
American Family 

 

Martha 

“I’m not answering the door for them. It’s not my fault. I didn’t tell them to go and cross 

the desert, that they would find work in a hurry here. I’m all alone with my little boy, and if they 

knock, I won’t answer.”  

“Ay, Martha, que bárbara. But sometimes they’re women who knock, all tired, with 

children in their arms. How can you not answer the door for them when you have kids too? I do 

answer the door. I make them a sandwich. I give them water and even money, sometimes, when I 

can.”   

“You guys are crazy. Something’s gonna happen to you, just wait and see. These are 

needy people. If they already risked their lives and the lives of their children and relatives that 

they sometimes drag along with them, then what wouldn’t they be capable of doing to a 

stranger?”  

“But they’re paisas. We are from the same place after all.”  

“The same place? What are you talking about? I’m no mojada. I married a gringo, and I 

have all my papers in order. And so what if I came here? It was because I wanted to marry 

Harold, not because I really like being on this side.”   

“Well I say that giving someone a glass of water can’t possibly be a crime.”  

“Well, it just might be! They picked up that missionary, Kinney, and her desert angels and 

those people from No More Deaths, and it’s because taking food and water to illegals is a crime.”  

“Mmm . . . I don’t read the news much, not even in Spanish. All I know is that giving 

them a bit of food won’t make me any richer or poorer. And I tell them they can wash up outside 

there with the hose, as sunbaked as they are when they get here, poor things.”  
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“Ah, yeah, I do that too. I tell them they can use my hose to get a drink of water or to cool 

off, but you give them a hand and they take your whole arm. Before long one of them is gonna 

decide to take a squat, there in my garden! I mean, I don’t even take care of it anymore, I let the 

flowers dry up. And you know how here in Nogales there aren’t even any fences, not even 

around the porches. And there aren’t bars on the windows either. I’m always nervous, it’s so 

unsafe.”           

“It’s true. They leave a mess behind. Water bottles, plastic bags, even clothes. I know it’s 

a pain, but pobrecitos, so many miles on foot. Those people are so brave.”  

“Brave? But don’t you see? It’s ignorance, need, they never know what they’re getting 

into. The legendary coyotes—hijos de la chingada—they tell them they’re just going to walk for 

a few hours, and it’ll be days. They drug ‘em, they slip ‘em pills, they dump them out when 

they’re halfway there. If they don’t pay them when they get here, they leave them in that pit, that 

one that’s like a canal, Potrero Canyon, that one that looks like a little path to school. That’s 

exactly where they drain them in, straight from Mexico. That’s why they come out right into our 

neighborhood. And The Meadows is supposed to be a nice area. I can’t stand feeling so unsafe.”  

“But what do you mean ‘unsafe’? If the mojados don’t do anything . . .” 

“No, what I’m saying is that the illegals come over with coyotes, the sons of bitches. 

They tell them they’re already in Tucson, that they’re already in Chicago. They’re such lowlifes. 

Not too long ago, I read they kidnapped a little girl, just a few months old, that they wanted to 

sell her. I mean, they’re a bunch of rats. And you really believe that terrorists, rapists, and narcos 

aren’t crossing too? They’re a threat. Those guys are passing through here too. And no one can 

be sure that the mojados are always harmless.”             

“Ay, Martha . . . you’re exaggerating . . .” 
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“Like shit I’m exaggerating. I don’t answer the door for them. I don’t wanna hear this 

talk about the ‘wall of shame.’ The Mexican government is who should be ashamed of its 

corruption and theatrics. They all have an understanding: governments in Mexico keep fooling 

around without providing employment, illegals keep crossing, gringo businesspeople keep 

paying them hardly anything compared to the legal wage and they keep evading taxes. And 

everyone’s real happy, packing away dough.”   

“Well, yeah . . . and the poor people dying when they cross, leaving their families. Like 

Rosario, the muchacha that helps my sister-in-law with her housework. The girl has gone fifteen 

years without seeing her family, without crossing over to Mexico.”  

“And it’s not discrimination, eh? I don’t answer the door for anyone, not for the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, not for the vacuum-cleaner-selling-blondies. I don’t answer the door for 

anyone I don’t know.”    

“Poor Rosario, with Mexico being so close and all.”  

“But what’s the point of going to Obregón every month? Everything seems so strange to 

me, so disorganized. Here the city is actually clean and orderly.”  

“For me, when I go to Hermosillo I see the speedometer hit 60 miles per hour and I think, 

‘per ho-ur.’ And on foot, what would it be? It gives me the chills. I’ve seen people get here with 

their huaraches falling apart, those kinds of sandals don’t last more than a mile. Their feet are 

flat out bandaged up, not even wearing shoes anymore, all bloody. I’ve seen children who look 

like they’re dead, sunstroke.”   

“Ándale, go ahead and keep answering the door for them. We’ll just wait and see if 

something doesn’t happen to you. I don’t answer the door for them, and I don’t look at them 

either. As far as I’m concerned, it’s fine if they put up the wall. That way people cross less, they 
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risk it less, and they knock on my door less. It makes me jump out of my skin every time I hear 

that blessed door. Then they talk to you in Spanish, as if everybody in the United States is going 

to understand their Spanish. The Mexican government better get to it. Otherwise, what a nice 

deal they’ve got worked out, sending their problems and responsibilities over to this side.” 

“But have they ever attacked you?”  

“Not me, but one time a lady knocked on my cousin Fernanda’s door, one of those short 

dark-skinned ones, like from Oaxaca, with a little girl. She wanted to know if she would let her 

take a shower. And Fernanda tells her no, but that there’s the hose there, that if she wants she’ll 

give her food through the window. And the lady insists. She says the girl is too hot, that they’ve 

been in the sun for days. And Fernanda’s thinking that how is she supposed to let her come in, let 

her go all the way to the back of the house to take a shower and everything, I mean, come on. It 

ends up that the lady kept insisting so much, nearly in tears, that Fernanda’s just about to tell her 

yes, and she happens to ask her, ‘But you are alone, right? There’s no one else with you?’ And 

the lady says, ‘My husband and brother-in-law are over there hiding behind the bushes.’ ‘Nooo,’ 

Fernada said, ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me. What if it’s the coyote? What if they rob me? Or 

what if these ones don’t but others do? Or what if they let the word out that I let them shower in 

my house? What if la migra grabs these men and they tell them that the woman is inside my 

house, and then they press charges against me?’ And so she said she couldn’t, as sorry as she 

was. And it does feel bad, I’m not saying it doesn’t. It’s hard to tell anymore if we’re in Nogales 

or in India, in the United States or in the middle of the desert.”   

 

 

The Harolds 
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The day of the twin towers, the Harolds cried as they watched the images on the screen. They 

said the world had gone to hell and that the Arabs were the devil’s soldiers. The Harolds have 

three children, all three very Christian, real church-goers. When the youngest said he was 

marrying a Mexican, they didn’t argue against it, but there’s a slight sort of grimace in Mrs. 

Harold’s smile that Martha still hasn’t been able to decipher.   

 “I never answer the door for them,” Martha said a bit shyly.  

The Harolds nodded their heads in agreement, and Mrs. Harold picked up her coffee cup, 

lifting her little finger slightly. “It’s nothing against Mexicans, of course, but the terrorists could 

cross through the Mexican border. Plus, once the wall is done, no more risking their lives, don’t 

you think so, dear?” All eyes looked to Martha, even her son’s, who interrupted his inner 

conversations with Sponge Bob to turn and look at her.  

And what does she care, she thought. It wasn’t like she had relatives crossing that fabled 

desert. “Not my problem,” she wanted to say, but she was quiet, anxious to change the subject.  

“But terrorists would cross by air, dear,” said Mr. Harold, “not by land.” This was 

followed by a list of scenarios describing where, when, and how the ‘aliens’ could enter 

‘American’ land and what actions the government, the army, and civil society should take. If 

only an air wall could exist, so they could live comfortably, without fear, the Harolds agree. 

Martha looks at her white, blond boy. He speaks English. Spanish too. “Schandmauer,” 

her father-in-law says. The wall of shame of another era.  

But the Harolds agree that it’s very different now. There’s security, there’s an open 

border, there’s legality, order, and precaution. They can come and go freely, it’s completely safe, 

that is, if they have their papers in order, of course. That Minuteman project, that group that 

shoots at people, is not part of an international policy. It’s a movement, like those suicide sects or 
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the ones that worship bats. Martha doesn’t have family crossing the desert. Mr. Harold isn’t 

related to any Minutemen either. Everyone smiles. It’s time to watch TV. Her husband comes to 

pick her up after getting off work. He honks the horn, and she leaves one world of Harolds to go 

into another, walking on a well-lit asphalt Harold bridge toward a Harold Stratus with polarized 

windows.  

That night, the youngest of the Harolds holds his wife in his arms as if the place where 

they lived were just like anywhere else in the country, as if nature were all that was breathing 

outside. Martha clings to Harold as if they were in a warzone, being invaded, hearing screams, 

seeing death. Martha’s afraid of what happens out there. She’s afraid that someday her son might 

have to go out into those great outdoors, that the others will attack him or invade his architecture, 

his polarized language, his inner world. Harold hugs her and tells her nothing’s wrong, they’re a 

family like any other, safe together under the same roof in their neighborhood de Norteamérica. 

Or that’s what she feels he’s telling her. Because right then there’s a knock on the door. “Help 

me, por favor.” The others that are always the same phrase, the same Halloween night that never 

ends.  

Martha is afraid and says, “Don’t answer the door.” Harold gets up. “Don’t answer it, 

honey, please,” the voice of a woman trembles, between dreams.  

“Take it easy,” Harold says, peeking out through the blinds. 

 

Martha 

She hears banging on the wooden door, then again, and again. How come gringo houses don’t 

have gates on the doors or bars on the windows? She knows there’s more than just one of them. 

She hears their steps outside, steps that drag like blocks of cement. She feels hot air seeping in 
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from underneath the door. She never answers it for them. She turns the TV up, she doesn’t want 

to hear them, they’ll leave. But they don’t leave. It’s five in the afternoon. “I’ll see you at 5:30 at 

McDonald’s,” her cousin Fernanda had said, “so the kids can keep entertained on the 

playground.”  

Now she’s surrounded. She can’t go out with those feet dragging, there, in her little 

garden, building a wall around her.       

Five-o-five. Five-ten. Five-fifteen. “Help us please, we’re so tired.”  

“Yeah, but listen, you can’t stay here in front my house.”  

“Can we borrow the telephone?”  

“I can’t let you.”  

“Will you give us some food?” 

 “I can’t, señor.”  

“A glass of water? Will you give us just a glass of water?”  

“I can’t, m’hijo, but there’s the hose if you want to cool off, but I’m asking you to please 

leave afterward. If the police come, you’ll get me in trouble.”  

There’s ten of them, Martha counts. Six men, two teenage boys, one woman, and one 

little boy. They’re all sitting on her sidewalk, on her grass where flowers used to grow, flowers 

that she would buy in wooden boxes at Home Depot to then plant them in fertile soil and watch 

them fight against the heat. Five-twenty.          

The cellphone rings, and it’s Fernanda. “Martha, don’t leave your house, they’re waiting 

for you outside.”  

“I know. I saw them already.” 

 “Wait for them to leave. I’m already on my way to MacDo. I’ll wait for you there. It 
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doesn’t matter if you get there a little later.”  

“They scare me, Fer.”  

“They’ll leave soon.”   

Five-twenty-five. The woman approaches. “Hey, señora, won’t you give me some milk 

for the boy?”  

“No, I already said I can’t help you.”  

Five-thirty. They don’t leave. Martha calls her husband. He doesn’t answer at his office. 

She calls his cellphone, leaves him a voicemail: “There’s ten people out there. I’m scared. 

Honey, I don’t know what to do.”  

She walks to her son’s room, checks the windows, picks him up and sits him in his high 

chair where she can keep an eye on him. She closes all the curtains and sits in the kitchen to wait 

for, she doesn’t know what.    

 “Señora, señora,” the girl yells through the window, “Can we borrow the telephone?”  

“Well tell me where you want me to call.”  

“Well, honestly, we’re already so tired. We were walking along the highway for several 

hours, and nobody picked us up. We haven’t eaten for days, and our feet hurt so bad, they’re full 

of blisters.”  

“Do you have family in the United States?”  

“No, we just paid to cross, but nobody paid here for someone to come get us. They just 

left us here, and now we can’t find our way. We don’t know where to go. How to get to where 

they give us work from here. Is it nearby, where they give out work? You don’t know where 

there’s some kind of shelter?”  

Martha doesn’t know. “And so where do you want to call then?”  
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“Just call la migra, please, we can’t take it any longer.”    

Martha dials her husband’s number. He’ll tell her what to do, where to call. Martha 

repeats the name of her son’s father fifty times until it loses meaning. Outside, there’s nothing, 

nobody, as if the neighbors were scared to come out, as if they were afraid of Martha’s house. As 

if the coyotes and the mojados had said not to go near there, over there is where Martha lives, 

and she’ll call la migra. She decides to call 911.  

When she explains the situation, they refer her to Border Patrol straightaway. “But what I 

want is to report people who need help, who need doctors, that sort of thing.”  

“Are they illegal?”  

“Well . . . how am I supposed to know!” 

She can’t hang up now, then they’ll accuse her of being suspicious . . . Martha’s hair is 

standing on end and her boy starts to cry. “I can’t stand all of this anymore. They should put up 

the damn wall already. I can’t stand it anymore.” 911. Border Patrol. 

“So . . . where are you guys from?” Martha asks, not so much out of curiosity, more to 

calm down the girl who’s looking desperately inside through the window, as if she were wanting 

to breathe the air-conditioned air or take note of the decoration for someday when she might 

have a house.  

“They’re from Michoacán, the boys are from Oaxaca, and I’m from Sonora. I acted like I 

was tough, for knowing my way around the desert, for speaking English. But no, I didn’t have a 

clue. It’s a lot worse than I thought.”  

“And is the little boy yours?”  

“Yeah, he almost died on me. I was so afraid. I even started seeing things, hearing the 

cactuses talking to me, those ones that look like people. We went through entire villages of them. 
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They gather together like families. It felt like they would stand there staring at me, like they 

wanted to help me, or that they would tell me things that were really hurtful. Someone said, 

‘Don’t cry, muchacha, you’ll get dehydrated on us.’”    

 “Are you married?”  

“No, we’re not married, but he said that if I would come then he would help me, however 

he could. My boy’s blond, he speaks English, Spanish too. His father is from the States. I was 

thinking I would find him by going to the place he worked, where I met him years ago, that they 

could give me some kind of reference.”  

“And how old are you?”  

“Twenty-eight,” the outer voice said.  

“Me too,” she heard the inner voice say in her head.  

“I want to get married even if it’s just for the papers, or I’ll pay for the green card. That’s 

what a lot of them do. But I do love him, it’s just that he left me in one of our fights. I’m gonna 

go back to him anyway. I’m gonna find him. I want a gringo family with him, a nice family, like 

any other.”  

Martha thinks the young woman might have been a narco’s girlfriend, a drug addict’s, 

someone like that. If not, she wouldn’t be crossing. These people are crazy . . . 

The men argue quietly among themselves. One sobs. “Vámonos. Come on, let’s go, 

there’s still time.”  

“I can’t anymore, compadre, you go on ahead.”  

The girl outside says, “I’m really scared,” more to the window than to the men on the 

sidewalk.  

“What’s your name?” the window asks.  
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“Martha,” says the voice from outside.    

Fernanda calls on the cellphone again. “Get inside. Don’t make conversation with them. I 

came back because I got nervous when you didn’t arrive, and now I’m watching you standing 

there. Call me when they leave.”  

“I am inside.”  

“But I’m looking at you outside there, with a red shirt on.”  

“No, that’s not me. That’s the other Martha.”  

“What do you mean, ‘the other Martha’?” Martha hangs up.  

Martha observes Martha. What might the name of the boy from outside be?   

The patrol cars arrive around six, the full moon has risen, and their headlights are on. 

They handcuff every pair of hands except the little boy’s, Martha doesn’t get to ask what his 

name is. “The boy’s with me!” the mother screams.  

Martha’s afraid. They’re going to ask her questions. They might beat her. They might 

rape her. Martha kisses her son and peers out the window. She knows that if she cries she won’t 

be able to stop for a long time. So she shouldn’t, not now. She knows they’re going to knock on 

her door. “Do I have to answer?”  

“Yes, Ma’am, it’s totally safe now.”  

“But I don’t like to answer the door, not for you and not for the Jehovah’s Witnesses 

either. Not for anyone I don’t know. Leave me alone!”  

“Are you OK?”  

“Yes,” Martha replies.  

“Is this your son?”  

“Yes, he is,” she replies to the man in uniform as he slams the door of the patrol car shut, 
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observing how they hug to see if they’re really mother and son, as she invokes the name of the 

man who said he would love her forever, that once she was on this side he would take care of her 

forever. She calls on him with her every thought, with the screams from her worst nightmares.  

But the father of her son does not answer. He’s outside of the service area. She’s left a 

voicemail for him, and she looks at the cellphone in between her fingers—how can it be so 

useless? The father of her child doesn’t know she’s in the United States.  

They’ll tell her, “You have the right to make one phone call,” and she won’t know what 

number to dial.  

“Here, the police are here to take care of you,” he had told her numerous times, “to 

protect you.” Martha repeats this again and again as she watches them walk through her living 

room and her bedroom, stepping on the Lego pieces and the different colored dolls, opening 

doors as if they wanted to find someone else inside her house.  

Martha starts to sing a lullaby in her thoughts and she caresses her son’s hair as she looks 

through the wire grille at the necks and the short hair of the two men who tell jokes and laugh 

unabashedly.  

“I’m a citizen,” she tells them in English, and little by little her heart finds its place. 

English caresses her and places her in her living room again, in her little garden without flowers, 

in her territory. “They said they had been walking for hours along the highway, but there’s no 

highway around here. They wouldn’t be talking about Nogales Street . . .”  

“Oh, Ma’am, these people come from very poor places. For them, any pavement is like a 

highway, each little house is like a mansion. Usually they ask if they are already in Chicago.” 

Martha turns her head and sees the head turn of Martha. She curls her son up on her lap 

and tells him, with the look in her eyes, that they will live a good life, if not now, a bit later on. 
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That they will find his father and they will tell him that they’re fine, that nothing bad happened 

to them, that they long for a hand to caress their heads and tell them that this has all been a 

strange dream . . . Because they will be safe, the three of them, they will sleep under the same 

roof and be an American family, like any other. 
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