THE BORDER
A GLARE OF T RU TH

–––––––––––––––––––––––––– Pat Mora ––––––––––––––––––––––––––

I moved away for the first time from the U.S.-Mexican border in the fall of
1989. Friends were sure I’d miss the visible evidence of Mexico’s proximity found
in cities such as my native El Paso. Friends smiled that I’d soon be back for good
Mexican food, for the delicate taste and smell of cilantro, for soft tortillas freshly
made. There were jokes about care packages flying to the Midwest.
Although most of my adult home and work life had been spent speaking
English, I was prepared to miss the sound of Spanish weaving in and out of my
days like the warm aroma from a familiar bakery. I knew I’d miss the pleasure of
moving back and forth between two languages—a pleasure that can deepen human
understanding and increase our versatility conceptually as well as linguistically.
And indeed, when I hear a phrase in Spanish in a Cincinnati restaurant, my head
turns quickly. I listen, silently wishing to be part of that other conversation, if only
for a few moments, to feel Spanish in my mouth. I’m reading more poetry in
Spanish, sometimes reading the lines aloud to myself, enjoying sounds I don’t
otherwise hear. Recently I heard a voice on National Public Radio say that learning
another language is renaming the world. What an interesting perception. Because
language shapes as well as reflects our reality, exploring it allows us to see and to
explore our world anew, much as experiencing the world with a young child causes
us to pause, savor.
I smile when my children, who were too busy when they were younger, now
inform me that when they visit they hope we’ll be speaking Spanish. They have
discovered as I did that languages are channels, sometimes to other people,
sometimes to other views of the world, sometimes to other aspects of ourselves. So
we struggle with irregular verbs, laughing together.
Is it my family—children, parents, siblings, niece, nephews—that I miss in this
land of leaves so unlike my bare desert? Of course, but my family, although miles
away, is with me daily. The huge telephone bills and the steady stream of letters
and cards are a long-distance version of the web of caring we once created around
kitchen tables. Our family web just happens to stretch across these United States, a
sturdy, elastic web steadily maintained by each in his or her own way.
Oh, I miss the meals seasoned with that family phrase, “Remember the time
when . . . ?” But I’ve learned through the years to cherish our gatherings when I’m
in the thick of them, to sink into the faces and voices, to store the memories and
stories like the industrious Ohio squirrel outside my window stores her treasures.
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I’ve enjoyed this furry, scurrying companion as I’ve enjoyed the silence of bare
tree limbs against an evening sky, updrafts of snow outside our third-floor
window, the ivory light of cherry blossoms. I feel fortunate to be experiencing the
geographical center of this country, which astutely calls itself the Heartland. If I’m
hearing the “heart,” its steady, predictable rhythms, what am I missing from this
country’s southern border, its margin?
Is it other rhythms? I remember my mixed feelings as a young girl whenever my
father selected a Mexican station on the radio, feelings my children now experience
about me. I wanted so to be an American, which in my mind, and perhaps in the
minds of many on the border, meant (and means) shunning anything from Mexico.
But as I grew I learned to like dancing to those rhythms. I learned to value not
only the rhythms but all that they symbolized. As an adult, such music became
associated with celebrations and friends, with warmth and the sharing of emotions.
I revel in a certain Mexican passion not for life or about life, but in life—a certain
intensity in the daily living of it, a certain abandon in such music, in the hugs,
sometimes in the anger. I miss the chispas, “sparks,” that spring from the
willingness, the habit, of allowing the inner self to burst through polite restraints.
Sparks can be dangerous but, like risks, are necessary.
I brought cassettes of Mexican and Latin American music with us when we
drove to Ohio. I’d roll the car window down and turn the volume up, taking a
certain delight in sending such sounds like mischievous imps across fields and into
trees. Broadcasting my culture, if you will.
Foreign Spooks
Released full blast into the autumn air
from trumpets, drums, flutes,
the sounds burst from my car like confetti
riding the first strong current.
The invisible imps from Peru, Spain,
Mexico grin as they spring from guitars,
harps, hand claps, and violins,
they stream across the flat fields of Ohio,
hide in the drafts of abandoned gray barns,
and the shutters of stern, white houses,
burrow into cold cow’s ears and the crackle
of dry corn, in squirrel fur, pond ripple, tree gnarl,
owl hollow, until the wind sighs
and they open their wide, impudent
mouths, and together con gusto
startle sleeping farm wives,
sashaying raccoons, and even
the old harvest moon.

2

THE BORDER

On my first return visit to Texas, I stopped to hear a group of mariachis playing
their instruments with proud gusto. I was surprised and probably embarrassed
when my eyes filled with tears not only at the music, but at the sight of wonderful
Mexican faces. The musicians were playing for some senior citizens. The sight of
brown, knowing eyes that quickly accepted me with a smile, the stories in those
eyes and in the wrinkled faces were more delicious than any fajitas or flan.
When I lived on the border, I had the privilege accorded to a small percentage of
our citizens: I daily saw the native land of my grandparents. I grew up in the
Chihuahua desert, as did they, only we grew up on different sides of the Rio
Grande. That desert—its firmness, resilience, and fierceness, its whispered chants
and tempestuous dance, its wisdom and majesty—shaped us as geography always
shapes its inhabitants. The desert persists in me, both inspiring and compelling me
to sing about her and her people, their roots and blooms and thorns.
The desert is harsh, hard as life, no carpet of leaves cushions a walk, no forest
conceals the shacks on the other side of the sad river. Although a Midwest winter
is hard, it ends, melts into rich soil yielding the yellow trumpeting of daffodils. But
the desert in any season can be relentless as poverty and hunger, realities prevalent
as scorpions in that stark terrain. Anthropologist Renato Rosaldo, in his
provocative challenge to his colleagues, Culture and Truth, states that we live in a
world “saturated with inequality, power, and domination.”
The culture of the border illustrates this truth daily, glaringly. Children go to
sleep hungry and stare at stores filled with toys they’ll never touch, with books
they’ll never read. Oddly, I miss that clear view of the difference between my
comfortable life and the lives of so many who also speak Spanish, value family,
music, celebration. In a broader sense, I miss the visible reminder of the difference
between my insulated, economically privileged life and the life of most of my
fellow humans. What I miss about the sights and sounds of the border is, I’ve
finally concluded, its stern honesty. The fierce light of that grand, wide Southwest
sky not only filled me with energy, it revealed the glare of truth.
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