, much less a classroom full of graduate students from all over
the world, read about my abortion. It was the most nerve-racking experience I had ever
encountered as an adult.
The question of why I wanted to keep the sonogram was a recurring one throughout
workshop and my conscience began to tickle. The ghosts I had made peace with returned
and I found myself confronted with old questions I had once asked myself, but now, they
were being asked by others, by the world, which in itself is another fear of the nonfiction
writer. The biggest criticism I faced by my peers was how unclear the reasons behind
keeping the sonogram were to them. They claimed the reader would not know why I
wanted to retrieve something I chose to give up previously in my life.
I could understand my colleagues’ question. Perhaps all they were trying to do were
help me create more scenes, show not tell. To me, on the other hand, it seemed they were
saying my motive was rather hypocritical. My internal fears got the best of me. They
asked questions I had not asked myself. Why would I want to keep a token of something
15

so painful and prove my abortion, an action that by its sole definition means to expel? I
had expelled something from my body, from my life. There is a misconception about the
termination of pregnancy, it is believed that every single one is hated. That the reason
women want to abort is because the pregnancy is unwanted, not just unexpected, and that
all emotions of happiness during that time span are never experienced. In essence, the
woman is in a pure state of hopelessness.
That had not been me.
I did not experience hopelessness until after my termination when I tried to swallow
a whole bottle of Tylenol. I had been home alone and locked myself in the bathroom.
Living with my guilt for months was unbearable. In Catholicism, we are taught that we
will suffer in hell for our sin. To me, it felt like I was living my own hell every day. Taking
a bottle of pills was the bulletproof way to ensure the end to my misery and perhaps gain a
sense of relief from my reality.
On the day that I mustered the courage to shove a handful of pills in my mouth, my
mother came how early from work. In five years, the pant factory she worked for had not
released them early, but on that day one of the main machines broke down and the entire
workerforce was sent home. As a believer of destiny, I like to think that I was not meant
to die on that day. I was meant to live and write this memoir. This is my atonement.
I had experienced happiness with my pregnancy. Even in my uncertainty, I found
happiness. The first emotion I felt when I found out about the pregnancy was happiness.
It was then followed by wonder and fear. The second time I felt the same tenderness was
when I was shown the sonogram. I wanted to take it home with me, to show it to my
16

mother and my best friend, to share the awe pregnancy creates.

While abortion is

surrounded by the notion of death, guilt and even torture, this token never held a sinister
motive for me. I am reminded of Sandra Cisneros words, “I wish somebody had told me
then that death allows you the chance to experience the world soulfully, that the heart is
open like the aperture of a camera, taking in everything, painful as well as joyous, sensitive
as the skin to water” (300). The sonogram was the only happy memory from the
termination and that was the reason I wanted to keep it. If the heart was truly “open like
the aperture of a camera”, then that sonogram was a tiny photograph of my heart. I had
tortured myself for many years, but I wanted a reminder of the fleeting joy that pregnancy
brought to my life.
My future had been uncertain, and like most women who terminate a pregnancy,
there were numerous influences that lead me to this choice. That is a great part of this
thesis, to show how various influences (societal pressures, childhood, culture, religion,
friends, family, those that father pregnancy, and the self) come together into this choice.
Abortion is never one single reason, but a compilation of multiple ones. This memoir will
show how these reasons combine and interlink.

17

STRUCTURE, FORM, AND MEMORY

Sonogram in Medias Res is a collection of creative nonfiction stories that are
personal reflections, a hybrid between flash and longer prose, an in-between, as I am.
Brenda Miller and Suzanne Paola claim the specific form we choose to tell stories in
creative nonfiction is key because it shows the readers how the writer experiences the
world:
Through a careful attention to form, [writers of creative nonfiction are] able
to create art out of…experience. Understanding how we are structuring our
experience forces us to be concrete and vivid. Ironically, the more particular
[the writer] make [their] experience…the more fully a reader will feel the
personal story along with [the writer]. By experiencing it, the reader begins
to care about it, because [the writer’s] experience has become [their] own.
(90)
If this is true, then Sonogram in Medias Res replicates a hybridity in more ways than one.
I have taken from both forms to push margins because “hybrid challenges categories
and assumptions, [it] expos[es] the underlying conventions of representation” (Singer and
Walker 4).

The hybridity, as with all hybrids, like Anzaldúa’s theory of the new

consciousness of the mestiza suggest, embraces a variety of forms to re-define the final
work, in this case, a Chicana’s memoir. It is also important that the readers experience this
work in both long and shorter sections as I mimic memory because the literary form in
creative nonfiction is just as important as the truth. Margaret Singer and Nicole Walker
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claim that “There’s no question…there’s a special intimacy that comes from recognizing
the voice of an essay or memoir as the author’s, from listening to that author think and
wonder, reminisce, confess, reflect. But what distinguishes creative nonfiction as a
genre…is not only the truth-value of the writing. It’s the ways in which the raw material
of ‘reality’ is transformed into literary art” (p. 2). Similar to Joan Didion’s The Year of
Magical Thinking, I explored one pivotal moment in my life and looked back at the
circumstances that lead to the termination of my own pregnancy at twenty-four. As is
memory, some of these pieces are brief, some are lengthy, some are still in the making as
I decipher them from their dormant cavity in my subconscious.
The structure of this collection reflect the ebb and flow of life. The flash prose, such
as “Pebbles in the Beans”, brings brevity to the collection and provides a break (in form)
to the overall work. These shorter sections, however, do not only serve as flashbacks to
explore the influences that lead me to this choice, but hold a much deeper purpose. It is
with their brevity that I take the reader into deeper parts of my own consciousness. It is
here where I brave my truths, my demons, and demons are better taken in small dosages.
The longer essays take the reader with me as I search for a very personal and very intimate
memento; my sonogram. These main narratives are reflective, but most importantly, they
glue the entire collection together.
Yet, in order to allow for the creation of meaning in creative nonfiction, specifically,
in memoir, where time and memory can easily become disconnected because of traumatic
events, writers must use hybrid methods as connectors. We must look at the concept of
hybridity closer, at the microscopic level by examining tense, sentence creation, and even
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word formation. In her essay, “Why Some Hybrids Work and Others Don’t,” Lia Purpura
claims “hybrid tenses work because they help us bend time” such as with “future perfect:
‘By next year/I will have done X’” (Purpura 13). Hybrids are the most opportune methods
“…respond[ing] to need, and thus are vital and heighted forms of attention” (Purpura 14).
There is a duality that allows for the writer to explore their most inner thoughts, their post
painful recollections, and write them from a distance (if needed), which in itself, is one of
the most difficult challenges in memoir.
There is a flexibility, a fluidity that allows for movement when writing hybrid text
at the macro and micro level, one that lends itself to the memoir. To explore this idea
further we must look at Jose Antonio Burciaga’s concept of word-hybridity in Drink
Cultura: Chicanismo. By taking the question, “What did you say?” and creating a new
hybrid word, wachuseh, that plays with the border patois, language, translation, and culture
to construct a unique hybrid. These “compressed words,” as Burciaga describes, go
“beyond their original meaning to say even more” because they, like him, are “born [from]
a bicultural and bilingual world… [and like] So many other cultures and languages from
Black English to Yiddish have contributed to the evolution and enrichment of the English
Language. These words enriched because they gave birth to a new world of ideas from a
combination of cultures, ideas that were lacking a name until then” (4). Through the
concept of hybridity in creative nonfiction, writers of the craft can fuse and re-create form,
structure, language, and words to take reader on our journey, giving us the flexibility to
structure our truths at varying degrees within our art.
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The arrangement of the narrative is also key to the text and is crucial to connecting
with the audience. According to Robert L. Root, one of the largest detriments nonfiction
writers face is linear chronology:
…writer[s] run up against insidious demands of linear presentation of
material whenever he or she selects chronology – from the beginning to the
end, from the first step through each individual step to the final step, from
the inception through the planning and execution to the result – as the
organizing principle of an essay or article. (65)
It is in our nature, especially in creative nonfiction, to narrate in a linear fashion, to re-tell
the story from beginning to end, even though memory is not always linear. Easily, I fell
for linear chronology while writing Sonogram in Medias Res, but it was in the
organizational process I realized that the arragement of this text was tightly linked to the
quest for my sonogram, in the now, in the present and I had already begun in medias res.
I was half-way to obtaining my medical records when this narrative began to truly
take shape. In a way, it was fitting to start here, in the middle. Abortion is not an easy
subject and as Root continues:
…linear schemes don’t automatically help with issues of compression and
focus…The more complex the story – that is, the more interwoven with other
subjects, ideas, incidents, experiences, it is – the harder it is to make it all
connect in a linear way that doesn’t extend the narrative or the development
beyond patience of writer and reader alike. Moreover, the connections and
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associations that come so readily in the memory and in the imagination often
defy simple linearity, easy transition from one subtopic to the next… (65)
I was re-living my past, getting flashbacks with every word I wrote or with every visit I
made to the clinic. I was living and writing my narrative in real time. There was movement
in the writing process, I was going back and forth, past and present, thinking and fearing
the future of if and when I would get my medical records with the sonogram, the rhythm of
this memoir began to take shape on its own.
This, too, I had to convey to the reader, to show them what life is like when we get
caught in the middle of our past, our present, and our future. It is a way to show them how
someone like me moves through this event, for other women who are going through a
similar journey and those who are thinking about embarking on, they can see me as an
example of how to maneuver through this experience. An abortion takes place in the
middle of pregnancy, in medias res, it would seem only fitting to begin the memoir and
title it after this event, paying homage to the pregnancy that stopped in the middle.
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SONOGRAM IN MEDIAS RES

Carla E. Arellano
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MATACHINES ON THE SIDEWALK

I did not expect the sound of drums to greet me outside of the abortion clinic. The
pounding seemed out of place for a sidewalk, especially for a building like this one, but I
recognized the sound quickly. I had heard and felt the same vibrations during the
celebration of Our Lady of Guadalupe every 12 of December since I was four-years-old.
My mother and I would walk to Sacred Heart Church in the middle of Segundo Barrio and
standing on the closest street corner to the procession, we would eat butter-drenched elotes
as we watched the dance of the matachines. To me, the pounding of the drums was always
the same. Roaring. They would roar and vibrate, like an uncomfortable shiver of nerves
shooting from your ears down to your spine.
“Why do they have devils?”
“To distract.”
“Distract who?”
“The matachines.”
“Why do they want to distract them?”
“Well, because that’s what devils do, they distract.

They don’t want the

matachines to dance for the virgencita.”
“Why not?”
“Porque son malos, but the matachines are strong, they will keep dancing.”
In the front parking area of the clinic, the drums became noisier and my nerves
began to vibrate in the same frequency. There were three males and one female. They
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wore bright red vests and I could hear the rattling of their skirts alongside the maracas.
They didn’t stop as I approached them, but I paused to watch them. The female waived a
large flag of Our Lady of Guadalupe back and forth, as she danced. One of the males must
have felt my gaze, because he turned his head to study me as he danced. We did not say
anything, only observed. I’m not sure how long we stared, wondering about each other,
wondering why we were brought to the entrance of an abortion clinic.
I returned to this place at twenty-nine because I began to have a recurring daydream,
one that began at strange times, when one least expects a vision. The strangest one was
during a fire alarm when I worked as an event planner. The catering department located
on the second floor of our building left unattended chicken on the stove and caused heavy
smoke setting off the fire alarm. As I worked with the rest of my department to evacuate
the building, pieces of the vision began to form.
In the daydream, I stood in front of a tan building as snowflakes softly landed all
around me. I recognized the building immediately because it is one I will never forget. I
saw an elderly woman leaning against a light pole where the private property and a small
public trail of a street met at the alley. She wore a rosary that stood out from the feathers
lining the hood of her heavy jacket. In her right hand, she held a poster of the Virgen de
Guadalupe, on her left hand she had a stack of pamphlets. She walked forward and handed
me one of the brochures as I jaywalked Schuster Avenue to get to the clinic.
“Your baby is innocent. Don’t harm it.”
In this reality, I did not take the pamphlet. Here, I was brave and did not lie to her.
I do not tell her it is my friend who is inside and that I am only here for support. In this
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reality, I tell her that her words sting like alcohol on a wound. I ask her what is the hardest
thing she has ever had to do in her life. I tell her how much I admire her unwavering faith.
I tell her I used to be like her, sure of my convictions and my actions, sure of where life
was going to take me. In this reality, I hold my head high and leave her to ponder my
words.
When I enter the reception area, I am not filled with fear, my heart beats in a single
rhythm and my palms are dry. I approach the front desk attendant wearing the pink scrubs
and smile,
“Hi, I need some information,” I would say.
“Sure, what do you need?”
“I terminated a pregnancy here, about six years ago. I want to know how to obtain
my medical records.”
The attendant would look puzzled, confused. Not knowing what to do, she would
give me a quick, “Please take a seat and I will be right back”, before getting a nurse or an
office manager or maybe even the doctor on duty.
I would take a seat on the outdated seventies looking ottoman and wait, knowing
that they are about to make this very difficult for me. This is where my daydream ended,
where I would usually snap back and find myself in front of whatever situation I was
actually living.
I attribute this fantasy to Martha, my first long term therapist, who asked the
question; why not? I had resisted therapy for six years, even when I was on the verge of
suicide, I resisted, until I turned twenty-nine. Martha was the first stranger and the first
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motherly figure I told about my termination. Maybe it was her job or maybe it’s how much
more common these procedures are that she did not seem shocked when I finally spoke
about this secret during one of our sessions. Once I was certain she was not going to call
a mob and lynch me in the parking lot of her office, I began to relax and told her about my
sonogram.
“I did not allow myself to keep her. Him. Whatever it might have been, I guess,
but I just wanted a small memory. A little token. It’s not rational, but I wish I could go
back and get it.”
Martha raised a dainty shoulder and asked, “Why not? It’s your right.”
Perhaps this is where the idea began to take root, where it began to crawl from out
of its grave, and at thirty, I decided to obtain a very important memory.
The weeks before my thirtieth birthday, I began my own research. I wanted to be
prepared, to know what I had to say. Ha! If they wanted to fight dirty, I would do the
same. I had finally learned how to fight back. When I think back, I realize what a naïve
twenty-four-year old girl I had been, unprepared and easily influenced, even with a college
education. For all my schooling, I did not know what to tell the nurse when she refused to
give me that piece of parchment. I didn’t know what to ask or how to even formulate a
question to her. At that moment, I was weak, vulnerable, and ashamed.
“What law prevents you from handing me a copy of my medical record?” I should
have asked, “even Texas law states I can ‘ask [you] health-related questions regarding the
abortion.’”
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Sadly, mental health is not specifically identified anywhere on the nineteen pages
of legislation, or I could have asked her to refer me to a mental health professional, one
that would have eased the pain to come.
College had not prepared me for this. I had lived the life of a dutiful MexicanAmerican daughter who came from Segundo Barrio, the neighborhood wedged between
the United States and Mexico. I was living in a new era of opportunity. The Harry
Gamboas, Gloria Anzaldúas, and César Chávezes before me had done their job. Education
and work had been placed at our fingertips and all we have to do was stretch our hands,
with ganas, to get them. Yet, a college education had failed to build my self-esteem, had
failed to show me how I could put my schooling to work for me. These are the lessons we
are not shown, these are teachings we have to find on our own, and at times, in the harshest
of circumstances.
I had asked for my sonogram only once, during my follow-up appointment, after
the procedure in February of 2011, but I was not allowed to keep it. I do not remember her
name and her face has become blurred, but I remember the nurse’s resolve. Even when the
tears in the back of my eyes began to run down my cheeks, she never wavered. I let her
and the clinic file that sonogram away, file it among over-stacked shelves of medical
records. Throughout those six years, I wondered if they truly needed to keep the original
on the file collecting dust until it had been stored for the seven years required by law, then
shred it. Would that have been more efficient than to give me this small memento?
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I finally mustered the courage to go to the clinic nineteen days after my thirtieth
birthday. That morning, I awoke nervous, not at all like in my daydream, and didn’t know
what to wear. What does one wear to an abortion clinic? Should I wear a pantsuit like I
did for work, to mean business, or go for something less threatening? I finally decided for
jeans and a plaid shirt.
I was supposed to go alone, but Ron, the man I was dating, volunteered to go with
me.
“Do you want me to go with you? I don’t want you to go through this alone,
you’re not alone. I won’t interfere unless you want me to. I can sit and wait in the car.”
Initially, I rejected his offer. Like when I first found out I was pregnant, I thought
this was my cross to bear. Alone. I felt I had made this choice alone, and ultimately, I
should go back alone, but for an instant, a quick flash, I began to wonder what it would
have been like for the man who fathered that pregnancy to say those words. It was
instinctive, I could not help it. On the day I had made my appointment with the clinic, that
man had had to work, and told me he could not take the day off.
“No one can cover my shift, what do you expect? Besides, how am I going to get
across town to the stupid time you picked? On the bus?”
The outcome would still have been the same, that I have always known, had made
my peace with it, but could we have prevented years of emotional and physical abuse to
one another after the termination? I had always wished for a partnership with the father,
for both of us to be a support system, even years later, so that we could get through this
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together, and during nights when our demons would have lurked, we could have always
had each other. It was a naive wish.
When I realized that by refusing Ron’s offer, I was still punishing myself, I called
him back. I had spent weeks with Martha breaking the belief that I did not deserve to be
helped, that because of the abortion, I was not good enough to one day be a mother nor that
I deserved children or a family, and that is why life had propelled me to make this choice,
but finally, I had a breakthrough. This was a moment of clarity where I recognized that I
needed to allow someone to help me. I was accepting help. I allowed myself to admit
weakness and recognize that this was not going to be an easy visit, that old wounds, those
not fully healed, bleed if prodded with enough force, and because I realized that with his
help, even if it was just his company, I would have a support system.
I had grown-up with the notion that being strong meant I had to endure what life
threw at me alone. This was what my mother had taught me, what life had taught her. We
are products of our parents, their cycles become our cycles, but once we break one cycle,
just one, we begin to make different choices, we become our own person. Still, part of me
needed to feel I could handle the situation, to be in control, so I told him I would pick him
up before eleven in the morning.
I synced my phone to the car and took the long way to Rim Road, all the while
listening to Rigo Tovar. As a child, my mother and I paid a yearly visit to Cristo Rey atop
Cubilete Hill in Guanajuato, Mexico. We made the pilgrimage countless of times, always
trying to prove our faith and gain clarity, as if a message from the heavens would be waiting
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for us on top of the mountain. That is what I had gone looking for five years ago on the
Franklins, but when I reached the top of Scenic Drive, I did not find divine intervention.
Today, I was not searching for answers, so I took my time. I was revisiting an old
place, an old hurt. It was only fitting I take the same path. The Saturday morning was
quiet, with only one car parked in the visitor area, probably a tourist or cyclist leaving their
car behind, but I did not stop at the very top of the mountain. I have a different space, one
further down, close to the Police Academy located on the same mountain.
Parking my car, I decided to take in fresh air, to let my skin warm in the sun and
find comfort in the midmorning sunshine. The view seemed different. There was a
softness, almost a tenderness to the blue of the sky, as if it felt lethargic. Had I ever noticed
how the city rolled into the distance? How at one point in the horizon, El Paso and Juárez
blended into one giant metropolis? There has always been a fluidity between these two
worlds, something that moves between them, between us, the people caught in between
both cities, two cultures.
I have lived my entire life in this city, abiding by its rules, by its people, and at
times, by its confines, but I had strayed. Pushed my boundaries and tested my limits, finally
rebelling against its traditions and ended up in another in-between, on a verge, a border,
and whichever side I chose, I would never truly feel like I belonged. Regardless of the path
I took, I would forever wonder what my life would have been on the other side.
This had been my struggle six years ago. Which side to choose? Neither one
looked promising, neither one could offer security, and neither path would guarantee I
would be the same. My last visit to this mountain had been clouded, I had not even noticed
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to the walking trail in front of me, much less the borderland or how much the terrain
resembled me. I was like the land, caught in the middle. There were expectations from
the people on both sides, yet these people didn’t seem to care that the land had stood on its
own, without borders or restrictions, long before we began to document its history. Before
them, before any of us. Why couldn’t either see that the land was not meant to live by their
rules, by their confines? Tearing it in two would only cause resentment.
My phone rang.
“Hey, are you almost here?”
“Yeah, I just had to make a quick stop, but I’m on my way.”
“Okay, cool.”
When I arrived at his house, Ron was already on the driveway. I was not sure if
he was more anxious than I was or if he was worried about me.
“Hey, can you circle around the block? I think the neighbor on the other street is
having a garage sale.”
Ron was obsessed with garage and estate sales, it was his pass time and he wanted
to write about the best ways to bargain in these sales.
“Sure.”
“You need to come with me to one of these sales. I know it’s not your thing, but
it’ll be fun.”
“Sure.”
“I can show you some tricks and you never know what you’re going to find. I’ve
got some really cool stuff…”
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A deep wrenching sob heaved from my chest and I began to cry. I had not realized
how much this was affecting me. If I thought I could march into that clinic unaffected after
six years, I was mistaken. My sunglasses began to fog, so I removed them.
“Hey, hey, are you okay?”
I heaved another sob. They seemed to have erupted and I could not answer Ron’s
questions. Was I okay? Was I ready for this? What if I showed up to the clinic and I
turned into a giant sobbing pile of memories?
“Pull over.”
“No, I don’t want to be late,” I said between sobs.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, but they close at noon and it’s already eleven.”
“I get that, but we are ten minutes away from the clinic, so five more minutes
won’t hurt.”
I pulled over and I let Ron hug me. His heartbeat seemed erratic, not the usual
steady rhythm that came from him. There was a calmness about him. One that always put
me at ease. We were opposites, Ron was analytical. I have always been all heart. There
had only been one time in my life I had to be analytical and it had cost me my mental state.
His heartbeat was still pumping fast. He was worried.
“I’m sorry. I’m blabbering away about garage sales when you’re hurting. I didn’t
know it was affecting you this much.”
“I didn’t know either.”
“Do you want me to go inside with you?”
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“No, I just need to get it together and I’ll be fine.”
“Alright, it’s up to you.”
“Just distract me. Keep talking about garage sales.”
Which he did until we arrived at the clinic and I faced the matachines. I walked
by a tall blond security guard on his cell phone when I made my way into the entrance of
the building.
“They’re making too much noise. It’s disturbing the patients…”
I wondered if he was on the phone with the police department. Could they do
anything? I found out that the city ordinance allowed an exterior noise level of 65 dB(a),
A-weighted decibels, for a commercial property during the day. Were the matachines
going over this limit? How would the police officers be able to measure the volume coming
from their drums?
My mind wondered back to what my mother used to tell me about devils. That’s
what devils do, they distract. They don’t want the matachines to dance… I pondered who
the devils were in this case. The police? Would the matachines not be able to dance for
the virgencita in front of this abortion clinic if police officers came to distract them?
They had drums for a reason. To distract or was it to call attention to themselves?
To the women? In many of the danzas there are two female characters; the divine Virgin
of Guadalupe who gave birth to Jesus and Malintzin, Malinche, the woman labeled as
traitor, whore, and held responsible for the fall of the Aztec empire. Two women. Two
powerful stereotypes. One or the other, no in-between, and like the El Paso terrain, women
must choose hoping that we make the right choice.
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As I walked down the stairs to the front door, I could still hear the drums.
Torture.
That is the word that came to mind. For the first time, I was grateful that the
woman protesting outside of the clinic the day of my appointment gave me a pamphlet and
a few words. I was grateful that I did not have to sit in the examination room waiting for
the doctor while the beating of the drums echoed through my body. What were the women
inside thinking? How were they feeling hearing the never ending steady beat of these
drums? Did the matachines care?
I open the door and like my day dream, one of the front desk attendants in pink
scrubs walked forward to greet me. She hesitated. I tried to put both of us at ease, so I
smile.
“Good Morning. I have a few questions regarding medical records. Who could I
speak to about this?”
“What about medical records?”
“Well, my medical records. I terminated a pregnancy here and would like to get
my medical records, mainly my sonogram.”
The attendant begins to shake her head and I braced myself for the denial. She is
about to say something, but the woman behind her in the blue scrubs interrupted her.
“How long ago did you have this procedure?”
“It will be six years this February.”
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“So, it’s been more than five years. Unfortunately, we don’t have an electronic
way of keeping records, they are all paper. We would have to manually look for them. It’s
going to take time.”
It would take time.
They had not denied my request.
It would just take time.
“That’s fine.”
“I need a copy of some form of identification and a phone number.”
With a trembling hand, I give her my driver’s license. She made a quick copy and
asked me for my phone number.
“Can we leave you a voicemail and what do you want us to say?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you want us to use the clinic’s name? What this is about in the voicemail?”
Confidentiality, I remembered. I would have been terrified six years ago if they
would have left a message on our answering machine and my mother would have listened
to a similar message. Now, it was different. I lived alone. I had the luxury that not many
women have when they are going through this procedure.
When I had terminated my pregnancy, I had spent the weekend with Gerry, the
father. He had his own apartment by then, so I was able to grunt and moan out loud as my
insides twisted and everything came undone. I don’t know what I would have done if I
would have had to spend the night in the apartment I shared with my mother. The pain had
been excruciating and I developed a small fever, even Gerry had begun to worry.
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“Yes, that’s fine. You can leave me a voicemail using the clinic’s name and what
it is regarding.”
“I will, but please give us some time.”
“I will. Thank you, really.”
The woman smiled and I walked out into the hammering of drums. Strangely, I
was calm. The pounding was not setting my nerves on edge wanting me to pull out my
hair. It did not make me think of devils. It made me think of Malinche, of being labeled
something harsh, unforgiving, something that discredits your character because of a single
action and does not question what other factors came into play. Had circumstance or
survival brought Malinche to choose a side? Did she know exactly what she was doing or
did she realize that her action would create an outcome she did not expect? Did she surprise
herself?
At the side walk, where the matachines danced, I walked serenely next to them. I
took my time. I was no longer in a rush. I was no longer shamed by their drums. They
had seen me, my face and my dress. They could point me out in public if I ever ran into
them again, point and say that I had been at an abortion clinic and for the first time since
my abortion, I did not care.
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MAMÁ BLUES

It was a quarter past five on the crisp November morning, but my mother did not
feel the bitter nip in the air. She knelt on the concrete floor in the backyard cradling my
father’s head in her arms. The paramedics’ voices are just noise she can’t make out clearly.
She thinks they say, “…Su esposo ... no responde ... varios minutos ... lo sentimos ...”
She looks up into their face, but she doesn’t understand. Lo sentimos, she repeats
in her head, no pueden hacer nada, lo sienten.
The screen door opened and she looked up to see me standing in the doorway
barefooted and wearing a pink Cinderella nightgown. An image of my father buying the
nightgown flashed in her mind and brought her back to the crisp November morning.
Twenty-five years later, she sat in front of me and dabbed the corner of her eyes
with a paper napkin. Taking a sip of coffee to help her swallow the knot in her throat, she
continued her story.
My father had been given a death sentence six months before that morning in 1990
and decided to battle bone cancer, alone, in secret. The disease progressed rapidly, but she
did not find out about the severity until that day. She knew my father was ill, of course,
because she had been the one to wake up every night when he needed more painkillers, she
had been the one to rub each one of his joints when the pain was unbearable, and she had
been the one to help him drag his swollen legs from the bathroom to the bedroom every
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morning and every evening. Still, my father only shared the initial diagnosis with her, the
one doctors believed might have been gout.
Many tests followed. My father allowed her to go along as he was poked for vial
after vial of blood and spinal fluid.
I asked my mother why he was not opposed to her presence as they ran tests, since
it seemed he did not want her involved in any part of his illness.
“He needed me to help him, physically. His legs would swell so much sometimes
he could not walk. He began to use a cane, but only because he refused to use the
wheelchair the doctors offered. You know men and their orgullo.”
While my father allowed my mother to accompany him to the hospital for tests, he
did not allow her to be present at the appointment where he learned the final outcome of
those tests.
It was after that particular appointment, my father arrived home and sat on the corner
chair in their kitchen, quiet and pensive. My mother remembered how he observed her as
she cooked, washed dishes, and as she separated colors from whites for the weekly wash
even after working a ten hour shift at the maquiladora.
Still, he sat in silence, alone. At times, I wonder if this is a trait I learned or inherited
from my father. Perhaps this was cultural. My mother suffered from depression in silence
and alone as well. Were we, as Chicanos destined to suffer alone, to hide our pain, our
fears? Was this only human or cultural?
After my father’s death, my mother was plagued with guilt, afflicted by the fact that
she should have noticed how severe my father’s condition really had been. Her condition
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began to worsen. Getting out of bed, showering, taking care of me, and even eating became
difficult for her. When she finally reached ninety-five pounds, my grandmother took her
to a clinic in Juárez where the doctor on duty dismissed her symptoms as tristeza and
reassured them it would pass. Has sadness always been dismissed? Seen as a lesser
emotion that could easily be dealt with?
They both returned home, where my mother begins to have hallucinations. I
remember the recurring delusion was the door knob to the front door of our house. My
mother claimed it would rattle in the same fashion my father used to open the door. In an
attempt to try and remind herself that it is not real, she walked around the house checking
every window and every door every other hour, even in middle of the night, to make sure
they were all locked and no one was trying to get inside the house. She would place a chair
in front of the door alert her against one who was trying to come in because ghosts would
not push chairs to the floor.
One evening, my mother stopped at the window directly over the driveway where
my father’s station wagon was parked and had not been moved since his death. She blinked
several times, but she could clearly see my father behind the wheel. Trembling, she ran to
my bedroom, pulling me into her arms and began to sob uncontrollably, rambling that my
father was outside.
My mother began to frequent church on a daily basis to cry. She would wait until
everyone attending afternoon mass cleared and picked one of the pews closest to the image
of the Virgen de Guadalupe to sit until most of her tears had ran out.
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Throughout the years she became more religious. She has always claimed that her
faith helped her awaken from a deep slumber. On my own, I began to research individuals
claiming religion as a method to recuperation from depression. A study by Wayne State
University found a correlation between “those who are self-reported as having religious
beliefs or seeing themselves as spiritual (a connection to a Higher Power) and better
emotional and physical rehabilitation outcomes.” These individuals, like my mother,
attribute religion, an unconventional method to mental wellness as their main aid on their
road to recovery.
Licensed professional counselor, Michael Govan, stated that, “Part of the problem
with depression is that we feel so out of control, we lack the ability to handle it. No matter
what we do with all of our wisdom, all of the methods we use to attempt to overcome those
horrible symptoms, they just don't work. We’re left in a closed loop system feeling like a
rodent on a wheel just spinning out of control. Most of us are powerless to change our
mood. Religious practices and spiritual mindedness point us away from what we can do,
and towards relying on our Higher Power. The hope is that He can do what I cannot.”
When I told my mother about Govan’s claim, my mother nodded her head and
smiled. This was the first evidence of what she had known all along. I first became
suspicious of her depression when I enrolled in a Psychology course as an undergraduate
in college. I poured through countless of articles and books about depression and after
much research, I knew without a doubt that my mother had suffered from depression. It
all made sense now, we finally had an explanation for what we call her sueño.
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My mother had been a half functioning cadaver that tried braiding my long hair
every morning before school, but instead began to viciously yank at the tresses when they
did not cooperate. As my scalp began to burn, I cried for her to stop. I pleaded into dead
eyes that did not see me until I stepped on her bare toes as hard as I could to wake her long
enough to free myself and hide in the bathtub.
This was our morning ritual until I reached first grade and took a pair of scissors in
school cutting both of my braids.

My teacher and my mother had been livid, not

understanding why I had done this, and attributed it to children being children in the end.
I, on the other hand, saw it as a way to avoid the painful mornings with the walking carcass
in my home.
My mother attributes her great awakening to one very specific visit to the church.
It transpired on the anniversary of my father’s death, a time that has always been hard for
her. As she paid her usual visit to the Cathedral in Juárez, my mother sat on her usual pew
and wept. Her tearful sessions always began with a lamentation of why my father chose
not to tell her about the cancer in the first place, then would progress to a full-blown
sobbing episode where she asked the image on the altar one question.
Why was I left alone?
From her peripheral vision, she saw a figure approaching her. A woman, appearing
to be in her late sixties and wearing a mantilla over her head, stopped in front of her and
regarded her carefully. My mother’s eyes filled with tears and as she closed her eyes to
purge the liquid, she felt cold fingers slowly caress her face. It was a swift caress that
started from her forehead and moved gradually to her lips.
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“Deja de llorar, mujer, el dolor para. Nos quedamos aquí por algo.”
My mother let out a long sigh and the need to cry was no longer there. She was
taken over by a strange sense of calm, a state that had become alien to her. Quickly, she
opened her eyes to look at the woman, but she was gone.
She reached inside her purse for neatly folded squares of toilet paper and dried her
face. She looked around the cathedral to thank the older woman for her kind words, but
the pews were empty. My mother rushed to the entrance and pushed open the heavy
wooden doors with renewed force, but even outside, there was no trace of the woman.

Years later, I followed my mother’s example and waited until the few stragglers
from the evening mass cleared out. I sat on the furthest pew in the back of Our Lady of
Guadalupe parish. At the sound of pitter-patter close by, I turned my head to one of the
side doors. An altar boy peeked at me, but was too shy to tell me to leave, so he scurried
away leaving me completely alone.
There was a sense of intimacy, of privacy. Incense permeated the air, it was Holy
Week. As a child, my mother used to take me to church merry and eager to participate in
the choir. As a teenager, she used to drag me kicking and screaming until I turned fifteen
and decided I would not put up with her religious practices anymore. As a woman, I went
willingly.

46

After my father passed away, my mother tried to cope with her depression by
becoming deeply attached to her religion. She spent many hours of her spare time visiting
saints and crying over heavy scented candles that could only be lit with a donation to the
collection box.
I had found it useless and a waste of time.
Saints never reminded her that the water bill was past due. Virgins never pulled
dresses and pants and pink polka-dotted underwear from the clothes lines after school
because her depression made her sleep most of the day, leaving the clothes to fade in the
sun. Angels did not walk to the corner store to buy milk because the carton in the fridge
had gone sour and we needed to eat supper while she prayed the rosary in the evenings.
The church was her sanctuary, her escape from reality, and as her attachment grew, mine
waned.
I became vicious and cruel, testing her knowledge of the Bible and relished when
she did not know why Lot’s wife had been turned into a pillar of salt.
“You spend so much time at the church and you haven’t learned anything?”
“You don’t just go to learn.”
“The what’s the point?”
“Peace.”
“I’m glad at least one of us found peace.”
I kept my distance from the church, the place my mother desperately preferred over
our home, until that day.
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I sought relief. I desperately craved peace. It is in the word, desperate, rash,
impulsive, eager.

The mind turns reckless, careless, and looks for any method,

conventional or unconventional, that will ease the pain constricting the body. A ghostly
pain because it cannot be seen or proven, a ghostly pain that suffocates and weighs down
on the chest.
The Christ across the room drew my attention. His arms were open, extended.
Welcoming? The expression on his face was soft and delicate. He had stone-eyes that
remind me of waking up in the middle of the night twisting and convulsing in bed, feeling
like my uterus was being shredded from the inside with an ice pick. They reminded me of
dragging quivering legs to the bathroom, of feeling the crimson pouring out of me and
knowing that some of us had to live the rest of our lives in regret.
I felt a drop on the back of my hand.
Clear liquid.
I touched my face.
Tears.
I had begun to cry, but I did not remember when the tears started to fall. It must
have been some time ago because the liquid pooled on my chin dropping on my hands. I
reached for my purse, took out a travel size Kleenex pack and dabbed my chin. I scanned
the church to see if anyone else might have entered the room while I was lost in memories,
but I was still alone. I did not see a woman wearing a rebozo with soft withered hands
waiting to caress my face offering peace. Methodically, I dried the rest of my tears, placed
my purse in the crook of my arm, and left the church.
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PEBBLES IN THE BEANS

I learned to clean pinto beans when my mother thought I was old enough to help her
in the kitchen. She taught me to spread out the beans across the kitchen counter bought at
Silva’s Supermarket on Saturday mornings for half-price and softly run the pad of my
fingers to feel for rocks. She taught me to take the tiny pebbles and throw them out, leaving
only clean frijoles on the counter, then slide them onto a blue metallic colander. She taught
me that after running the beans under lukewarm water for ten minutes, stirring them with
my hands from side to side to clean out the rest of the pebbles, I should take the biggest
pot I have and boil them on the stove for four hours, tasting them every hour to make sure
I’ve added enough salt and water. Eating beans is easy, she taught me that, but cleaning
them is more complex.
I never cared much for beans. My mother, on the other hand, always keeps a plastic
grocery bag filled with cooked pinto beans in the freezer just in case she gets home too late
to cook dinner. It is her borderland version of frozen dinners, the Chicano Lean Cuisine.
If I ever came home early from school and she was still at work in the pants factory during
my teenage years, she thought it would be easier for me to defrost the pre-cooked frijoles
she boiled weeks in advance to make myself dinner. I always ended up eating Fruity
Pebbles. When she didn’t have time to freeze the beans in the morning before she went
off to work, she’d leave them cooling off on the kitchen table. I never liked them at fifteen,
but at twenty-four, I practically devoured the entire pot.
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Later, I discovered that a half cup of pinto beans has 1 milligram of copper, 5
milligrams of iron and more than 400 milligrams of phosphorus. During pregnancy, iron
is crucial in the development of red blood cells and phosphorus, along with calcium, aid in
bone and teeth growth. It was no wonder my body craved them. It knew what it was doing.
The disappearance of the first pot went unnoticed. I packed my own lunch, so my
mother barely noticed I was only taking beans to the teaching office I worked for at that
time. My co-workers, on the other hand, began to notice.
“Hey, beaner, just because we’re brown doesn’t mean we only have to eat beans.”
“Once a beaner, always a beaner.”
Their jokes didn’t bother me as long as they didn’t suspect why beans had become
my meal of choice. I probably would have eaten them for breakfast too if I was not so
nauseous in the mornings.
The day my mother noticed how fast her fresh pot of beans were disappearing was
when she caught me in the kitchen pouring myself a second bowl.
“You’re eating frijoles again?”
My stomach clenched.
“What? I’m hungry and lazy. I’m just eating beans today.”
“Just today? The pot is almost empty and I made that two days ago. It’s the third
one this month. How many beans have you eaten? I only made a burrito yesterday.”
My heart pounded, her face pinched. She was trying to make sense of it all. If I
had been the pouch of dirty beans spread on the kitchen counter, she was trying to clean
me bare, to separate the beans from the rocks, the truth from the lies. She had an idea cross
50

her mind, having been in the same predicament twenty-four years ago. She had told me
the story of how Grandma Manny began to suspect her pregnancy because she ate an entire
pound of bananas a day. Was this the memory going through her head? Was she trying to
flick away all the pebbles of doubt? Rinse them clean?
I knew the instant she dismissed the idea, the instant that the woman within her, the
one who took a different path and made a different choice from the one I made, reasoned
with her and smiled.
“You need to stop being lazy and make yourself something to eat. Bueno, at least
beans are healthy.”
She had missed a few pebbles, or maybe she chose to ignore them, let them hide in
the pot until one of us would bite into them making it unavoidable to overlook. For now,
we are both content to leave the pebbles among the beans.
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SNOWFLAKES IN FEBRUARY

Today, I hardly paid attention to the snowflakes. Outside the snow kept falling, but
I was cocooned in my favorite purple blanket. I can’t remember the last time we had snow
like this in El Paso, much less in February. The newscaster predicted it would be one for
the books. The snowstorm had already brought the city to a complete stop, pipes begun to
burst and the electric company resorted to rolling blackouts to prevent total darkness. As
El Pasoans, we aren’t used to nonstop white flakes tumbling from the sky. Our skin is
accustomed to softly toasting in the sunshine, like a warm blanket that kisses us from head
to toe throughout the year.
I, on the other hand, have always loved frostier weather. It makes me think I am
not a true El Pasoan. My mother says I don’t love the sun enough and maybe I do take it
for granted. I stretched out on the couch looking up at the ceiling. My breasts were swollen
and hard. It was not the same as when I got my period and they felt swollen, but soft.
Tonight, they felt like two firm cantaloupes. I ran my hand over my left breast, over the
perfect globe. I had never had perfect globes. The nipple stood tall through my pajamas
and grazed my palm, hard to the touch.
How long would they stay in this state? Did they look larger to others as they did
to me? Has anyone else noticed this transformation? Hmm, I wondered. Perhaps this is
how women with implants felt, as if they have surreal breasts, as if their skin covers
something alien that expanded underneath the flesh in a matter of hours. I can’t pinpoint
the exact time when my breasts began to expand, but it did seem like it happened overnight.
52

I placed my hand on my abdomen.
Strange that I knew before a test. Just knew it was unusual for me to be so sluggish
by four in the afternoon needing a daily nap, that the only thing I craved for lunch and
dinner were beans straight out of a pot that had been boiling for hours, and knew there was
strange new activity taking place inside my body, that something had latched on to me to
make me a host.
I kept wondering how unusual it was to be sharing a brain, a heart, and blood supply
all in one body. I’ve never been one to share. Only child syndrome, I’ve been told. But
this time, I did not mind sharing. I liked the idea that I was not alone. That there was
something throbbing and radiating from my core keeping me warm like the El Paso sun.
On Montana Street, a few blocks from my duplex, sirens blared trying to make way
for someone in the snowstorm. My mother tip-toed into the living room, quietly, thinking
I was asleep and looked out the window, whispering to herself.
“Diosito, mantenlos a salvo.”
“I hope they’re safe too.”
“Ay! You’re awake?”
“Sí.”
“¡Mira! Los copos de nieve están cayendo mas rápido. Que bonitos.”
I furrow my brow.
“¿Que son copos de nieve?”
“¿Como se dice…? Ah, e-snowflake.”
“I never knew that.”
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My mother giggled, “No, por lo pocho.”
There was a point in my life when I cared that my family thought of me as a pocha,
outsider, a word that to me meant not Mexican, not American, not like us. The word was
always said in a scornful context, with giggles or outright laughter from my uncles, the
males, bullies. Yet, I had learned to survive bullies. Perhaps had turned into one to be able
to stand up to them, but their words never bothered me again.
“Sí, lo pocha,” I said and snuggled back into the blanket, dismissing my mother.
“This storm came out of nowhere,” said my mother, “pero no se puede subestimar
a la naturaleza. No use fighting it.”
This time I pretended to be asleep and did not comment. I was not sure if she
believed I had fallen asleep or if she knew this was her cue to leave, but she went into the
kitchen.
This storm had come out of nowhere. It came to our valley for a reason. It came to
stop us in our tracks. It was nature at its finest. I came to see the snowstorm as a gift, a
small lull in time that allowed me to savor this precise moment and marvel at a possibility.
Soon the snow would begin to melt and the roads would clear. The city would
rebuild what has been ravaged in the storm and all El Pasoans would continue with the
activity in their lives. I would wake up four days from tonight and drive slowly, carefully,
avoiding the black ice that still lingered on the pavement, and park on the side street of a
flaking pink dwelling for an appointment that would cease all activity within me.
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SONOGRAM IN MEDIAS RES

Today, I said the words, “My abortion…” and I stopped. They tumbled out of my
heart and fell out of my lips. I was on a phone call with Ron and didn’t think anything of
it. We were talking about the clinic, of when I should go back or give them a call and then
I said it, my abortion. A word I internally cringed when I heard it in public or read about
reproductive rights after February 2011, the year I had my abortion. This was a word that
came at me with full force and stirred a memory so raw it seemed six years had not gone
by. It was never because of its meaning, on the contrary, its meaning is basic, medical, or
as a quick Google search would define, “the removal of an embryo or fetus from the uterus
in order to end pregnancy.”
Basic.
Medical.
It was a word that I never wanted to claim for myself. It is a harsh word, a word
that has been linked to the worth of an individual, to the worth of a woman and how the
world will forever see a female that has terminated pregnancy. It is a word that allows for
judgment and while I had judged myself, I was not ready to be judged by others.
My abortion did not begin at a clinic. It did not begin when I met the man that
fathered the pregnancy or when I erupted into joyous tears after the test came out positive.
It began when I was four years old. When my father died of bone cancer and my mother
fell into a deep depression.
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I have been asked the reason why I had an abortion by the few who know my
truth, but I cannot give them one reason because there is not just one reason. There are
many. One single abortion is a creation of many reasons, many circumstances, and many
people. It was foolish of me to think otherwise.
My fondest memory of my father was during his last few months of life. His legs
would swell, painfully, and he would limp wherever he walked, but he refused to use a
wheelchair. He would sit in the living room of the house we shared with my grandmother
and rocked me back and forth on a rocking chair while I sat on his swollen legs. He would
sing to Rigo Tovar vinyl records on the old wooden console player that belonged to my
grandfather, and even now, I remember feeling safe.
My last memory of my father was how he jumped out of the full size bed the three
of us shared in a rush to get to a white bucket we kept in the room in case he needed to use
the bathroom. Every morning my mother would empty the contents. Like the Rigo Tovar
song, “Mi Amiga, Mi Esposa, y Mi Amante”, my mother had truly become my father’s
friend, wife, lover, and nurse, a torturous job in more ways than one.
Sitting on the bed, I saw my father move faster than he had moved since the cancer
began to eat his bones. He hunched over the white bucket and heaved blood. In between
gurgles, he called for my mother. Finally, when she woke, she ran outside to seek help and
as he tried to follow, he left a bloody imprint of his fingers on the wall. The imprint still
remains on the ruins of my grandmother’s house. To anyone else the mark may look like
dirty smudges, but to me it will always be a bloody handprint.
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The relationship I had with my father ended in medias res, in the middle of things.
In writing, this is a technique, a way for the writer to whet the appetite of the reader by
starting the story in the middle instead of the beginning. It is a way to leave the reader
wanting more. In life, that is the hardest way to end things, in the middle, because unlike
literature, we can never go back and finish the story, it ends in total finality. It is left
unfinished. Incomplete. Forming into something that could have been, but having to stop.
In life, wanting more when we cannot have more leaves us wondering of the possibilities
and creates a void we may never overcome.
That is how I saw my abortion. That is how I saw the sonogram. The dark black
and grey photograph that showed a pregnancy in the middle of creation, bubbling and
boiling into a possibility that would stop in the middle. I think of the words by Irene Vilar,
“Everything can be explained, justified, our last century tells us. Everything except for the
burden of life interrupted that shall die with me.”
In the initial consultation, after I was poked on the finger for a quick blood sample
and taken to a back room for an ultrasound, I finally felt alone. Going to an abortion clinic
had never been part of my life plans, much less going by myself. I began to hum Rigo
Tovar’s “La Sirenita”, as I do when I feel anxious to calm my nerves with the upbeat sound
of a cumbia.
The nurse came into the room first and told me the blood test came out positive and
I was, in fact, pregnant. She excused herself and I began to hum louder until she came
back with the doctor. He was tall with a beard and not as I had imagined. I was not sure
what doctors who performed these procedures would look like, but he seemed pleasant.
57

“How are you feeling?”
“Fine.”
“Any nausea?”
“Not yet.”
He told me to raise my shirt and unbutton my jeans.
“The gel will be a little cold,” said the nurse, but I did not notice the temperature.
The doctor looked at the monitor for a few seconds, scribbled something on the
forms I had filled out earlier and smiled.
“It’s very early in the pregnancy, four weeks or so, my recommendation would be
to take the pill. It is not as invasive as the surgical procedure, but it is your choice.”
So, I chose and said, “Yes, that’s fine. The pill is fine.”
“Great, then we’ll see you in twenty-four hours.”
The doctor left the room and I asked the nurse,
“Twenty-four hours?”
“Yes, you know the law, they want you to sleep on it and make sure this is what you
want to do, I guess.”
She walked over and handed me a small square of paper.
“You want to see it?”
I took the imprint of the sonogram from her hand, holding it briefly in mine. It
wasn’t enough time. I had barely begun to look for lumps (at least, it had looked like a
lump) when the nurse took it back and told me to make an appointment with the front desk

58

for my next visit. Except I did not come back in twenty-four hours. I went back a week
later because the snowstorm that hit that week shook our city and delayed my plans.
During the second appointment, I didn’t ask the nurse or the doctor about the
sonogram. I was too afraid. They would want to know why I wanted to see it again. They
might think I was having second thoughts and they would not administer the pill, so I
remained quiet wondering if I would see it again after the termination.
On the third and final appointment, when I returned to the clinic no longer pregnant,
I gathered the courage to ask the nurse for the sonogram.
“You want to keep it?”
“Yes.”
I wanted to keep a memento, something that proved this little piece of existence did
just that, existed, and even though our story stopped in medias res, as my story had with
my father, it had been real, it had been mine. I wanted something that was more than
memory, because in time memory fades, becomes distorted, fuzzy, like waking up to a ray
of sunshine that prevents you from focusing.
The nurse said no.
“Why would you want to keep something so painful? It could bring back bad
memories of this mistake.”
Mistake.
“On my way here,” she continued, “I was listening to the radio. The guy said a man
threw himself onto on-coming traffic and committed suicide. He left a note to his wife
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asking her to forgive him. It’s sad, but you can’t help wondering if he had been a mistake.
What if that guy was never meant to be here? Look at what happened with him.”
If she was trying to comfort me, her words did not help. Instead, I thought of the
heartbeat and wondered why they had not asked me to listen. Would I have agreed? Would
it even have been a heartbeat so early in the pregnancy or would that have been the sound
of miscellaneous cells trying to find a rhythm?
What if the sound had only been the machine? What if I could not tell the
difference? What if after hearing the thud thud thud I would have thrown myself onto oncoming traffic?
I wanted to ask her, but did not.
I looked at the small square she held in her hand one last time, burned it into my
brain from where I sat on the examination chair and hoped that this memory would never
fade.
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LOVE ON YELLOW MONKEY BARS

At the age of five, I found one of my great loves. I did not know it then, but I gave
my first pure love to my best friend, the love an only child craving family gives. I had
always longed for a sister. I wanted someone to share my secrets, my dreams, my pain.
The first sisterly love I ever felt came from her. There are times when life creates parallel
lives and on very rare occasions, it brings the two together.
Now, I think we were brought together so we could survive what we were about to
endure together. Two lives, so similar as to think them identical, could not collide into one
another by coincidence. We were meant to be in each other’s lives, to be the sisters we
never had. Her father had died when she was four-years-old as well. Her mother never remarried. Neither one had siblings, we were the only daughters of Mexican women who
did not speak English, but came to a frightening country filled with hope. At the age of
eight, we were both probed and touched by men who were not our fathers and kept it to
ourselves until it fell out of my soul and I could no longer suppress it. I found comfort in
sharing something so terrible with someone else, but there was more comfort in finding out
it was my best friend. Why is sharing misery the first form of comfort?
When we met, we were dirty, disheveled, with sand in every nook and cranny. We
climbed on yellow monkey bars in Armijo Park after kindergarten. I was never any good
at climbing, it was a sport and sports have never been my forte, but they were hers. She
was athletic and artistic which would explain why she became a dancer in high school. I
would freeze once I got to the second bar then drop down to the sand like a lump.
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You have to swing your legs! she yelled, advising me, but I never took it.
Most of the time I never took her advice. Even though, she was one of my great
influences, and the smartest person I knew. I looked up to her like a big sister, even if she
was only six months older than me. We became distant during middle school, then reunited
in high school, then during graduate school we became distant once again. This has been
the ebb and flow of our relationship, to come together so closely as if to exist in the same
wavelength and finish each other’s sentences, then part ways wondering what the other
was doing.
Do you think of me?
Are you happy?
Sad?
I always wondered, but we were prideful, which made it very difficult for either one
to apologize, and pride is a jealous friend.
During high school, she wanted to experience life and love, to live it fully and
without boundaries. She fell in love and I became secondary. It made me feel as if my
destiny rested in being brushed aside from family, even makeshift families. In between
fights with her boyfriend, a football player who lived his glory years during that time and
would re-live them over and over again throughout their relationship, she would remember
me. I was the one to vent with her and damn all boyfriends to kingdom come, as any close
sister would. I enjoyed those times the most. It made me feel needed, as if I were the one
she always came back to and wasn’t that what you did with family, seek them in times of
need?
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At the age of twenty, our lives ceased their parallelism and our choices began to
take us in separate directions. She became pregnant and decided to keep the baby. When
her daughter was born, life became surreal to me, but we were happy to bring a new
member into our girls’ club. As only daughters we had always craved a big family and
even though we considered ourselves sisters, the void of siblings lingered in the back of
our minds.
Then, after I sat down on the toilet seat to take a home pregnancy, I remembered a
moment, one that kept replaying in my mind as if had hit the replay button. The setting
always varied, but the characters and the plot always remained the same. In this version,
however, I did not play out what was written for me. I strayed, as if the scriptwriter finally
had a breakthrough and decided to make me walk into the living room of her mother’s
apartment instead of remaining in the kitchen waiting for her to finish leaving an angry
voicemail.
Her daughter, almost five, the age we had been when we met, had shed the last of
her tears. She sat in the middle of the soft couch looking at her shoes. I don’t think she
knew I was walking up to her until I sat down and she looked up at me with wet eyes and
heartbreak. I wondered if that is how I looked when I found out my father had died? How
I had looked when I realized he was never coming back? Did it register in my head? After
all, we had both been that age when we lost our fathers, four-years-old at the cusp of five.
That is what her daughter was trying to do, understand. To make sense of why her
father was not coming to see her, why he had lied about taking her to wherever he took her
when my friend was not around and it was his turn to be a parent. They had remained in
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each other lives, linked, as parents do when they share a child even though they do to
remain together.
I couldn’t take it. I was weak so I hugged her close to me. I’m not sure if I was
trying to comfort the child or comfort the hurt four-year-old child in me, but we clutched
to each other. Her small body on the crook of my shoulder felt limp, as if she had given
up. This is what I did not want to contribute to this world. I did not want to be a bystander
to this pain and I knew that with Gerry, my rash broken self, and the toxic relationship we
had, this would be our contribution to parenthood.
We had always been a mirror of each other’s lives. What would make me think that
motherhood for us would not be the same?
After I sobbed in my bathroom for what felt like hours and knew with a certainty
that I could not keep the baby, I called her. We had not spoken in two weeks, had one of
our fights, but I think she knew how much I needed her since I did not allow my pride to
get the best of me and made contact first. I sat in the same living room where I had
comforted her daughter and told her I was pregnant.
“What are you going to do?”
I lowered my black Jack Daniels baseball cap and tried to keep the tears from
choking me.
“You look so sad. It’s in your eyes, like you don’t know what to do.”
“I know what I have to do.”
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She knew. I didn’t have to say it. We had not been able to communicate without
words since we were five, almost in a telepathic manner, to not know I was going to do the
opposite of what she had done.
“I wish I didn’t have to do this.”
I began to cry and she came to sit by me, rubbing my back. It was a hard touch,
harder than what you expect from someone who is trying to reassure, but I think her own
distress was showing in her abrupt touch. Most of the time, I was the one on the other side,
this had been the first time I had truly needed her words.
“I know it’s hard, but I need to tell you something,” she stood, “I love my daughter,
I do. I really, really do, but sometimes I wish I had not kept her. It’s been very hard and
my life, well, I wish I could have done more before having her.”
I wanted her to tell me not to do it. I wanted her to tell me that I should keep the
baby. That this was finally my chance for a family. That I should not care if the father
was Gerry, that as long as I was the mother, then everything would fine. To hell with the
world, el que dirán, and my mother. I wanted her to reassure me that dreams do become a
reality regardless of the hardships in life. But she didn’t. She supported my choice and at
that moment, I hated that I lived in such an understanding world.
I had never asked her why she had decided to keep her daughter. I knew there was
more to her choice than what she confessed. Like abortion, taking a pregnancy to term is
a combination of many reasons. She had admitted how the father of her baby wanted her
to have an abortion, but since she had kept the baby, I had always believed the thought had
never crossed her mind until that day.
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IT BEGAN WITH JACK AT MULLIGAN’S

I was tense when I arrived. We had never met, only sent messages to each other in
a chat room. He had given me a few sweet words and I soaked them up like a sponge. I
did not care what he looked like, what he smelled like, or how he dressed, only that he
knew a few Bob Marley words. He had typed his favorite quote in the small pop-up box
on El Paso Chat, “I don’t know how to live good. I only know how to suffer,” and I read
them from the glowing screen with eagerness and need.
I did not know with certainty if he would be at the bar. We had tried to meet before,
but I had always been too scared. I had been too heartbroken by another man, one I was
desperately trying to forget, and was looking for refuge in the arms of another, any other.
I parked my car as far away from the entrance in case he was a nutcase, but I could
still see the green neon light of Mulligan’s bar glowing in the rain. I’m not sure how I
knew he was the tall guy with the long button down shirt and skinny jeans, but he fit his
words. The long curly hair that passed his broad shoulders surprised me. He was not like
any other man I had dated before. I liked it. He was different.
“Gerardo?”
He smiled and continued to lean against the brick wall, his knee bent.
“Yeah.”
“Sorry, I’m late. I’m not familiar with this side of town. It’s too far east for me.”
He laughed again, covered his mouth with his left hand, a habit he didn’t know he
had developed and one that came from how self-conscious he felt about his crooked teeth.
66

“Nah, it’s cool. I went inside and had a beer, just came back outside. Glad the rain
didn’t scare you off.”
“No, I like driving in the rain. I think I like inclement weather for some reason.”
“Cool, me too. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”
The place was overly full, but he found a spot on the very corner of the bar. When
we sat on the bar stool, he turned my body toward his own, my wet sandals nestled in
between his legs, as if he wanted absolute privacy in the middle of the crowded bar.
“What do you want to drink?”
“Jack and Coke.”
He raised an eyebrow behind his black framed glasses and gave me a half smile.
“Jack Daniels? Whiskey. My kind of gal.”
He was not a handsome boy, because at that time he was still a boy, but he was
attentive. The rest of the conversation has blurred with time, but I remember he designated
the most exciting time of his life to Canada when he left for a year after he graduated high
school.
“The country is beautiful. The cold amazing and you can smoke all you want.”
“Smoke?”
“You know, smoke…”
“Oh, oh,” I chuckled embarrassed, “well I’ve never smoked.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, never.”
“Why not?”
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“I don’t know. I guess no one offered it to me.”
“Wait. So, you’re telling me that in Bowie High School, in the hood, no one ever
offered you weed?” he laughed, “Why don’t I believe that?”
I laughed too, “I was a nerdy kid back then. All the cool kids probably didn’t bother
asking me because they knew it was not my thing and it really wasn’t. I guess I just haven’t
been curious about that stuff.”
“It’s all good. It’s not for everyone.”
He told me he did not want to be tied down and college wasn’t a fit for him, so he
left. We were different. College for me had been a way out of the barrio, a way to ensure
my future as well as my mother’s.
“I didn’t think you would be this pretty.”
I smiled and wished I could say the same.
“And you’re pretty smart.”
“Thanks, that’s sweet of you.”
“I’m glad you decided to come out.”
“Me too. It’s getting late though, I should leave.”
“Sure, I’ll walk you out.”
I let him walk me to my car. He didn’t hold my hand or try to kiss me.
“I had fun tonight.”
“Hope I didn’t keep you out too long.”
“No, it’s fine. Drive home safely.”
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“Uh,” he smiled, “I gotta make a stop first, so I’ll probably be out for a few more
hours. I’m used to it. I’m a night owl.”
I should have caught it. The strangeness of the comment, the weird prickling fingers
of sensation going down my spine, but I hugged him instead. It was not a kiss, it was not
romantic, but it was enough.
“Be safe, little mama, call me when you get home.”
The quiet drizzle continued when I pulled away and I cried all the way home. When
I arrived at our apartment, my mother was asleep on her twin bed. Quietly, I closed the
door to her room and called Gerry.
I had made it home safely.
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VOLCANOES ON THE FRANKLINS

Our final goodbye was through text message, days after I found several small
plastic bags of weed in his closet. Gerry had confessed that during the first few months we
had dated he had been dealing weed. It was a quick way to make money and he got the
weed from one of his good buddies. I had been furious and called him a good-for-nothingdeadbeat-loser-fuck.
“You don’t complain when I take you out to the movies or to dinner? How do
you think I pay for that?”
True, I never really knew where Gerry’s income came from. I should have asked
myself earlier, but I didn’t, I began to piece it together throughout the relationship. Holding
a steady job had always been too hard for Gerry, he liked easy money and it didn’t matter
what he had to do as long as he did not have to go to a boring job that required any physical
labor.
“What’s the big deal, Carla? I know how to do this. I won’t get caught.”
“It’s wrong, Gerry. You are dealing drugs. It is illegal. Does that not make sense
to you?”
“It’s just a little weed. Ah! Why do you have to be such a prude?”
“I’m a prude for not wanting to deal drugs and go to jail?”
“No one is getting caught or going to jail, I told you, but fine, I won’t do it if you
don’t want me to.”
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Part of me never really believed his feeble promise for the entire three years we
were together. When I found the bags of weed in his closet, I knew nothing would change.
It was strange that it was those bags, the ones he did not even bother hiding even though
he knew I had a key to his apartment, that finally made me leave. I had already terminated
my pregnancy and we had multiple physical altercations where we had hurt each other,
kissed, made-up, and began to repeat it all over again. I was tired, done punishing him and
myself. So, after flushing the weed down the toilet, I left his apartment. A few days later
I sent him a final text message.
It was the most civilized break-up we had ever had. We had left each other
multiple times, so many I had lost count. Sometimes I had left him and other times he had
left me.
I’m done.
?
You’re right. It doesn’t make sense to keep going. I’m tired, Gerry.
Ok.
We had always been like two volcanos, except one was frequently active and the
other one awakened when it needed to do the most damage. I was like Mount St. Helens,
voracious and destructive when provoked. Gerry only erupted at strange times and in the
most passive aggressive ways. Our final parting was too quiet and incomparable to the
first time we had a physical altercation.
I was the first one to strike. The first time I punched him in the head, I felt my
hand burn, as if a million tiny needles were poking it at the same time. I threw the first
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blow that finally broke the feeble seal joining our relationship. There had never been much
trust or respect, but I was the one to push that boundary.
That first punch had not been quick. It had been simmering for a long time and
begun on Dyer Street, on the Northeast side of El Paso, closer to the edge of town and the
furthest I had ever been from my comfort zones in the city. I belonged closer to the border,
closer to Segundo Barrio and Central, the center of town and to what felt to me like the
heart of the region. The Westside of town always felt too pretentious when I was in college.
I was an insecure poor brown girl that took the bus from the barrio every morning until my
mother and I moved to that side of town, but even then, I felt out of place. I had not
developed the confidence and pride that originates from knowing I started off at the barrio
and worked myself up to a career. The odds for the kids from the barrio suggested
otherwise, it was the cruel and infamous cycle that surrounds the lower socioeconomic
class and it was also one of my greatest fears.
I did not want to be another failed case from Segundo, the girl who had gone to
college, but dropped out because she ended up getting pregnant by one of the boys her
mother had warned her about. In my head, they would all say,
“Did you hear Carla got pregnant by that loser? She was such a smart girl, I
wondered what happened? Her poor mother! She must be devastated after everything she
sacrificed for her…”
I had always dreamed of becoming a writer. What would happen to my dreams if
I ended back where I had started? These were the fears of el que dirán, gossip, the biggest
method to keep women in line, especially in the Mexican-American culture. Females are
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raised to fear gossip and the shame that accompanies it. It is a way to control female
behavior when no one else is watching, except that it is not completely foolproof and only
gets us into more trouble.
This was a hard lesson I had to learn. Perhaps, I have regenerated into a new breed
of female. Maybe I have become what Gloria E. Anzaldúa called la mestiza and learned
to navigate between worlds realizing that el que dirán does not feed me, never held my
hand when my heart was being ripped apart because of my abortion, nor does it pay off my
student loans. To be honest, I did not develop the self-confidence I needed until graduate
school, when I was closer to thirty and survived the most difficult era of my life.
The Eastside of town, had always been too far and remote for me. There were
times I had visited my uncle who lived there, but until Gerry, I had not really navigated the
area. When we had been dating for four months, I began to feel more at ease with Gerry.
We did not have much in common, in fact, we were very different. The more time I spent
with him, the more I realized how different we really were. He liked sleeping the entire
day. I had too many things to do during the day to sleep. I had two jobs, homework, and
study sessions. I was tired during the night when Gerry was ready to function, but I
compromised. I quit one of my jobs to spend more time with him and we would stay out
drinking. At that time, I craved to be loved by a man, I would have done anything to make
any relationship come to fruition.
The idea of going for a drive was mine. I felt anxious and restless, especially
being in his room with his mother and sister in the living room. We didn’t really have a
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destination, we just drove from his parents’ Eastside home up the loop that would take us
to the Northeast side of town.
“Your car is so easy to drive.”
“It’s a hatchback so you can maneuver it easily. Not like that big ass police knockoff you drive.”
He chuckled.
“It’s a Crown Victoria and it’s not so bad. My mom loves it.”
“Your mom?”
“Well, yeah, it’s her car.”
“Oh, I don’t know why I thought it was yours. You don’t have a car?”
“Well, we all share them, so we all kind of own them.”
He chuckled again.
“Let’s play something good.”
I skipped through a few songs on the mixed CD until I came across one of my
favorite songs.
“Santana, hell yeah! See, this is why I like you.”
I laughed and asked, “Why?” because I needed to hear his answer.
“You like all kinds of stuff. Books, weird movies, and Santana. You’re a pretty
cool lady.”
I heard from Gerry exactly what my broken heart needed. Everything I wanted to
hear from the man who came before him, the man who had told me he would marry me,
the first man I loved desperately, and the first man who left me when I had my first
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encounter with depression. Like my mother, I never knew what to call my malaise, that
feeling I had of wanting to evaporate because of how much my heart was hurting.
At twenty-one, I found out the man who had sexually molested me at the age of
eight had died. He had been a neighbor, the husband of a woman who lived in the
apartment next to ours, a woman my mother spoke to quite frequently and with whom she
had formed a friendship. That friendship was the reason my mother had let me go over
and play with their son, the reason why many of the other girls my age in the apartment
complex would go over to play.
I was not the first girl to admit what was happening. I was too afraid. I knew it
was wrong. That he should not touch me in places only my mother or I washed. My
mother had already warned me about bad men. I knew I was supposed to tell her, but even
at eight-years-old, I did not want to trouble her with something like this. I knew she was
always sad and I did not want to make it worse. Katrina, the neighbor girl who lived below
us, was the first one to speak out and it was her mother who finally told mine.
My mother went into a rage. It was the first time I had seen her come alive so
quickly and so vividly since my father’s death. As she ran out the door and pounded on
the neighbor’s door, I had one thought, anger makes you strong. This is where I learned
that even when you felt alone and hurt, anger gives you power. It was the worse lesson I
learned, but one that became so programmed into my psyche, unlearning it has been the
hardest thing to overcome.
Finding out this man had died triggered emotions I had suppressed for years and
something inside me snapped. I did not know what was happening only that it was like a
75

dam breaking apart and all emotions, grief, sadness, anxiety, but especially anger, came
flooding out of me and I did not know how to manage them all at once. Similar to Ron, I
began to fight with my boyfriend at the time, to push him away even though I wanted him
close. How could I make him understand that it was not fair? That the man who had
probed and taken advantage of my isolation was blissfully dead while I was left behind in
agony? When I finally gathered the courage to tell him, it had been too late. He had already
decided to leave and I was once again left alone.
“I got a black magic woman. Got me so blind I can't see. That she's a black
magic woman. She’s tryin’ to make a devil out of me.”
Gerry sang along to “Black Magic Woman” as if he was serenating me, as if we
were the only two that mattered on Dyer Street and I wondered if being with him would
really be so bad. My best friend’s mother used to say, “Let a man love you more than you
love him.” It sounded selfish, yes, but I had loved a man more than myself once before
and I had been left in pieces, could hardly put myself back together. Would staying with
someone you did not love really be so bad?
“I like when you sing to me.”
“Mama, I’ll always sing to you.”
I had never liked his nickname for me. Mama. It sounded strange to my ears,
fake, but I threw my head back and sang along. We were laughing, too caught up in the
song or in the distant street far away from our side of town, that we both did not see the car
in front of us until it was too late. Gerry tried to slam on the breaks, but he crashed into
the back of the white car.
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Slowly, I looked over to the driver side. Gerry was fine, he got out of the car
quickly and walked to the other driver. I was in a haze. My body felt slow and I realized
I had gotten out of the car too, but I did not remember taking off my seatbelt or opening
the car door. The shimmering liquid on the ground caught my attention. The entire front
of my car was wrecked and the colorful liquid was seeping down from somewhere inside
its center.
“Shit, shit, shit.”
“Hey, man, you hit me.”
I heard Gerry arguing with the other driver and as if by magic, there was a police
car behind us. I had not seen the police officer arrive. Had someone called them?
I still felt slower than usual and there was a sadness forming inside me. This had
been my first car. The first down payment I had saved for and the car my mother had cosigned with me because she wanted to help me. Now, it lay broken in the middle of the
street.
“We need to move the vehicles to the side of the road.”
I heard the police officer tell both drivers and I walked over to the corner of the
street and waited for Gerry to move my blue Nissan Versa. Once he had moved the car
and the police officer was inspecting the vehicles, Gerry pulled me away.
“Listen, mama, you have to help me out here.”
I listened to his words, but they were sluggishly being pieced together in my head.
“Mama, you gotta say you were the one driving.”
“What?”
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“When the cop comes over, you have to tell him you lost control or that you didn’t
pay attention to the road.”
“But I didn’t do anything, Gerry, you crashed.”
“I know, I know, mama, I get it, but if you don’t say it was your fault, the insurance
won’t pay for nothin’ and then you’re really going to be in trouble.”
I was young and naïve and did not know how insurance companies worked. I only
knew that Texas law required me to have car insurance. I believed him. I took the blame
and I began to hate him. That was the first fracture to our relationship. Gerry had loosened
the seal that held us together, had made a crack and I would be the one to break it
completely.
“Who was driving the vehicle?”
The police officer pulled out a small pad from his pocket.
My throat tightened, as if it knew telling this lie was not right, was not fair and
that in my heart I did not want to do it.
“I was.”
I felt tears.
“I need your driver’s license and identification from you.”
Gerry pulled out his wallet and the police officer went back to his car.
“He’s checking for warrants.”
I didn’t care, the tears began to roll down my cheeks and the knot in my throat
was growing.
“Hey, mama, don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
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He tried to put his arms around me, but I felt repulsed.
“Don’t touch me.”
He looked at me, seemed hurt, but did not say anything.
“You’re both fine. No warrants.”
Gerry seemed relieved, but I was not sure why.
“So, what happened?”
The police officer wanted the entire story. What had Gerry said? That I should
say I lost control? Did not see the car in front of me?
“I…was distracted,” the words squeezed out of my throat, “I looked away for a
second and…I…hit the car.”
The confession felt wrong. False. Fake. Like the name that Gerry called me.
That’s how that name sounded on his lips, I realized, phony.
The police officer looked over at Gerry.
“Were you the passenger?”
“Yeah, officer.”
Did he believe us? There was something in the police officer’s demeanor that said
he was not fully convinced, but he finally looked at the form he was filling out and handed
me a piece of paper before he walked away.
It was a citation.
“Mama, it’s okay, I will make up for this.”
“How?”
“Um, I’ll do anything you want me to.”
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No apology, no thank you. The thought went through my head and it began to
fester. How could Gerry possibly make up for this? It did not register in his mind that we
were broken. That what he had done that night would be the catalyst to three years of
misery. Yet, I still wanted him to take responsibility, to understand that when you do a
wrong, you have to make a right.
“You’re going to pay me back the money the insurance will pay out for this.”
“What?”
“I said,” my voice deepened and my jaw clenched, “that you will pay me back
what the insurance company will pay out for this.”
I held the citation in the air then crumbled it in my fist. Maybe he had never
expected this from me or maybe he knew that he had done me wrong, but Gerry nodded.
Two months later, he had not given me one cent. We were outside of my duplex,
sitting in his mother’s Crown Victoria when I finally asked him about the money.
“Ah, mama, come on. The insurance company took care of that.”
“I know. It took care of your fuck-up.”
“Don’t talk to me like that.”
“Don’t fuck with me, Gerry, I’m warning you.”
“Or what? You’re not gonna do anything, Carla. I’m tired of this and you know
what? I’m not giving you shit.”
Anger is a dangerous passion. It has different levels and varies for every person.
We all feel or experience anger differently. For me, anger begins with a deep pressure in
my chest that makes my jaw clench and my cheeks hot. From there, my entire body begins
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to feel hot. There is a tingling sensation that runs down my arms and I begin to feel more
confident, strong, like I could take down anyone in front of me.
This was the same sensation I felt sitting in the Crown Victoria. It was this deep
sense of wrong, as if Gerry had been taking advantage of me once again, that made me
punch him on the side of the head from the passenger side. I knew the punch was hard,
because I meant it to be hard. My hand prickled like when a part of your body falls asleep,
but I did not care, I punched him again with everything I had. Gerry began to moan and
curse, but I hit again and again until he finally opened the car door and fell out onto the
street to get away from me.
That was it. The seal was finally broken and neither Gerry nor I had any respect
left for one another. That is what physical abuse does, takes away our respect and our
humanity for one another, our kindness.
I came out of the car, not quite done with Gerry, but it was 2:00am and we had
woken up my mother. In her long grey nightgown, which she had since we had moved
from the barrio, she rushed to the car and pulled me back.
“¿Que estás haciendo?”
“Lo que debí hacer cuando me chocó el carro,” I yelled, except my voice came
out as a screech.
“Leave him, it’s not worth it.”
Once my mother pulled me away from the car and Gerry, he got into the Crown
Victoria and sped off. I was pulsing with anger and did not want just let him go, so I ran
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inside and took the keys to my mother’s ’94 Geo Prizm. As I was putting on my seatbelt,
my mother got into the car.
“I’m going with you.”
“No. Stay here.”
“I said, I’m going with you.”
Too upset to get into another argument with my mother when the person I really
wanted to argue with was Gerry, I let her come along. Twenty-five minutes later I was
outside his parents’ home. I banged on the door not caring who I was waking up. I wanted
the coward to come out. But he didn’t. His mother opened the door.
“What are you doing?”
“Tell your son to come out.”
“No, you’re both drunk.”
True, we had been drinking.
“Tell him to come out.”
“What is going on?”
“Come out, you pussy ass fuck! Come out and tell your parents what a low-life
you are! How you can’t keep your word!”
Gerry’s father came out and my mother intervened.
“Go to the car.”
“No, he needs to pay back that money. He gave me his word. It’s not fair.”
“Go to the car.”
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My mother took my arm and dug her nails into my skin like she had when I was a
child warning me to stop any temper tantrum I was throwing. I went to the car and waited.
I could still feel my blood boiling and my breathing coming fast. I was not sure how long
I waited, my rage and the alcohol in my body made me lose track of time. When my mother
came back to the car, she motioned me to get on the passenger side and I scooted over.
“What happened?”
“His father said he would pay for it.”
“What?”
“He said he would pay you back the money.”
“His dad? But his dad didn’t crash my car. That little shit! I knew he would –”
“¡Cálmate! Who cares if his father pays for it as long as it gets paid?”
I cared. The point of Gerry paying back the money was retribution. This would
be his way of making up for what he had me do. He was supposed to keep his word, but
he never did. Two weeks later, I received a check from his father. This would not be the
last time his parents would get him out of his responsibilities. I became frustrated with
him, but behind my back, he would always go to his parents to ask for money when he was
not dealing weed or when he had screwed up so bad he could not handle the mess himself.
In the five weeks I was pregnant, I thought of this night in my head so many times
that if the memory had been a photograph, it would have had wrinkles and worn off edges.
If I would have kept the child, would all the help have come from Gerry’s parents? When
the child was crying and I could not find him, would his parents intervene? How could I
have a child with another child?
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I do not know if Gerry ever told his parents about the abortion, of his contribution,
or if he has already forgotten about my choice. Did he ever wonder why I had decided to
terminate the pregnancy? He had never asked. We never looked for each other again. We
had screamed, shoved, hit, and hurt each other in every possible way, we had been that
intimate, and we had exhausted all forms of pain. Like extinct volcanos, the fire within us
had finally been put out and we both realized we had to part ways.
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THEY CALL US CRAZIES

I almost bolted at the entrance. Maybe it was courage, or maybe it was the old
woman with a kind face holding the door open for me to the coffee house that prompted
me to walk inside, but I was not ready to see him. What would he think of me? Maybe
that I was strange. Unstable. A crazy? Sandra Cisneros calls us crazies. Maybe that is
what we are, the whole lot of us, just crazies trying to find someone who understands that
we really are not as dysfunctional as we think we are, that maybe crazy is synonym to
human.
Roberto was an educated man, a brother of a dear friend and a man who put the
broken back together. Mended us. He was learning to see all of us for who we really are,
a psychiatrist in training, and I couldn’t help wondering if he would be able to see me. I
had met his sister Paty through work and we became friends quickly. We were attracted
to each other, and in the beginning, I was not sure why.
Paty had grown up as the daughter of a doctor and traveled in the upscale society
along the border, especially in Juárez. I was the daughter of maquiladora workers. She
knew a different side of Mexican culture, an educated and wealthier one, the kind my
family had never known. Our attraction to each other seemed out of place, yet we both had
a soft spot for one another. I liked listening to her stories and witnessing her lifestyle, like
the way she went to Ella Blue, one of the most expensive dress stores in town and one I
could never afford, because she had been invited to an affluent friend’s dinner party. Yet,
she had never been pretentious with me, on the contrary, I found her to be extremely
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humble. Paty never seemed to realize how she was able to walk so easily between these
two worlds. I felt that like me, she too, was a hybrid traveling to and from different realms.
During one of our conversations, I found out she had suffered from depression and
overcame it. This, I realized, had been our attraction, our frequency, the vibration we had
picked up. We were two different women from two different worlds, but we found
ourselves battling through the same mental state. Patty used yoga and meditation, I used
exercise and therapy as my antidepressant. This explained the stillness and serenity she
always pursued. Similar to me, she was in a constant quest for peace of mind and a calm
heart. We feared falling in the same sadness that had weighed down our lives.
Then one day, as I walked into her office, I found her in tears. It was unusual to see
this emotion manifest in her. I closed the door and hugged her.
“Tell me.”
She couldn’t speak through the sobs and she kept looking at a photograph on the
monitor of her computer.
“She was my friend,” her tearful anguish was overwhelming, “She killed herself a
year ago. Today…is the anniversary.”
I let the tears flow through her before I began to ask questions.
“What happened?”
“She took a bottle of pills.”
I began to feel cold and my mind flashed to a day when I had put a handful of pills
in my mouth, but was interrupted before I could swallow them.
“That’s very sad. Do you know why?”
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She nodded and looked at the monitor, her friend smiled back. She was pretty, petite
as well, and as Paty later confirmed, traveled in the same social circles.
“She had an abortion.”
My arms fell to my sides.
“I knew she regretted it, but I never thought…”
She began to cry louder and I snuggled her back in my arms squeezing her tighter,
her head on the crook of my shoulder. This seemed too much of a coincidence. Was this
another frequency we had been emitting?
“After they found her, she was in a coma before her parents decided to, well, you
know.”
Yes, I did know. I knew the pain her friend had felt, the bottomless pit of regret, an
abyss so deep that you wish you could jump in and hope it was deep enough to make you
stop feeling. I had walked the same path as her friend, was headed for the same terminal,
but had been interrupted, diverted.
On the day I had finally gained the courage to buy a full bottle of Tylenol, because
I had read somewhere it was the only over-the-counter medication you could not be brought
back from once you had ingested the pills, and I did not want to be resuscitated, forced
back into this life, my mother arrived home early. She had been working in the same pants
factory for five years and she had never been let out early, but on that day, one of the main
machines broke down and she was sent home.
As I put the pills in my mouth in the same bathroom where I found out I was
pregnant, I heard the door open and my mother call out, “Calis.” My nickname. The one
87

she had given me since birth. The sound of her voice and my name on her lips made me
think of my lifeless body. Would it get cold quickly? Would my lips turn dry and blue
like in a movie? I pictured her picking me up from the bathroom floor and holding me in
her arms like she had done with my father and I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I spit out
the pills into the toilet. They felt like worms in my mouth and I flushed them. I wanted to
make my mother think I had only been using the bathroom and then I cried myself to sleep
that night like I had every night since my abortion.
“This is so strange, but I need to tell you something.”
Paty wiped tears from her face and looked at me. Her big brown eyes sad and
attentive.
“I had an…an…I terminated a pregnancy,” I couldn’t bring myself to use that word.
I was very careful who I told this my secret to, especially if I had not known them for a
long time, but this was a special circumstance.
“Paty, there is something else,” I swallow the excess amount of saliva that was
forming in my mouth, “I tried to kill myself too.”
She remained quiet, as if processing the similarities between her friend’s fate and
mine.
“You were selfish,” there was resentment in her eyes, “just selfish. Did you think
of the people you were going to leave behind? Did you think of us?”
She was in pain. How long had those words been logged somewhere in her heart
waiting to come out? I knew this was not about me, it was about her friend, but the words
still stung.
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“No, at that time, I wasn’t thinking about anyone,” I said slowly, “I was only
thinking about my pain. About the baby.”
My eyes began to tickle and my throat closed. I blinked several times, but the tears
seeped through quickly.
Paty reached over and hugged me tighter than I thought her thin arms could muster.
“I’m sorry.”
“I had a dream before I tried to do it,” I said, “I kept wondering if I had kept the
baby, what it could have been. Would I have had a boy or a girl? Then, poof, in the dream
I had a girl.”
Patty covered her mouth and cried harder. I was not sure what I had said to make
her weep so forcefully again.
“My friend had one too. She had a dream. She told me she would have had a girl.
Then she would say she only wanted to be with her daughter and that’s all she could think
of, and I tried helping her, I really tried.”
Her confession was unbelievable. Was this one of the reasons we were placed in
each other lives? We both had unfinished business. Perhaps I had to hear what would have
happened to those I would have left behind if I had swallowed those pills. Perhaps Paty
had to make peace with her friend’s choice, because like her abortion, her friend had made
another choice others had difficulty understanding.
“Paty, I’m very sorry about your friend. I know this may not mean anything coming
from me, but you need to know that she must have been in a lot of pain to do that,” I said,
hoping she would understand one day even if it was not right now, “Living, or trying to, is
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unbearable. The regret is crushing. It feels like it’s physically crushing you, like there is
so much pressure in your chest you might not be able to breathe, but unfortunately, you
can still breathe. All I wanted to do was be with the baby I gave up.”
She nodded slightly. I was not sure if she really did understand, but maybe she was
trying to grasp my confession.
“I wish, I could have done more. I spoke to her right before and I didn’t –”
Turning her to face me and away from the monitor, I interrupted her.
“There is nothing you could have done. Nothing. There was nothing that could
have changed her mind. It was already made up. Believe me when I say she thought it
through and even planned it so no one would find out until it was too late.”
The words came out of my mouth and I cringed because I felt guilty. It was
impossible that Paty could have changed her friend’s mind and yet, in that moment, I
admired her friend. The woman had been strategic and brave. I had always considered
myself a coward for not going through with it and for never trying again. I wondered if I
had never truly convinced myself that was the alternative, the escape, and that is why I
never went through with suicide.
This was my crazy. The demons I battled with for so long and tried to keep hidden
from anyone. I was very careful to not give myself away with Paty’s brother. I was sure
there were better things he could have been doing with his Saturday afternoon than to meet
me, but trying to understand depression and my abortion had become necessary.
I had been doing research on my own and felt stuck. I didn’t know where to go or
who to talk to that could give more insight into this topic without judgment. When I
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mentioned my block to Paty, she suggested I contact her brother who was doing his
residency.
He was not what I expected. In my mind, he was supposed to be cold and distant,
like the therapist I met at my university counseling center. It had been the only time I had
tried seeking help, but as a rash and impressionable college student, I would give up on
people easily. I never tried going back. But Roberto had soft eyes. There was something
shining through his glasses. Kindness? It was unexpected.
I introduced myself, briefed him on my thesis, being careful to only say I was
focusing on depression. I was general, vague, and made it personal only when I referenced
my mother. I asked if it is possible that she, and other individuals, could suffer from
depression without ever knowing why they felt or reacted in the way they did.
Are they valid? I thought, but did not ask. These individuals walking and existing,
but not living? Does their depression count, is it valid even though they have never been
diagnosed by a psychiatrist, like him?
His answer was kind, human.
“When haven’t we all suffered from depression? At one point, or another, we have
all been there. Depression comes in cycles and to many of us. Sometimes it is very subtle,
we don’t know it’s there.”
I was taking in all his words and applying them to myself. There were times when
I felt my depression took me on a rollercoaster with different highs and slumps. It played
with me, sometimes staying quiet and dormant. At other times, it shook me to the core, to
an extreme, to the edge of suicide where it just dangled me over a cliff without letting go.
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I asked if patients with a history of depression can relapse with the right trigger, but
I did not admit his answer was for me. I did not admit I was deadly afraid of resurrecting
demons I had buried, afraid they could crawl out of their abyss if I began to search for a
memento of my abortion. If I did resurrect them, how could I appease them? What is their
preferred sacrifice to keep them in slumber? I wanted to ask, but didn’t dare.
He told me that when a person undergoes an acute episode of depression, defense
mechanisms we use to cope with trauma may break.
“It takes a person with a very strong archetype of personality to be able to cope
without seeking professional help.”
My mother never sought professional help.
I had never sought professional help. But I did not feel strong. On the contrary, I
felt weak.
Changed.
I lived in fear of awakening something dark and buried if I continue to write about
these stories, these truths. How do we revisit old memories without triggering old demons?
I wanted to ask, but did not.
I thank him for his time and he smiled back, in kind.
He knew.
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GRACIELA WITH THE KIND EYES

The drums of the matachines did not greet me when I returned to the clinic. It had
been three months since my last visit. While I had plenty of time during Christmas vacation
to ask the staff for an update, I was too scared to go back. My life began to take a different
turn, a good turn. For the first time in six years, I finally felt at peace. I was happy. I was
in love and loved those around me. I did not want my past to pull me back into sadness. I
had chosen a sad path earlier in my life, one I visit periodically. The levels of sadness vary,
they fluctuate depending on the years, on the months, or on the circumstance I find myself
in a specific moment in my life.
I have learned that there are times when I hurt as much as the day I terminated my
pregnancy and there are days I remember that day without tears, but never without emotion.
I like the days when I remember and do not cry. It makes me feel like I have accomplished
something, as if I have tamed my demons. Yet, I’ve accepted them, these creatures of my
past. I have come to terms with the idea that they will never leave me. Instead, we’ve had
to learn to live together, the way new roommates learn to cohabit.
Alas, fear held me back from going to the clinic, fear of wondering which feeling
would take a hold of me. Emotions tend to possess the body and we are easily consumed
by them. I welcome feelings of joy, happiness, but most of all, harmony. I want those
emotions to take possession of my mind, of my body. It is unwelcomed emotions that I
fear the most. For me, it has always been sadness that fogs my thoughts, clouds the current
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state of my mind and affects the way I perceive reality. To me, it is one of the most
dangerous emotions.
What if the emotion that consumed my visit to the clinic was sadness? This would
be more potent than mere holiday blues. I would not know at what level, high or low, the
emotional wave could wash over me. What if the degree was so high I would not be able
to function during the holiday season?
Since my unexpected pregnancy, I have become a careful planner, a new attribute
I developed, and as such, I had already planned my entire holiday vacation. I would pickup my mother at 2:00pm so that we could arrive at my apartment within thirty minutes.
She would help me cook Christmas Eve dinner where we would be making a spiraled ham,
sweet potatoes, and mushroom stuffing. Then we would watch Marcelino Pan y Vino and
It’s a Wonderful Life while we ate our dessert before we opened presents.
Grief, sadness, and heartache were not part of the agenda. Shielding my mother
from distressful situations has always been my burden. I did not want to upset her if I could
not bounce back from grief quickly, so I decided to go back to the clinic in the new year,
after the holidays.
This quickly became a double-edged sword. The more I prolonged my visit, the
more cowardly I felt. Was I being selfish? I wanted a small taste of happiness, but I still
did not allow myself to fully enjoy my time with my mother and those I loved. I felt guilty
at having this happiness. Did I deserve it?
One week into the new year, I mustered the courage to go back. I allowed myself
to lean on Ron and asked him to accompany me to the clinic.
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I asked if we could take his car instead of mine.
“Alright.”
“You just never know, you know. My plates are distinct and what if someone
drives by…”
“Okay.”
“My car is red. It calls attention. Someone might recognize it…”
“Sure, not a problem.”
“…and I don’t think I can drive.”
I realized I still felt ashamed. I did not want anyone to see me even though this
was my second visit within the last couple of months. What would I do if one of my coworkers saw me walk into an abortion clinic? Would they ask questions? How would I
answer? The most potent shame is self-inflicted.
On the drive there, I remembered his license plates were distinct too. People he
knew might recognize him. I never thought to ask what he would say or how he would
feel if people asked him why he went into an abortion clinic. How would he answer? I
began to feel guilty for putting him in this situation, but I did not say anything.
We parked on the side of the street, on the most heavily trafficked area. A
different group of protesters were outside the building. They seemed to rotate, as if a new
group would take over every so often. A boy, eight or nine-years-old, stood at the corner
of the building on the sidewalk. He held a large poster with a picture of a mutilated fetus.
The sign was as large as the boy and had a caption that mentioned the doctor performing
the abortions was killing babies.
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A few steps ahead was a man with long brown hair. He wore cargo pants and a
white t-shirt, a wooden cross dangled from his neck. He held a poster of another mutilated
fetus. His caption read, The church is allowing this abortion clinic to remain open.
As I walked into the courtyard, Ron reached for my hand, but I pulled away,
“Don’t hold my hand.”
“Okay.”
“Not in front of them.”
“Okay.”
The man walked up to us and said something. It was muffled and I only heard,
“...is killing”.
Ron stopped walking.
“As a man, how can you let her do that?”
The security guard outside of the building approached us. He had a kind face and
moved sluggishly.
I looked back at Ron and knew he was not going to stay quiet. He never turned
down a good argument.
“Go head, I’ll catch-up to you.”
“Don’t. It’s not worth it.”
“I’ll catch-up.”
I felt a tap on my shoulder.
“Miss, it’s okay.”
“He’s engaging,” I said.
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“It’s okay,” repeated the security guard, “I’ll stay here with him in case he needs
help. You go on ahead.”
I looked at Ron again to try and discourage his pursuit of the protester. Maybe I
could reason with him, tell him that their words are not worth getting upset over, but my
legs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds.
He winked at me, puffed-up in his Bernie for President t-shirt, and somehow that
eased my nerves.
Inside the lobby, I felt calm.
“Wow, they’re really riled up out there, huh?” I said.
“Yes, this group is aggressive.”
“I’m here to follow-up with a request I made a few months ago. I came to ask for
my medical records, but I have not heard back. I know I should have called earlier too,
but…I didn’t. Can anyone help me?”
The same attendant who had helped me in the previous visit approach me,
“Can I see your ID? I have a name in the back. I want to make sure it’s you. I’ll
be right back.” She walked into a room in the back.
My heart paused, as if it didn’t know what to do, like my brain, they both seem to
have come to a standstill. What if she had the file in the back? Would I take it with me
today? Would there be a fee? I had left my purse in the car. I didn’t have any money on
me. Why didn’t I bring money?
The door opened and Ron walked in.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
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“I am, but I’m not sure about the guy.”
I had to smile. I couldn’t help it. There was something comforting about riling
up the protester, as if they were on the hot seat instead.
“I started quoting scripture. He looked surprised and then didn’t know what to
say. I think he was surprised I knew the Bible.”
We both chuckled.
Looks can be deceiving. Ron’s wardrobe consists mainly of shorts and Star Wars
or Bernie Sanders inspired t-shirts. I had seen a few DC Comics characters, but not many.
If you saw him on the street, you’d think he was your non-traditional college student. A
big kid that has not grown into adulthood. In reality, he is a well-educated federal
employee.
“I’m sorry you had to go through that. The guy was hard on you.”
“Nah, I’m okay,” his face broke into a grin, “I wanted to see what he really was
made of.”
The female attendant walked into the lobby from the back area and I handed her
my driver’s license.
She smiled, “Yes, it is you. I’m so sorry, but we are still looking for your file.
We went back five years, but we didn’t find it.”
“Well, it has been six years, not five.”
“That would explain it. Unfortunately, your file is in another facility where we
keep our older records. We don’t have an electronic filing system so it makes it harder to
track down records, but don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about you.”
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My heart began to act normal again and it felt lighter, like it had lost a few pounds.
She had not forgotten about me.
Her voice was soft, melodic, with a hint of remorse. She didn’t ask why I wanted
the medical records, but she had looked for them and she felt bad she had not found them.
She had not forgotten about me.
I felt grateful. She showed me kindness, an emotion I had never expected from
the people working in this facility. The nurse who had refused to give me the sonogram
had not been kind. She had been cruel. Perhaps she had not meant to be, but her actions
had inflicted cruelty. She had left a bad taste, had hardened my heart to this place. But
this woman and the security guard had both been kind. I could see it in their faces and their
actions.
I leaned over and hugged the woman.
She laughed and adjusted her glasses when I finally let her go.
“I’ll go back and take someone with me as soon as possible and I will remind the
doctor too. I wish I could do it this week, but we just don’t have the man power.”
“If you need me to help, I will. I can look through files or move boxes, just let
me know.”
“Thank you, but I’m not sure the doctor would allow it, you know, confidentiality
and all.”
“I understand.”
“Could I ask you a favor?” Ron asked, “Could you please call and give her a
status?”
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“Yes, sure. I’ll be honest, it won’t be soon, but I will call.”
A young couple had come into the clinic, but I had not noticed. I had been too
preoccupied wondering if the attendant was going to walk out with my records. I walked
past the young woman as she filled out the initial form.
Her hand trembled.
I felt the urge to hug her. To tell her that this would be the beginning of a painful
recuperation, physically and emotionally, but that she would survive. It was good that she
had someone with her. I had filled out the forms by myself with a trembling pulse and
wished my mother had been there to comfort me. I should have wanted the father with me,
but I always knew he was not the support I needed.
My mother has finally learned to comfort me, and perhaps, it is because she has
learned to comfort herself. Her demeanor has remained quiet, but no longer does it feel
detached. On the contrary, her calm exterior seems charged, as if it hums with emotion
and advice just waiting to be disbursed at the opportune time. She never gives me advice
unless I ask for it or she feels it is needed. Her depression had always been the rift between
us, keeping us apart and not allowing us to express our love for each other. She had learned
to listen and not judge, but I did not discover that until after my own depression. I had to
find myself in her shoes to understand her inability to engage. At the time of my abortion,
I would rarely go to my mother with my issues. I felt the need to protect her even when I
was the one that wanted to be held. But even with her new understanding, I still have not
been able to bring myself and admit the truth to her.
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“I’m going on ahead and distract those guys. Here,” Ron handed me the keys to
his car, “go straight to the car and wait for me there.”
We walked into the courtyard and he quickly shot,
‘“Judge not, lest ye be judged.’”
“Are you judging me bro?”
“You’re damn right. Bring it.”
I walked slowly to the car. I was not anxious or nervous. I felt like I had a glimmer
of hope. I opened the car door and had just buckled my seat belt when Ron finished his
last argument with the protester.
“You know it’s pointless arguing with them.”
“I know.”
“Then why bother?”
“Because I was distracting him. If he was preoccupied with me, he would not be
paying attention to you.”
The thought had never occurred to me. I was used to taking the blow for every
abortion comment. I never thought anyone else would want to call attention to themselves
when it came to this issue. I had learned to detach from the subject and keep my opinions
to myself, but I have always felt the responsibility to bear the brunt of commentary, good
or bad.
“I’d rather he yell at me, not at you.”
It was one of the most caring things anyone had ever done for me.

101

IN A PINK ENVELOPE

I had been in a meeting when she called. I checked my cellphone and noticed an
unfamiliar number had left a voicemail.
Carla, esta es Graciela de la clinica, Women’s Reproductive Center, please call
me back.
I knew exactly which clinic she was calling from.
“May I please speak with Graciela? She just called me and left a voicemail.”
“Sure, what is your name?”
“Carla.”
“Ah, yes, one second please, she’s with a patient.”
I closed the door to my office and began to pace. My palms became damp.
“Carla?”
“Yes.”
“Carla, this is Graciela, I just have a question for you. Why do you need these
records?”
The question stunned me.
I froze, just like I had every time someone asked me why I wanted the records. I
had anticipated them asking the question, of course, but once she had, I hesitated.
Why did I want them?
“Because they are mine,” I became defensive. It was instantaneous, I could not
help it, “they are mine so I want them.”
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“What are you going to do with them?
What did I want to do with them?
“Look, Graciela,” I took a deep breath and controlled my tone of voice, “I have
suffered through depression and have been working with a therapist to help me overcome
this part of my life. We both think this would be a good idea so I can gain closure.”
“Oh, I see. Okay, well in that case, they will be ready tomorrow by eleven in the
morning. Just ask for me when you get here.”
That was it?
“Yes, thank you, I will ask for you.”
They would be ready tomorrow.
At eleven.
Just ask for her.
What was her name?
I sat down, blinked into space. I heard a knock.
“Ms. Carla? There is a phone call for you.”
My student. I was at work. There was a call.
“Yes, yes, I’ll take it. Please transfer.”
I never heard a word the man said over the phone.
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The next day at 10:45 a.m. sharp, I told my boss I had to take a small break and
that I would be back as soon as possible. Never being a micromanager, he agreed and I
hoped he didn’t see me sneaking into my car from his third-floor office window.
I felt fine. I was calm. My heartbeat was steady. Until, I turned on my blinker to
turn onto Schuster Avenue, then my nerves kicked in.
There weren’t any protesters outside, no giant posters with mutilated fetuses or
the pounding of drums. The street was peaceful with the normal traffic of a Wednesday
near midday. The building seemed like any other medical facility. I turned into the side
parking lot, away from the street. I was always too afraid to use that lot as it seemed to be
the protesters’ favorite spot. I never wanted any of them to know what I drove. There was
always a fear in me that my car would be egged or the word murderer be keyed on the side
of my car. Irrational, perhaps, but not far-fetched considering the fervor with which some
fight for their beliefs, and the way I’ve seen them fight for theirs.
The last shooting at a Planned Parenthood facility in 2015 terrified me. According
to The New York Times, at least eleven people have been killed in attacks on abortion clinics
since 1993 (Stack). The feminist in me was hot-headed in college. She had minored in
Women’s Studies and partook in rallies for women’s rights. She stood on the opposite side
of the protesters with her own sign, My Uterus is My Property, Not Yours. She fought
fervently for her beliefs too. She was the same girl who said she could “flush out a fetus”
without remorse if she ever had an unwanted pregnancy, it was after all, “just a medical
procedure”.
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Now, I have often wondered what would happen to me if a certain law was passed.
Not a law that would make abortion illegal, because abortion would still take place, but
one that would convict all of us for terminating pregnancy. The creation of this law is in
existence, silently waiting. Would I be as brave as the girl that could go through with “just
a medical procedure” if that law every came to be? I had already come to terms with
myself, forgiven, even though I would never forget. Even though that is a fear of mine,
that I would forget. That in happiness, I would forget that episode of my life. Society is
another matter.
“Good Morning, I’m looking for Graciela.”
“Oh, are you,” the attendant looked down on a pink sticky note, “Carla?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, she will be right with you. You can sit down in the waiting area.”
“Sure, thanks.”
I couldn’t sit down. I waited for five minutes, but it seemed like five years. Where
was she? Had she changed her mind? If she had, I would…
“Carla?”
“Hi, Graciela.”
“Hi, mija. I will need you to sign this for me first.”
She had a clipboard with multiple documents, the first one was an affidavit.
Graciela sat down and I was forced to sit right next to her. I felt too anxious, as if I could
not sit for long. All I wanted to do was take my sonogram, run out of this clinic, and never
look back.
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“Why do you need these records?” she asked again, probably to make sure that
my answer was still the same.
“They’re my records,” I repeated, “I need them to get better. My therapist and I
agree that it’s important I get them.”
She handed me the clipboard and I read the affidavit quickly, signed, and gave it
back to her.
“So you are getting help from a professional?”
“Yes, I have been working with a therapist, professional counselor. She’s great.”
I don’t know why I added the last part about Martha, but part of me wanted her to
know I had found someone that was helping my mental well-being. Briefly, I wondered
why they had not asked me this question when I left the clinic six years ago. I had not
received a referral to a mental health professional. Their pamphlet and website stated “Pre
and Post-Operative Counseling”. Exactly what type of counseling was this? Did they
care? At what point, did they stop?
“Do you want something to put those in?”
“Yes, that would be nice.”
She walked to the back area and I looked at the forms I had filled out six years
ago when I had sat in the same waiting area. I leafed through the rest of the documents,
but the sonogram was not with the rest of forms.
“Is this okay?” she handed me a pink envelope.
“Where is the sonogram?”
“The sonogram?”
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“The photograph, you know, the small square you print out. I know you have it,
they showed it to me. I held it.”
“I don’t know if we still have it in the actual file.”
She didn’t know if they had it.
“The doctor needs to keep the originals for his records.”
“I see. For how long? Until the seven years are up?”
“Um, sometimes he prints out two. Let me ask him and see if it’s okay with him
for you to have one. I’m not sure who made the copies. Since the records are not in this
facility, we would have to go back and look.”
“That’s fine. Can you please ask him? What do you do with the records after the
seven years?” I asked again, “If he is going to destroy them, can’t he just give it to me?”
“Let me ask him. Give me a call and follow-up with me since I’m the one that
knows that case.”
I folded my records and put them in the pink envelope. I should have been angry
that the original sonogram was not there. I wasn’t. I never thought getting these records
would be easy, but I had been surprised that I had received something at all. This, at least,
was a start.
“I will follow-up with you, thank you very much, Graciela.”
“You’re welcome. I hope you this helps, really.”
She made me smile. I did not know if the staff in this clinic cared about me when
I left six years ago, but Graciela cared what happened to me once I left now and that gave
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me hope. Hope that in the future she would ask the same question she had asked me today
to the other women that came through this facility.
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PAPER KISSES

I didn’t cry as much as I thought I would. I was afraid the tears would flow like a
stream and I would have a terrible relapse. That I might even have to leave work because
the pain would be unbearable and I would not be able to function, so the envelope remained
in my purse the entire day. I was too self-conscious I would have to tell my directors the
reason for my inability to work, but how to explain that I had just obtained my medical
records from my abortion? I did not even know where my superiors stood on this topic.
Were they pro-choice? Pro-life? What if their opinion of me changed?
Lately, I have begun to fear how this decision would affect my future. The ability
of women to control our own lives has always been questioned, but in recent years, society
has backtracked to an old-world mentality limiting resources that allow us to direct our
lives in the way we envision them. This is done through funding and shame. The protester
that Ron and I encountered outside of the clinic was doing just that, limiting resources. I
hated to admit it, but they still had power over me. It is until we tell our own truths, until
we make that choice, that we regain our power.
I was keeping my story to myself, fearing the backlash from those around me. It
is easy to have an opinion when we are detached, when we do not know anyone in that
predicament. Yet, once confronted with the reality that those closest to us have partaken
in something of this nature, our values and beliefs are put to the test. Our biases, even the
silent ones that we do not know were lurking somewhere in our spirit, take over.
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If I chose to have children in the future, would my choice ever affect them? That
choice included my abortion and it included my choice in writing this memoir. Would they
be shunned because of my choices? Would they shun me? I was not ready to face the
scrutiny of the world, so I waited until I was at the privacy of my apartment to open the
pink envelope.
I was like a ball of yarn, all emotions tangled and crisscrossed, they did not know
where to go, and throughout the day, they kept unraveling. I felt like I began to mourn all
over again. That even though I had forgiven myself for this act, I had delayed my grieving,
never fully finished it. Yet, grief is so complex, so deeply rooted to loss that it is evoked
again and again when we are faced with that loss even after we think the grieving process
is over. The levels of intensity fluctuate, of course, but they are there nonetheless. Joan
Didion describes grief in her book, The Year of Magical Thinking, as being “…different.
Grief has no distance. Grief comes in waves, paroxysms, sudden apprehensions that
weaken the knees and blind the eyes and obliterate the dailiness of life.” In my case, even
after six years, I was feeling the same emotions I had thought were behind me. My heart
was once again open and overpowering any rational thinking.
There were tears, of course, but only a sprinkle of them. Yet, I felt alone, like I
did as a child when my little mind finally understood my father would not be coming back
and our Rigo Tovar afternoons were over. God help me, but I wanted to be held like a
child, held like my father held me on the wooden rocking chair so many years ago. I
thought of Ron, but something told me he would not know how to comfort me the way I
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needed to be comforted. It was not entirely his fault. To be honest, I was not sure if there
was anyone that would be able to hold me or bring me comfort the way I craved.
I turned off my phone. I did not want to be interrupted, not even by Ron. We had
been fighting since I received the call from the clinic. I did not know how to get a hold of
myself now that Pandora’s Box had been opened again. I wanted him close, to feel some
form of security, then I would push him away. It was not fair. But how to explain the scars
that I thought had healed over my heart had begun to bleed? In trying to obtain this
sonogram, I was walking a fine line. I was reliving my pain and poking at wounds that
apparently had not fully mended.
During one of my tearful writing sessions, which have become therapeutic and
necessary, Ron was at a loss. He had never experienced anything like it. I could see it in
his eyes, panicked and scared. He told me to abandon this project. Why would I want to
re-live something so painful? It was in the past and I could not change it. I should leave
the past there, in the past, and concentrate on the present, on the two of us.
True, this experience was affecting my state of mind and burdening our
relationship. To me, however, this was not a project, it was a journey. The idea of
retrieving my sonogram had been hiding and waiting in my heart. I had thought about the
sonogram for six years, but was always too afraid to do just that, re-live the experience, so
I had extinguished the idea every time it surfaced. Only that the idea had not been
extinguished, just delayed until the right moment and that moment had finally arrived. I
could not turn back now.
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I wondered if this was a gender issue. I have seen men react differently to this
subject, to life, to birth, and to abortion. Gerry had never questioned my decision, had
given no indication of regret. I thought of Ron. They were two different men that differed
in many ways, but both had in way one or another, indicated I should give up all memory
of the sonogram. Did Ron not understand that sometimes we need to keep a memory of
our past, not because we want to torture ourselves, but because we want to save a link and
pay homage when we were not able to do it before?
That is why I opened the envelope without anyone present. This was a private
moment, a tender moment, and one that I wanted to savor alone. It was a reunion of sorts,
a reunion with my past, with my conscience, and with that little piece of existence I once
shared my heart inside my being.
When I finally took apart the pages, my palms were steady, but my heart was
pounding like a matachin drum. The first thing that assailed me was a number.
$460.
That was how much I had paid for the procedure. If pain and heartache had a
price, this was not it, the price was far too low. The price I paid could not have been
measured in dollars even though I had used the rest of my financial aid refund, the one I
had saved for an entire year after I had graduated, to terminate my pregnancy because Gerry
had to pay his rent and couldn’t give me any money.
The area for the Counselor’s Name was left blank. Why? I wondered.
Counselor Notes: Patient stated personal reasons.
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Had I given them a reason? I could not remember what I had said or what personal
reasons I had stated. Did I name all of them? My mother, her depression, disappointment,
Gerry, our toxic relationship, doubt, my financial situation, my best friend, how I did not
want her life, her daughter, her daughter’s father, my father, death, loss, grief, insecurity,
culture, el qué dirán, fear of failure, fear for myself, fear for the child…is that where it
stopped?
I recognized my signature. My handwriting. That’s when I saw it.
Cardiac Activity Present: No.
The box labeled “No” had been checked-off.
There had not been a heartbeat.
If that was supposed to make me feel better, it did not. It should have, but it did
not. Is that why they had not asked me to listen? Every single cell had been pulsing,
vibrating in unison, but the heart cells had not broken off. They had not made that choice
yet.

I wondered when that instinct took hold of them.

The American Pregnancy

Association claims that it is between the fourth and fifth week when the heart begins to
beat at a steady rhythm. Does this mean that every pregnancy is the same? That at the
exact same moment the heartbeat begins to beat for every single woman housing a fetus?
I had not returned until a week later, until the fifth week. Was the heart beating steadily in
my uterus by then?
I had made my choice long before I knew there was a heartbeat. Regardless of
whether it was beating or not, I would not go through with motherhood. This pregnancy
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had always been the epitome of possibility. A possibility of a heart, of a child, of a home,
and it would always remain that way.
I looked further.
4 wks.
The scribble was quick on the margin of the page, where you could hardly read it,
but I remembered the doctor had told me how far along I was.
Then below, in between Review of Systems and Discharge Summary, there was a
date.
2/4/11.
Quickly, I looked through the other documents for another proof of date. On the
document for Mifeprex, next to the provider’s signature I saw the date again. It was a
confirmation, a reassurance. I had terminated my pregnancy on February 4, 2011.
I sat back, a tremor going up my spine and down to my toes. For six years, I had
dreaded February 10. Every year I tried to be distracted, to occupy myself the entire month,
but especially on that day. Somehow, time had become distorted, had become convoluted.
I had believed that the day I had parted with my little piece of being, had been on February
10.
These documents proved otherwise.
How could I forget?
How?
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That day should have been engraved in my brain. It should have been like my
date of birth, forever a landmark. But I had forgotten. I was not sure what that meant. I
did not know how to decipher it, so I looked through the rest of the records.
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In my mind, I always thought of the pregnancy as a child. The clump of cells that
would have flourished into a child and a family of my own.
I had been alone since the age of five. Left both fatherless and motherless. My
father had departed the physical world and had left me in the care of a shell of a woman.
My mother had been too consumed by her illness to raise me. On the other hand, most of
my childhood felt like I was raising and caring for her.
During the holiday season, I relished, and still do, department store commercials
with the All-American family. The mother, father, children, and dog play in the snow
advertising the latest outerwear of the season. There is much joy in those commercials,
enough to remind the child in me even now, how much I had always craved family in its
truest form.
I had given up my opportunity for family. When I took the pregnancy test, I was
joyous. Pregnant! A baby. I would be a mother and Gerry would be the father...
On the following page, one without a title, just a continuation of my medical
history, I stated I had previously had chlamydia. Gerry had infected me twice and I had
allowed it. Once before the pregnancy and once after. That had been his parting gift, his
farewell.
I knew that he had been with other women during our relationship, of course, had
proved it to him many times even though he continued to deny it. The chlamydia had not
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been enough proof for him. Yet, I had stayed with him. I had felt that I deserved it.
Deserved our fights, the cheating, and the lies. I felt like I had committed a mortal sin and
deserved all the punishment life was directing at me.
Finally, I came across the imprint of what I had been waiting for during my visit
to the clinic. They may not have given me the original, but the dark black and white copy
was on the page.
The sonogram.
There was not much you could see, but I held it up close tracing the white lines
and wishing that somehow, I could make the image brighter.
Was that a shape?
Round?
I could not tell, but it was there.
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I wanted to keep holding the records, to feel the paper between my fingers. Even
now, in-between writing sessions, I stop and run my palm over them, like a caress. I like
feeling the smoothness of the paper against my skin. I feel a slight obsession with them. I
think it comes from hardly believing that I have them. They are not the originals, I know,
but a copy of them are in my possession.
I held them up to my face, rubbed them against my cheek and over my lips while
I closed my eyes. It was like getting paper kisses. I was not able to part with them at all
during the night. I put them back in the envelope and held them to my chest, to where my
father used to hold me on the crook of his shoulder and next to the heart. At some point
during the night, I must have laid them on the pillow next to me because when I awoke
they were the first thing I saw. Even in sleep, I wanted them close to me.
The sonogram was not with this set of documents, but now there was hope that I
might actually get it. For now, these would have to do.
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