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“They call me in words of another language. My brown body 
searches the streets for the dye that will color my thoughts” 

Lorna Dee Cervantes
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For my mother who tirelessly played the role of both parents

 |   /// 9 ///
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My relationship with Mexico began early on, day trips across the 
border. The treks blur together. What does stand out:
// Bottles of Sidral from Woolworths
// Sickness from coarse roads
// Packets of chicklets at the border
// The expanse of ocean and the hem that represented the other side 

 |   /// 11 ///

[PROCESS]
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[CONCERNING ORIGINS]

We were all birthed. My father, no exception. He came from 
Durango. I’ve never been there,  need to google a map of Mexico. I 
stare at it for a long time trying to locate the city,  a red dot  just to 
right of dead center. I realize later the state is much larger than this 
dot I associate with his birthplace. 

He didn’t talk much about growing up, and to be honest, I 
never asked him. Our relationship was not the kind for casual 
conversation. Talks usually occurred late at night, when we were 
both in altered states (me from sleep, him from drink). Or Saturday 
afternoons in front of the television where soccer filled the silence.

According to maps it’s a 5 hour//46 minute drive from Durango 
to Monterrey. I meditate on whether or not he ever saw a large 
body of water before arriving in Texas. What is it like growing up 
landlocked?
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 |   /// 13 ///

[PROCESS]

, 2014 … I lose track of the years as I grow older, but at some 
point I tire of living in the sprawl of Southern California and 
move back to a college town 6 hours north. I call it a “reset.” I 
abandon concrete/heat and am rebirthed in thick fog. 
This is the beginning of my reconnection; 
//long stretch of highway
//“corridos” through the night
//opportunity to form the words I thought lost
//cool wind pushing me forward 
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[CREATING A NARRATIVE]

 

There was Raul, Roberto, Rosa, Concepcion, Rudy, Rafael, Esthela, 
Rosalinda, Rene, and Ricardo. Siblings sharing sparse living 
conditions, Tiny brown bodies piled into single beds. 

I know them in one way or another. They all had something, 
distinctions: 
bolo tie, scarred face, temper, jesus, alcohol. 

I never met my grandmother who everyone called “Chauqita.” I ask 
my mother what it was short for, assume a nickname of sorts. Her 
name was Isaura. I look at pictures when I return to Los Angeles. 
She gleams in that authentic way that we all attempt via countless 
filters on social media. A hardness peers through, similar to that 
which my father carried.  

My grandfather was a mystery, although I did know him: stern 
faced and dressed as if he were going for a fancy dinner, cream 
colored recliner, parrot on shoulder. I was afraid of the parrot, 
although often coaxed to feed it sunflower seeds. He gave out $5 
bills. This was our relationship.
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 |   /// 15 ///

[SIBLING INPUT]

I reach the point where I want to know if it’s only me who lost his 
language somewhere along the way. I decide to email my sister and 
brother, find out how it was before I became of this world. This 
isn’t just about me anymore, it’s about family history & language.  
What I collect: 
// Spanish was sacred for tios/as, at home for secrets
// The neighborhood before I arrived was brown
// Both siblings still practice, but feel loss
// My siblings’ loss does not correlate to my own
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[PROCESS]

November 5th, 2015 … my aunt in Los Angeles whose house I 
knew well posts a picture of grandparents and children.  Some 
remarks:
// 7 familiar faces
// 6 smiles
// 5 frowns

November 11th, 2015 … I track down my godfather’s daughter on 
social media. Although younger, we were close as children. She is 
the only connection I still have to Monterrey. Her last memory of 
me; 10 years old and lost on the beach in Corpus Christi, Texas.  
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 |   /// 17 ///

//MEMORIAS 
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[stand]
      
Towering right off Melrose, the thick of Mexican immigrants. 
A few blocks away   güeros: espresso shots, vintage clothes. The 
hollywood dream.

*
Remember the pews;
smooth to touch.
      
Remember the hymn books; stale & worn.
      
Remember the kneelers;
ragged // crimson

*
Tia Concha’s was close, two blocks south. I’d enjoy the stroll, sticky 
pan dulce. The clicking of dress shoes on concrete. “Buenos dias” 
echoing down the avenue.
      

*
The sun and heat were unrelenting. I’d lose myself in the 
illuminated stained glass and shiny streams of dust, painted rose.
      

[sit]
      
I never knew if I really believed, mostly people watched as 
everyone around me lowered their eyes and recited in whispers. 
I was absent in the words. Nearby St. Faustina’s look, damning.
      

 |   /// 19 ///

CHRIST THE KING ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH
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*
After, we’d all congregate in front, the “peace be with you” turned 
to gossip. He’d be standing there watching, crown and all.

*
Years later, I still smell those books and see the floating dust. Still 
wavering.
      

[repeat] 
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 |   /// 21 ///

*

3 day-haze in the back of an ’89 Chevy Suburban. Nestled between 
luggage:  Gameboy on my lap, road unfolding around me.

*

Monterrey was his home, seemed at ease amongst the grey 
industry. I’d never considered the idea of being from somewhere, 
no distinction between here and there.

*

One year, it snowed. 12 year old me in hideous kelly green sweats 
& brown leather jacket, background scrubbed; transparent.
Not pictured: Father with camera, roaring directions.

*

Some relatives would dote on me endlessly, try their best English. 
Others would refuse, speak in that regional way: all tongue like 
the Spaniards. As if the fog stuffed their mouths.

*

My cousins there too, gathered arm-to-arm, pool cues in tow. We 
all spoke English, our first language slowly disappearing.
Not pictured: father, boisterous in the living room from drink.

FATHERLAND
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*

Padriño’s ranch; my 10th birthday w/ a beaten piñata & face 
covered in frosting. I cried endlessly, unaware of the tradition 
that was not practiced at home. Humiliation was nothing new, cut 
deeper in another dialect.

*

My aunt had the nickname Mother Teresa, would guilt us into 
church. Spanish mass, lost on American ears. I pretended to 
believe, fantasized about divine intervention.

*

I haven’t been back since. I imagine everything the same without 
me; buildings, ash canvas, mountain backdrop. My aunt attending 
church. That ominous ranch. 
Not pictured: The Saenz youth, now men. Father’s remains, 
clumps in the Pacific.
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 |   /// 23 ///

idiomas

*
An early memory: one hand clasps a bowl of soup. The other 
extends, fingers out. Cuchara off my lips seamlessly. Jack and Jill 
Preschool.  1983.

 
*

I try researching the school online. Like my native tongue, the site 
no longer exists. Memory // dream. What severs the two?
 
 

*
I text my mother: “why was I put into an all-English speaking 
Kindergarten?”
 
A full minute of ghostly ellipses.
 

*
It only took months to become proficient. One language fell 
behind the other.
 

*
Finally, my phone buzzes:  “no bilingual allowed at the time.”
 

*
My partner sends me a pdf, “brief history of bilingual education.” 
I learn that full assimilation usually happens after three 
generations.
 

susurros_galley.indd   23 5/9/18   10:34 AM



\\\
 2

4 
\\\

   
|

*
I’m the first generation born here on both sides of my family.
 

*
What I learn: shortly after I was born my parents left West 
Whittier for the East side. My mother uses barrio, her choice of 
noun ominous.

 
*

What I learn: my sister was being recruited by a local gang.  White 
suburbia distanced us.
 

*
Returning home, I attempt to visit the preschool. Now a church, 
its spires cast shadows on trimmed lawn.
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 |   /// 25 ///

GIANT-ASS LIQUIDO`

*
I add an accent to my last name in college, a mark of pride.  A 
mark of something. 

*
I speak Spanish fluidly at the panaderia. The woman responds 
politely, looks amused. My assumed whiteness makes me stick out 
amongst the pan dulce racks. I take pleasure in rolling my “r’s.” 

*
When he passed, so did my language. Gone were the weekly trips 
to Tía Concha’s, the one who refused to speak English to me. I 
had to practice, out of necessity. Our routine: ask; correct and try 
again. 

*
I was overly excited when someone signed my yearbook in 
Spanish. Read the text over and over, felt the words smooth and 
glossy. I wanted to go back and respond, prove to him I could. As 
if it weren’t history.

*
At home it was mostly English, the other language reserved for 
anger. I knew all the bad words first.

*
“What would you like?”

“Me das un líquido de piña,” I say with a certain cockiness I can’t 
explain. I know she speaks English. I can order in our native 
tongue. Don’t worry.
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[PROCESS]

April 3rd, 2016 …On a typically warm afternoon in Los Angeles 
my partner and I visit the family church where everyone was 
“married and buried.” Everything looked just as I left it so many 
years before. 

August 25th, 2016… my partner and I visit the grave site of 
infamous San Jose “robin hood” Tiburcio Vasquez. I take a video 
of a torn Mexican flag flapping in the wind with the caption for my 
father who, if nothing else, gave me a culture I love and appreciate 
#sentimientos. 

December 28th, 2016 … My partner gifts me a family ancestry 
kit that requires spitting into a tube for several minutes. What’s 
already known: I’m equal parts German & Mexican. I feel nervous 
about the unknown.
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 |   /// 27 ///

//GUERO
. .
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In 11th grade I attempt to join MECHA. Whether or not imagined, 
I feel pairs of eyes and mouths agape when I show up to the meeting 
during lunch hour. I turn around and let them burn into the back 
of my head. I never return.

 |   /// 29 ///
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I have a friend in 7th grade who speaks only Spanish. We 
communicate in broken languages, filling in gaps with the 
comfortable one. At the end of the year he writes in my yearbook. 
All summer I sit and marvel at the words, feel ink on finger tips. I 
only understand bits, need my mother to help translate the whole 
message. I feel an odd love for these words. 
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 |   /// 31 ///

I take Spanish as my foreign language in 9th grade. The first thing 
that happens is the teacher assigns me a different name, more 
suitable to Spanish. In a single stroke I’m erased and reborn as 
“Enrique.” More evidence that I am not Mexican enough. 
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//CON VERGUENZA
. .
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 |   /// 35 ///

...when I show the 1947 movie adaptation of “The Pearl” in my 
class. Mexican director Emilio Fernández does not shy away from 
the underlying political message of anti-colonialism in his version.  
It’s there in the beautiful choreographed dancing, my people’s 
music familiar yet distant. It’s there in Kino’s disdain towards 
his oppressors. My student fidgets, looks lost. I struggle with the 
impulse to explain what’s happening, talk over the baile folklorico. 
“They’re just walking around,” he says.

I bite my lip and feel my face go flush...
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...when I have to translate for my white co-workers at the 
continuation school in Salinas. They  speak little Spanish, just 
enough to pass it on to someone else.  I tense up whenever the 
phone rings, when  “uhn mo-men-to” echoes in the halls. My body 
stiffens when parents wander in, questions that beg complicated 
answers. The process is tedious... //understand what the parent is 
saying // figure out how to answer // translate to spanish // speak 
it back. Mostly the words tumble out, their reactions speak loudly.

I bite my lip and feel my face go flush...
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//CON ORGULLO
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 |   /// 39 ///

...at the pulga. I smile big as the sun slowly melts my raspado into 
liquid and then into nothing.  
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…at the panaderia. I smile big amidst the colorful breads, opaque 
metal sheets. 
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 |   /// 41 ///

[PROCESS]

January 27th 2017 … I text my mother about pictures for the cover 
of the book you now hold. Send me some where we are both happy, 
I say. She only emails one of us together, and another of bb me in 
white polo shirt with my childhood home in the background. 

January 30th, 2017 … I stand in front of a table of zinesters at a 
coffee shop and give an impromptu reading. I’m nervous, unsure 
how to begin explaining the project. I decide to read the “con 
verguenza” parts. It’s odd hearing my words leave my throat, 
bounce off the walls. 

February 25th, 2017 … I receive a letter from my mother that 
includes a family tree. It lists births and deaths, marriages, spawn, 
etc. It is confusing but using picture as reference I connect the dots, 
make sense of the scribbles.

February 19th 2017… this project is becoming larger, feel like 
I’m chasing the ghost of my father. The strange thing is there is 
no headstone to visit, ask questions, meditate on. How do you 
interrogate ashes lost at sea? 
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[CROSSINGS]

In 1956 my grandparents and 6 of 10 children packed up and got 
onto a train from Monterrey, Mexico to Laredo, Texas. They crossed 
over the Rio Grande, natural barrier between two countries.  
Details are missing of their trek across the landscapes of Texas, 
New Mexico, and Arizona. I only know the lengthy trip ended at 
Union Station, Los Angeles.

My father entered 4th grade. 
He worked after school selling newspapers in the street. 
He was saving to buy a bicycle.  

He also experienced his first taste of racism: A friend banned from 
hanging around “those Mexicans.” This is not the Los Angeles I 
know, flourishing Latinx community obvious via murals, street 
names, and shops throughout the city. I wonder what other acts 
of racism he faced. I wonder if these slowly wore him down, 
toughening the skin. 

They would stay in the United States for a year before my 
grandmother decided she did not like the U.S. I press my mother 
and she discloses that family dynamics were strained, the house too 
crowded. I suspect she never fully assimilated, didn’t want to. 

Later my mother divulges that my grandmother was darker skinned 
than her in laws, “less than.” 

4 went back to Mexico, including my father. He was 5000 
newspapers short of affording the bike. 
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 |   /// 43 ///

I google bus routes between the cities. It is a 40-some hour journey 
spanning two countries. The routes: crossing into Texas and 
looping through the surreal deserts of the Southwest, or circling 
back through Mexico to Baja California, surfacing in sunlit San 
Diego. 

When I was young, we had one route: a 3 day trek to San Antonio, 
and then a 5 hour trip south into Nuevo Leon. I still remember 
scenes from the trips…  
// “world’s tallest thermometer” in Baker
// towering cacti in Phoenix
// turquoise stands lining highway in New Mexico
// the ample flatness of Texas
// relentless current of the Rio Grande

[CROSSINGS]
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[CROSSINGS]

What constitutes a boundary?

Online I find a history of the Rio Grande as natural demarcation. 
I learn that since 1848 the river has been acknowledged as a 
boundary between Mexico and the United States. 

On the American side it is referred to as “grand river.” On the 
Mexican side, another translation: “furious river.” 

It’s difficult to not find the irony in these interpretations
One, revered protector 
the other, obstacle to overcome
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[CROSSINGS]

He made the trip again in 1963, almost 18 years old, this time by 
bus. He enrolled in adult school to improve English. 
He washed dishes in a restaurant for a living. 

My mother tells me he had a layover in an unknown town 
somewhere along the way. She says he decided to go to the movies 
to kill time, and nearly missed the bus, having to chase it down the 
highway. 

… Image: father chasing after the vehicle, tie flapping, suitcase in 
tow. 

Our relationship was light hearted in rare instances. I relish this 
image, although it is not from memory. How connected can I 
become to him through 3rd hand accounts? 

… Image: father chasing vehicle, cursing loudly in the dust-up of 
tires. 
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He would spend the remaining years of his life in Southern 
California.
He met my mother.  
They married. 

Shortly after, my sister: first born. 
4 years later: a son. 
I came 9 years after that: a footnote to tense marriage.  

He worked long nights in a car manufacturer warehouse. 
To cope he’d fall into drinking binges, long nights and weekends. 

This is the version of my father I knew best. 
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[CROSSINGS]

 |   /// 47 ///

He passed in 2001 at the age of 55 from pulmonary fibrosis: a 
scarring of the lungs. 

1. Imagine a topography map, unfolded
2. Sweep your hand across the surface, note contrast of smooth and 
rough

 It is unknown whether or not that dusty warehouse did him in, the 
alcohol, or something else. In fact, in most cases doctors are unable 
to pinpoint exactly what causes the disease. 

The most lucid effect is shortness of breath. My father used a 
breathing machine for the last years, an ominous hum lining the 
house every second. 

His life ended at home, a quiet moment between my parents. I was 
off somewhere, unaware that the lost words I spoke before leaving 
would be our last. 

No peace was made before he passed over into the unknown. But in 
a sense, the words in this book are enough.
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My hours at work are reduced, and I spend a Friday morning 
listening to Unwound and meditating on barriers, both physical 
and not. Some are built, some assumed. If enough people believe, 
do they exist?  

I keep going back to my father and the blatant racism he faced at 
10 years old. How that must have bruised his brown body. How it 
might have prompted him to begin erasing his own origin. And in 
turn, urging us to erase ours.

My first language has faced a boundary since I began to forget it. 
Symptom of adapting language and/or lack of practice. 

But I know this is imaginary too. My language slowly comes back 
every day.

[CROSSINGS]

\\\
 4

8 
\\\

   
|

susurros_galley.indd   48 5/9/18   10:34 AM



[CROSSINGS]

 |   /// 49 ///

I type this without receiving his input, a life relayed 3rd-hand via 
texts and emails. 

I go to the library and find a series of records titled “Mexican - Texas 
Border Music”. When I go home, I sit in the living room alone, dusk 
stealing through the windows, concentrating on the words… 

Este es mi elogia, papi 
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//CORRIDO de MONTERREY

 |   /// 51 ///
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My fondest memory of visiting Monterrey is not the family time. 
It is the mountain looming over the city. Dream-like, it rests in the 
back of my mind. What makes a memory? I go to the library and 
search “Monterrey, Mexico.” I discover a CD by Oscar Chavez titled 
‘Puro Nuevo Leon.’  The first track is titled Corrido de Monterrey, 
and describes the mountain I remember as a child.  Memory 
confirmed.  

 |   /// 53 ///
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I discover from the internet that the mountain is called El Cerro de 
la Silla, or Saddle Hill. I learn that it watches over the city at 5, 970 
feet. From its peak, climbers have a panoramic view of metropolitan 
Monterrey and the nearby city of Guadalupe. I’m reminded of how 
permanent it felt, standing watch. 
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[LANDMARKS]

 |   /// 55 ///

I remember how gray the city seemed, can’t distinguish between 
commerce and winter bleakness. Everything felt hardened, 
unforgiving. I learn that Monterrey is a city of industry, the tech 
center of Mexico. It is well known for its strong business climate and 
institutions of higher education. This was not the lush, waterfront 
Mexico I had known before. Felt more like another Los Angeles. 
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//HISTORIAS: A.D.

 |   /// 57 ///
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They slowly fell off, one by one. 
Was it difficult to face us, his other family?

I’d rather think that it was mutual. 
My life was just beginning, 21 and free.

 |   /// 59 ///
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I mourned, sure. What I haven’t forgotten...

 Soft hum of machine

 Anxious nights

 Relief 
 
_________________
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//HISTORIAS: B.D.
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 |   /// 63 ///

We’d alternate weekends. Tia Concha’s off Melrose. Tia Carmen’s off 
Wilshire. I’d swap languages; play with cousins, joke with uncles. 
On the drive home my father would be drunk, singing along to 
KEARTH. All those oldies I still know by heart. 
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Our relationship was fragile: words spoken softly when sober and 
angrily when drunk. 
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[LANDMARKS]

March 1st, 2017 … I receive an email that my test results are 
ready. I’m told to “log in and explore your ancestry composition.” 
The highest percentage is Eastern European, followed by Native 
American. This makes me question the Latinx label I placed on 
myself. “Can I still claim my browness?” 

March 12th, 2017 … My partner and I drive to a park on the East 
Side, in a neighborhood that she jokes is rough which is to say 
brown. It is a celebration: Aztec New Year. Roosters ki-kiri-ki in the 
background. Color ubiquitous, teeming over green. Over a hissing 
loudspeaker I hear, first shrill shrieks over rhythmic drums, and 
then an affirmation: “I don’t care where you come from, we’re all 
Mexican.” I smile big and savor the agua fresca in my fist. 

March 17th, 2017 … During a prep period I type Durango, Mexico 
into a search engine. I learn a local legend about the “death cell:” 
a man released from prison for capturing a colossal scorpion that 
was offing prisoners.  I recall an identical beast, magnified by glass 
encasement, that rested atop the coffee table. I’d stare for hours, 
touch the smooth glass, imagine tiny movements. 

March 18th, 2017 … I begin the process of adding the expansions 
to the full manuscript. 
I text my mother:
“I’m almost done with this manuscript // I think // 42 pages // 
whew.” 
Her response:
“Love to read it all // thumbs up // smiley emoji.”
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March 28th, 2017 … The arrival of spring prompts my partner to 
make boca burgers for dinner with a side of pepinos con limon y 
tajin. I’m reminded of saturday afternoons in my childhood home. 
Of Liga MX on the television. Of my father drinking beer to nurse 
a hangover. Of me happy to be spending time with him without 
anger.
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As a child I have a recurring dream: I’m walking home from school 
up the driveway of my childhood home. Two men are getting out of 
a truck. They stop to look at me. 

I panic. 

 |   /// 69 ///
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After his death, he appeared faceless. But I know it’s him, feel all my 
inadequacies. Even after he couldn’t physically haunt me, he still 
haunted me the same. 
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I hear him, familiar anger. I’m walking down the hallway of my 
childhood home. It is endless. I keep walking towards the voice. 
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I have one positive dream after his death: He says he’s proud of me. 

I don’t respond. 
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SEMILLAS de TAMARINDO

“Give up a tongue to take another, and so now I write in English” 
--Angel Dominguez
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...PROLOGUE… 

Before bingo, there was loteria.

Every family has their own tradition. In my house, it was 
tamarindo seeds: endlessly greasy, that sweet salty taste. Handfuls 
falling slowly through my fingers. 

I was losing my first language, Spanish tongue I still chase today. 
The words were easy to recite, pictures lending to understanding. 
I’d add traits to the pictures, create stories. 

Strange how a child’s game can hold such memories as these. 
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#40

...EL ALACRAN...

SCORPION; STEALTH. EVIL.

Other associations: 
// Coyotito’s sting and the ensuing darkness in “The Pearl”
// Glass encased arachnid on display in childhood living room
// Symbol of Durango, my father’s native land.

In Durango, Mexico there is folklore around a jail cell that contained 
a giant scorpion. Legend was that anyone who entered the space 
would immediately be devoured by this overgrown arachnid. Until 
finally, someone defeated him and was set free immediately for 
doing so. 

This is my heritage.

 

`
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#39
...EL NOPAL... 

CACTUS; HOLDER OF WATER. BEARER OF FRUIT. 

Other associations:
// The endless temptation to press hand to spine
// Mother’s ensalada de nopales: canned cactus, onion, tomato, 
chiles, oregano
// Life-like shapes in vast darkness 

It took 3 days, through the vast emptiness of the southwest. Cacti for 
miles: towering in the day’s sun, silent in the black night. 

This is mother’s dish, heavy with oregano.
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#25

...EL BORACHO…

DRUNK; FALSE PRIDE. FRIENDLY VIOLENCE.

Other associations:
// Father’s problem with drink
// Backyard parties in high school
// Straight edge

Most weekends I would expect to be woken in the middle of the 
night, forced into conversations. Those talks we never had otherwise.

This is my rejection of the family disease.
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#8
...LA BOTELLA…

BOTTLE: VESSEL. REFRESHMENT.

 Other associations:
// Woolworth’s  
// Mundet Sidral
// Makeshift vase 

We’d stop there every trip, my father searching for leather goods: 
boots, belts, etc. I liked the soda fountain, the countless varieties. 

This is trips to Mexico. 
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#16
...LA BANDERA…

FLAG: EL TRI. HOPE, PURITY, BLOOD. 

Other associations:
// Father’s land 
// Crystal water
// Surfing lessons 

...After a while I stopped paddling, distracted by the streaks of red 
and endless blue. I sat out there until nightfall, watching.

This is the land from which my father came. 
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#14
...LA MUERTE…

DEATH: SELF-EXPLANATORY. 

Other associations:
//  Waiting
// My family’s keeper
// Sickle & Scythe 

Church off Melrose, where everyone was married or buried.

This is my family’s legacy.
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#24
...EL COTORRO…

PARROT: SPEAKER. FRIEND.

Other Associations:
// My grandfather’s pet
// Sunflower seeds
// Tongue like iron (metaphor?)

Abuelo would sit in a dusty yellow recliner with fringes, pass out 
bills.

This is my grandfather’s memory. 
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#46
…EL SOL…

SUN: LIGHTBEARER. HEAT.  

Other associations:
// My first summer in Sacramento
// Water balloon fights
// Neighbor’s pool 

We’d play a game, who could stand the longest barefoot in the street. 

This is summers in L.A. 
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#34
...EL SOLDADO…

SOLDIER: COURAGE. HONOR.

Other associations:
// G.I. Joes in the backyard
// Rubber band guns
// Desert Storm

His backyard led out to an alley: concrete and ivy. We’d play there 
for hours, playing war under a hot sun.

This is the last summer of innocence (7th grade).
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#23
...LA LUNA…

MOON: BRIGHT. EVER-PRESENT.

Other associations:
//Pacific Ocean
// Long drives
// Father’s worst

I’d take her there to sit on swings, stare at the endless black of sea. 
Romance hung thick.

These are my first attempts at love.
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#41
...LA ROSA…

ROSE: FRAGRANT. FRAGILE

Other associations:
// Naglee & Dana
// Early love
// Gift for mother 

My mother would water in the evenings, explaining that was the 
best time for flowers to feed. I’d be watching television, soothed by 
the sound of water splashing between soil and concrete.

This is the memory of my childhood home. 
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#5
...EL PARAGUAS…

UMBRELLA: PROTECTOR. HIDER.

Other associations:
// First winter in Sacramento
// Smell of wet pavement
// Squeeks on classroom floor 

After eating I immediately feel the need to wash my hands, regardless 
of what type of food it is or where I am.

This is my compulsive disorder. 
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...EPILOGUE… 

I haven’t played much since those days when the morning sunlight crept 
into my childhood home. Perhaps that makes it a child’s game. 

I see boards for sale at the pulga, clear bags with those familiar colorful 
pictures. I wonder if the different cards mean something more to others, 
too. 

Or if these are my unique memories, transferred to a game, forever tied 
to family history. 
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Grave of my Tia Concha, 2018
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(originally scrawled on grave site, forthcoming 

via Elderly Magazine in collection titled Normalcies)

I started feeling it on the drive: 
this wasn’t supposed to be a

good time.
 

Tía Concha first. 
It was hard to find, 
a man helped me. 

We spoke 
Spanish.

 We walked. He calmed me, made me feel at ease. 

She passed in 2015 
before that: a home. 
Onset of Alzheimer’s

disease my family knows well. 

I got my hands in the earth, placed flowers in 
mud.  

Whispered in Spanish ‘I love you,’ 

echoed words on gravestone: 
“siempre vivirán en nuestros corazones.”
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Tia Carmen and I, 
March 2018

Paternal grandparents with their 8 children. My father, 2nd to left 
looking off into distance unsmiling, perhaps bored.
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Childhood home as it appears today. What’s missing: brown/yellow garage 
door, jacaranda tree whose sticky purple flowers I had to endlessly 
rake up in the summers.

Torn Mexican Flag 
upon Tiburcio Vasquez’ 
grave in San Jose, CA. 
My partner would often 
visit the gravesite and 
meditate on the history 
of San Jose in relation 
to her family’s history 
and in turn, her own. I 
write about this visit 
in the manuscript, being 
struck by the imagery 
of the waving flag, torn 
but resilient in the wind. 
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Christ The 
King Roman 
Catholic Church, 
Los Angeles. 
Endless family 
ceremonies; 
births and 
deaths. I visited 
for the first 
time in a long 
while in 2016, 
and wrote 
about it in the 
manuscript.

In translation [in translation]

Dolores Dorantes was the first author I discovered who wrote in 
both English and Spanish, almost a conversation with herself in two 
languages. This quote in particular really empowered me to keep 
pushing through the material although at times it was difficult to 
face the past.

I found Dolores Dorantes by suggestion. Early in our relationship 
my partner and I traded books. One of the books I received was 
“Intervenir/Intervene,” a book co-written with Rodrigo Flores 
Sanchez and translated by Jen Hofer. I was intimidated by the book; 
poetry and in translation. 
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“A music of evil persons,
a country with its back turned,
       
   OPEN ME
the pit
       
      CAST ME OUT
in this bedroom
       
      I’M COLD”

At times the text is in conversation. It’s call & response. A text to be 
read aloud. Sometimes there are two different dialogues occurring. 
I am the line between these two dialogues, mediating. Intervening.

“Everything has disappeared. 
There are traces, signs. But everything has 
disappeared. There are translations.”

At times the text is shouting & whispering. Like a conversation with-
in a conversation. As I read aloud the words waver between loud and 
soft. The italicized is to be whispered, just audible. The regular font 
is the shouting, the words you are not afraid to say. They play on 
each other, work together//contradict.

“La poesia se me olvida
  como se me olvido tu cuerpo reventado”

The Spanish side speaks to me in ways the English translation can 
not. My relationship with this language resurrected, partly, through 
this book. There’s something about reading poetry in another lan-
guage. The ebb and flow off tongue in ways English fails. The forget-
ting of poetry. The forgetting of burst body. 
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I found “Intervenir/Intervene” when I was rediscovering my own 
story. The story of my Latinx heritage, buried with my father in 
2001. I began feeling more comfortable with Spanish, making an 
effort to read more books in translation. Dorantes/Sanchez gave me 
the confidence to keep relearning, keep facing the past disappeared. 
Because there were traces, signs. 

Knott’s Berry Farm, Buena Park 1983
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Father and me, January 1980

Grave of my paternal grandparents, 2018
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(originally scrawled on grave site, forthcoming 

via Elderly Magazine in collection titled Normalcies)

I remember  
as child, it 
felt distant.

Mom & Dad & 
me, dressed up  

to affix
knees to 

dirt. 

Years later, familiarity. 

Marble relic,
atop a hill. 

Green expanse, then
downtown L.A. 

 
He died in ‘85.

I was 4.

I wonder: are memories 
fact or fiction?
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Martin Luther King Library, 

downtown San Jose, 2018

I went to this library often 

while writing the book. I found 

several LP’s in the series 

“Texas-Mexico Border Music.” 

I’d check them out and spend 

evenings listening to each one. 

I made a mixtape of my favorite 

songs.
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First and foremost mucho amor a mi  mamá y hermanxs. 
Special thanks to my extended family for lending their 
histories to these words collected here, especially Tía Carmen 
and Tía Concha (siempre vivirán en nuestros corazones). 

This book would not have been possible without Lynne 
DeSilva-Johnson and The Operating System. Thank you so 
much for letting me be part of the OS family.

Thank you to Li for her unwavering encouragement//support. 
Thank you to the lovely folx who wrote beautiful blurbs: 
Angel Dominguez, Lisa Donovan, and Janice Lobo Sapigao. 
Thanks to everyone who’s eyes grazed drafts of this book and/
or who were willing to listen to me talk about this book, I 
appreciate you all. 

Last but not least, thank you to the ashes of my father, drowned 
somewhere in the waters between California and Mexico. 

Excerpts of this manuscript have appeared or are forthcoming 
online via Entropy, Pinball, and Elderly Magazine.  

In 2017 a self-released zine, titled “Semillas de Tamarindo,” 
the text of which is included here, meditated on memories 
contained within the preceding pages. The zine was a 
photocopied edition of /50.
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ERICK SAENZ is a 1st generation Latinx writer and English teacher 
from Los Angeles. He is founding editor of Lilac Press, a small DIY 
imprint. He was previously a contributing editor for the online 
place-based magazine Cheers from the Wasteland. In addition to 
several self-published chapbooks and zines, his work can be found 
at Entropy, Alien Mouth, Elderly Magazine, Pinball, Hobart Pulp, 
Five:2:One magazine, and others. SUSURROS A MI PADRE is his 
first book.
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Greetings comrade! Thank you for talking to us about your process 
today! Can you introduce yourself, in a way that you would choose? 

Hello! My name is Erick Sáenz and I am a first generation Latinx 
writer from Los Angeles. Self publishing is important to me because 
of my roots in diy//punk. I’ve self released two chapbooks of fiction 
and several zines. In addition to writing I teach high school English, 
follow baseball, and drink too much coffee. 

Why are you a poet/writer/artist? 

I’ve always felt comfortable with using writing as a means of self-
expression. I can be a very shy person, and so finding an outlet that 
allows me to essentially put myself out there is important for personal 
growth. Writing is that for me. It’s also been very therapeutic for me 
as I’ve grown older and confronted aspects of my life I ignored before. 

When did you decide you were a poet/writer/artist (and/or: do you feel 
comfortable calling yourself a  poet/writer/artist, what other titles or 
affiliations do you prefer/feel are more accurate)? 

Historically I’ve been much more comfortable writing fiction. 
Poetry was really intimidating for a long time. It wasn’t until I began 
experimenting with different forms outside of the school-taught 
curriculum that I really became comfortable with it. Recently I’ve 
gotten used to the idea of calling myself a writer, but I think teacher is 
the first title I think of for myself.  

//POETICS AND PROCESS:
A Conversation with Erick Sáenz
& OS Founder / Editor Lynne DeSilva-Johnson  
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What’s a “poet” (or “writer” or “artist”) anyway? What do you see as your 
cultural and social role (in the literary / artistic / creative community 
and beyond)? 

I think a writer in the most basic sense shares stories or experiences 
in hopes to connect with the reader. That’s what makes us laugh, cry, 
etc. when we read something. I hope that I can help others similarly 
struggle with latinx-ness or family relationships and begin the healing 
process. This book was and remains very therapeutic for me. I am 
hoping it helps others in similar ways. 

Talk about the process or instinct to move these poems (or your work in 
general) as independent entities into a body of work. How and why did 
this happen? Have you had this intention for a while? What encouraged 
and/or confounded this (or a book, in general) coming together? Was it 
a struggle? 

I went through a rough patch in life and that prompted me to return 
to the small beach town where I went to college and “reset” my life. 
I always say that it wasn’t a conscious decision, but something drove 
me back there because it was the last place I was happy and I wanted 
to rediscover myself, that feeling, etc. From there I began writing 
some short stories and exploring a lot of the writing world that I 
hadn’t before (online journals, magazines, etc.) Around this time I 
also began experimenting with different poetry forms like separating 
blocks of writing with asterisks. I found that this was less intimidating 
and accessible because I could, as Carver said, “Get in. Get out. Move 
on.” 

I wrote several pieces that way and then realized that there was a 
theme forming about my cultural background. These ideas of not 
feeling Mexican enough, my relationship to Spanish, etc.  I also found 
that it was a way to deal with emotions I bottled up since the passing 
of my father in 2001 about the fragile relationship we shared and how 
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we never quite made peace before he passed. Parts of the manuscript 
were difficult to face because I hadn’t really faced them in more than 
10 years, but it also felt extremely cathartic. 

Did you envision this collection as a collection or understand your 
process as writing or making specifically around a theme while the 
poems themselves were being written / the work was being made? How 
or how not? 

So I wrote the four poems that make up the section titled “Memorias” 
first and began submitting those around. Editors seemed to be excited 
about the pieces. Once I realized that I had more to say on the subject, 
more and more sections began to take shape. Around this time I also 
started talking to my mother about my father and the past openly for 
the first time since his death. She seemed willing to talk about it, so 
I began documenting what she knew. It was odd to be hearing 3rd 
hand about the experiences my father had, but also was immensely 
interesting. My mother endured so much through the marriage and 
I am very grateful to her that she was willing to fill in the blanks for 
me when I needed it. Through all that, feelings came up and I’d write 
about them. The process went on and on. It was all very healing.

What formal structures or other constrictive practices (if any) do you 
use in the creation of your work? Have certain teachers or instructive 
environments, or readings/writings/work of other creative people 
informed the way you work/write? 

I don’t know if I have any formal practices when writing. The only 
real ritual would be writing in the mornings for me. I find it more 
peaceful. I do a lot of note taking and pre-writing in my notebook, 
jotting down ideas, etc. I don’t have an MFA and so I’ve never gone 
through any “formal” writing instruction, but I do have to credit my 
teachers throughout my required schooling for pushing me to write.. 
As far as readings/writings…that’s a hard question only because so 
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much has influenced me over the years. In regards to fiction, my 
biggest influence is Raymond Carver. I really love that he can be so 
concise in his sentences and not worry about adding “flowery” detail 
to them. It’s very easy to relate to and unintimidating. For poetry, a 
book that really helped in terms of the manuscript was Intervenir/
Intervene by Dolores Dorantes and Rodrigo Flores Sánchez. I love 
how the book has these two voices, shouts/sings/whispers to offset the 
other. That was the first book I attempted to read in Spanish, with the 
safety net of an English translation on the opposite page. It’s amazing. 
An important person during the writing process was Li Patron, a 
poet from San Jose. Without her encouragement I am unsure the 
manuscript would have reached fruition. Angel Dominguez has been 
like a brother/mentor to me through this whole poetry thing.  It 
seems I am constantly meeting amazing folx who influence/inform 
my writing in one way or another. Recently I participated in a Latinx 
Poetix Symposium with Tatiana Luboviski-Acosta, Vickie Vertiz, 
Raquel Salas Rivera, and Farid Matuk curated by Angel Dominguez 
and Rachelle Linda Escamilla. During the two days I feel I learned 
so much about poetry, and not only from the amazing writers but 
also the students who participated/interacted with us. I think it’s a 
constant process. I am always experimenting with new forms. 

Speaking of monikers, what does your title represent? How was it 
generated? Talk about the way you titled the book, and how your process 
of naming (individual pieces, sections, etc) influences you and/or colors 
your work specifically. 

My father seemed to have two personalities: he was a very soft-spoken 
man, and (with alcohol) he was very loud and abrasive. I can only 
remember a handful of times we interacted when he wasn’t drunk. 
You can see it in all of the family photos that are still around, looks on 
everyone’s face that they are putting up a facade, aren’t really feeling 
happy. In fact, when I asked my mother to send me a picture of him 
and me together where we look happy, she only had one. That became 
the cover of the book. In terms of the title, it translates to “whispers of 
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my father.” I chose this because, again, he was a soft spoken man when 
he wasn’t drunk and that is the version I prefer to keep to memory 
when thinking about him. I think there is a lot left unsaid between us, 
and in my head it translates as whispers. 

What does this particular work represent to you as indicative of your 
method/creative practice?  your history? your mission/intentions/hopes/
plans? 
 
This work represents a way for me to make peace with my past 
(relationship with my father) and reconnect with my cultural heritage 
moving forward. I hope it helps others who face similar issues of 
displacement, questions of latinidad, loss of culture, etc.  
 
What does this book DO (as much as what it says or contains)? 

I think this book allows me to face/bury the past and release the bad 
energy that I always grew up with being around my father. As I said 
before, I never quite made peace with him before he passed. At the 
time I was a snotty community college student who was wrapped 
up in punk rock and he was slowly deteriorating at home, needing 
constant oxygen from machine and 24 hour assistance. I was very 
bitter that I had to come home after classes and take care of him until 
my mother got off work, even though she took the brunt of the work 
because she went without a break basically from then until nighttime. 
I wasn’t interested in talking to him and hashing things out, I was too 
selfish. 

To me, learning his history, and wrapping my head around the 
feelings I had really puts all that to rest. I feel like this book gives me 
the peace I’ve been missing since his death. And, I think the book 
also celebrates a sort of awakening in me to connect with my Mexican 
culture: speak the language, eat the food, call myself Latinx, etc. It has 
felt amazing to get comfortable with it again in a way of self-awareness 
I didn’t have as a child when I was more connected. 
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What would be the best possible outcome for this book? What might it 
do in the world, and how will its presence as an object facilitate your 
creative role in your community and beyond? What are your hopes for 
this book, and for your practice? 

I think the best possible outcome is that it reaches someone else who 
struggles with their connection to their culture and/or a fractured 
relationship in their life that has gone unresolved. That is my hope. 

Let’s talk a little bit about the role of poetics and creative community 
in social activism, in particular in what I call “Civil Rights 2.0,” which 
has remained immediately present all around us in the time leading 
up to this series’ publication. I’d be curious to hear some thoughts on 
the challenges we face in speaking and publishing across lines of race, 
age, privilege, social/cultural background, and sexuality within the 
community, vs. the dangers of remaining and producing in isolated 
“silos.”

I believe writing is absolutely a form of activism and should bend the 
rules in all aspects of life. Writing should be challenging and hard and 
a barrier that the reader has to break through. Writing should stand 
up to the status quo and force questions and provide answers. I think 
that especially in the time period we are living in (see: #45) writers 
have a responsibility to write/experiences that speak across race, 
gender, sexuality, and social/cultural backgrounds. In the increasingly 
chaotic atmosphere that (he) is creating, there is an absolutely critical 
need to stand up to injustice. 

Is there anything else we should have asked, or that you want to share?

Nope. Thank you so much!  |   /// 105 ///
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The Operating System uses the language “print document” to differentiate 
from the book-object as part of our mission to distinguish the act of 
documentation-in-book-FORM from the act of publishing as a backwards-
facing replication of the book’s agentive *role* as it may have appeared 
the last several centuries of its history. Ultimately, I approach the book as 
TECHNOLOGY: one of a variety of printed documents (in this case, bound) 
that humans have invented and in turn used to archive and disseminate 
ideas, beliefs, stories, and other evidence of production.

Ownership and use of printing presses and access to (or restriction of 
printed materials) has long been a site of struggle, related in many ways to 
revolutionary activity and the fight for civil rights and free speech all over the 
world. While (in many countries) the contemporary quotidian landscape has 
indeed drastically shifted in its access to platforms for sharing information and 
in the widespread ability to “publish” digitally, even with extremely limited 
resources, the importance of publication on physical media has not diminished. 
In fact, this may be the most critical time in recent history for activist groups, 
artists, and others to insist upon learning, establishing, and encouraging 
personal and community documentation practices. Hear me out.

With The OS’s print endeavors I wanted to open up a conversation 
about this: the ultimately radical, transgressive act of creating PRINT /
DOCUMENTATION in the digital age. It’s a question of the archive, and of 
history: who gets to tell the story, and what evidence of our life, our behaviors, 
our experiences are we leaving behind? We can know little to nothing about 
the future into which we’re leaving an unprecedentedly digital document trail 
— but we can be assured that publications, government agencies, museums, 
schools, and other institutional powers that be will continue to leave BOTH 
a digital and print version of their production for the official record. Will we?

As a (rogue) anthropologist and long time academic, I can easily pull up many 
accounts about how lives, behaviors, experiences — how THE STORY of a 
time or place — was pieced together using the deep study of correspondence, 
notebooks, and other physical documents which are no longer the norm in 
many lives and practices. As we move our creative behaviors towards digital 
note taking, and even audio and video, what can we predict about future 
technology that is in any way assuring that our stories will be accurately told 
– or told at all? How will we leave these things for the record? 

In these documents we say:  
WE WERE HERE, WE EXISTED, WE HAVE A DIFFERENT STORY

- Lynne DeSilva-Johnson, Founder/Creative Director 
THE OPERATING SYSTEM, Brooklyn NY 2018

WHY PRINT/DOCUMENT?
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Ark Hive-Marthe Reed [2019] 
A Bony Framework for the Tangible Universe-D. Allen [kin(d)*, 2019]

Śnienie / Dreaming - Marta Zelwan/Krystyna Sakowicz,  
(Polish-English/dual-language) trans. Victoria Miluch [glossarium, 2019] 

Opera on TV-James Brunton  [kin(d)*, 2019]
Alparegho: Pareil-À-Rien / Alparegho, Like Nothing Else - Hélène Sanguinetti 
(French-English/dual-language), trans. Ann Cefola [glossarium, 2019]

Hall of Waters-Berry Grass  [kin(d)*, 2019] 
High Tide Of The Eyes - Bijan Elahi (Farsi-English/dual-language)

trans. Rebecca Ruth Gould and Kayvan Tahmasebian [glossarium, 2019] 
I Made for You a New Machine and All it Does is Hope - Richard Lucyshyn [2019]

Illusory Borders-Heidi Reszies [2019] 
Transitional Object-Adrian Silbernagel  [kin(d)*, 2019] 

A Year of Misreading the Wildcats [2019]

An Absence So Great and Spontaneous It Is Evidence of Light  - Anne Gorrick [2018]
The Book of Everyday Instruction - Chloe Bass [2018]

Executive Orders Vol. II - a collaboration with the Organism 
for Poetic Research [2018]

One More Revolution - Andrea Mazzariello [2018] 
The Suitcase Tree - Filip Marinovich [2018]

Chlorosis  - Michael Flatt and Derrick Mund [2018]
Susurros a Mi Padre - Erick Sáenz [2018] 

Sharing Plastic - Blake Nemec [2018]
The Book of Sounds - Mehdi Navid (Farsi dual language, trans. Tina Rahimi) [2018] 
In Corpore Sano : Creative Practice and the Challenged Body [Anthology, 2018];

Lynne DeSilva-Johnson and Jay Besemer, co-editors
Abandoners - Lesley Ann Wheeler [2018] 

Jazzercise is a Language - Gabriel Ojeda-Sague [2018]
Return Trip / Viaje Al Regreso - Israel Dominguez; 

(Spanish-English dual language) trans. Margaret Randall  [2018] 
Born Again - Ivy Johnson [2018] 

Attendance - Rocío Carlos and Rachel McLeod Kaminer [2018]
Singing for Nothing - Wally Swist [2018]

The Ways of the Monster - Jay Besemer [2018] 
Walking Away From Explosions in Slow Motion - Gregory Crosby [2018] 

The Unspoken - Bob Holman [Bowery Books imprint - 2018]
Field Guide to Autobiography - Melissa Eleftherion [2018] 

Kawsay: The Flame of the Jungle - María Vázquez Valdez 
(Spanish-English dual language) trans. Margaret Randall [2018]

RECENT & FORTHCOMING  
OS PRINT / DOCUMENTS 2018-19
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DOC U MENT
/däkyәmәnt/

First meant “instruction” or “evidence,” whether written or not.

Who is responsible for the manufacture of value? 

Based on what supercilious ontology have we landed in a space where we vie 
against other creative people in vain pursuit 

of the fleeting credibilities of the scarcity economy, rather than 
freely collaborating and sharing openly with each other 

in ecstatic celebration of MAKING?

While we understand and acknowledge the economic pressures and 
fear-mongering that threatens to dominate and crush the creative impulse, 

we also believe that now more than ever we have the tools to relinquish agency 
via cooperative means,  fueled by the fires of the Open Source Movement. 

Looking out across the invisible vistas of that rhizomatic parallel country 
we can begin to see our community beyond constraints, in the place 

where intention meets resilient, proactive, collaborative organization.

Here is a document born of that belief, sown purely of imagination and will. 
When we document we assert.  We print to make real, to reify our being there.
When we do so with mindful intention to address our process,  to open our 
work to others, to create beauty in words in space,  to respect and acknowledge 

the strength of the page we now hold physical, a thing in our hand… 
we remind ourselves that, like Dorothy: we had the power all along, my dears.

 
the PRINT! DOCUMENT SERIES

is a project of
the trouble with bartleby

in collaboration with
the operating system

noun - a piece of written, printed, or electronic matter that provides 
information or evidence or that serves as an official record
verb - record (something) in written, photographic, or other form
synonyms - paper - deed - record - writing - act - instrument

[Middle English, precept, from Old French, from Latin documentum, 
example, proof, from docre, to teach; see dek- in Indo-European roots.]
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