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Chapter One  

    
As he sat there daydreaming, lazily re-tracing the edges of etchings 

and graffiti on his desk, Francisco had a hard time not falling asleep 
as the teacher, an old white woman with thick glasses, droned on and 
on about something called “The Bicentennial.”  Especially since there 
were USA flags seemingly everywhere these days, it was apparently a 
big deal for the United States of America, where they now lived, and 
it was coming up soon.  He had no idea what Mrs. Baker was talking 
about, and the seven year old boy couldn’t care less anyway.  His 
mind was occupied with a whole bunch of other things that he 
considered much more important.  As he sat at his desk in the 
overcrowded classroom (with the windows open which did nothing to 
cool off anybody), beads of sweat forming on his forehead as the 
afternoon heat continued to build, his eyes were drawn outside, past 
the cracked concrete of the parking lot, to the school baseball field 
just beyond it.  That was where he really wanted to be (chasing a 
loping flyball), not sitting here listening to some boring lecture about 
things he didn’t understand in the first place. 

He’d much rather be doing fun summertime stuff with his brother 
Mauricio, two years older than him.  After all, it was May now, isn’t 
that when the school year ends?  He wasn’t exactly sure, but he 
remembered last year when he first started school, it was monotony 
one day after the other for what seemed liked endless months.  Then, 
as soon as the really hot weather showed up, they didn’t have to go to 
school anymore.  It was like being released from prison!  Those few 
months of freedom were precious to the young man, and he dreaded 
it in September when they had to return to the classroom.  Francisco 
never did well academically.  He kind of learned how to spell, but still 
flunked most of his spelling tests.  They also did something called 
“arithmetic,” which had to do with numbers, but it was confusing and 
when he whined to his teacher that “math sucks” it got a roomful of 
laughs from the other kids, but Mrs. Baker was not amused.  She 
promptly sent him to the Principal, Mr. Alvarez, who threatened to 
wash his mouth out with soap if he ever caught him using such foul 
language at school again. 



Francisco had a hard time stifling a laugh as he quietly listened to 
the tall, thin man’s stern admonishment.  At home, he heard a whole 
lot worse language on a daily basis.  His father had been berating both 
of his sons, and especially his mother, with horrible cuss words and 
violent threats throughout Francisco’s young life.  Of course, the 
words themselves were harmless.  The boy didn’t even know what 
most of them meant (he listened for intensity and tone), and even if 
he did, so what?  Words didn’t draw blood or leave bruises.  Papa’s 
big ham fists and his thick leather belt, however, were an altogether 
whole other story.  Barely a day would pass without a new bruise or 
cut. 

When the dismissal bell rang, Francisco’s dour mood immediately 
perked up.  He was up and out of his seat before the ringing even 
stopped.  Students streamed out the exits into the still bright 
afternoon sunshine, and as usual it was loud as the exuberant kids 
unleashed their suppressed, pent up energy, talking and shouting and 
roughhousing with their friends, especially the boys.  The chatter was 
a mixture of both Spanish and English, with a majority of the 
youngsters residing in the surrounding barrio where Francisco lived 
and knowing next to nothing about the outside world.   

Searching around, he finally caught up to his big brother Mauricio.  
“There you are, hermano,” the slightly older boy said, using familiar 
slang upon seeing his kid brother.  “The guys are playin’ a pick-up 
game down at Altrio,” he told him, referring to the local playground 
near where they lived. 

That was exactly what Francisco wanted to hear.  “You gonna make 
them let me play, right?” he implored his big brother, who he looked 
up to like he was some kind of celebrity. 

Mauricio playfully grabbed him by his messy jumble of jet black 
hair.  “Sure, we gonna use you as the batboy!” he teased. 

Francisco was a good sport about it.  He knew that with his 
brother’s help, the older boys would concede to let him be part of the 
game, almost certainly in the outfield, most likely in right field.  No 
problem at all, he was happy enough for a chance to play the game he 
loved.  He just wanted to get up to bat and stripe a few.  The plucky 
young kid could already hit like the older boys but his arm and 
strength were not like theirs. 

First, though, the boys had to stop in at their home to get their 
gloves.  As they walked down the dusty lane, the other kids went their 
separate ways until it was just Francisco and Mauricio.  “He worked 
late shift last night,” said Mauricio once he saw they were alone. 



Of course, Francisco knew exactly what that meant.  If their father 
had gotten drunk soon after he came home, as he often did, their 
afternoon would – to say the least – be quite unpleasant.  There was, 
however, at least a 50 / 50 chance he had passed out and fallen into 
bed and wouldn’t bother them.  Francisco whispered an almost silent 
prayer to one of the saints.  He couldn’t remember the exact name, 
but it was someone he was certain was very important, because his 
mother offered prayers to him frequently.  He was praying their 
father would not be awake and in one of his notorious bad moods. 

“I wish we didn’t have to go into the house,” Francisco then said 
quietly, although at the moment there was no one around to hear 
them. 

“You stay here,” Mauricio warned his younger brother, protecting 
him as always.  “Mama will get mad if we don’t at least come in and 
let her know we’re OK before headin’ to the field,” his big brother 
reminded him. 

The smell of the nearby oil fields blanketed the entire vicinity like a 
damp washcloth in the sticky humid air; it got into their clothing and 
even permeated their skin.  They’d lived with it their whole lives, 
though, so they paid it no attention as they approached their 
ramshackle ranch house, one of dozens just like it in row after row 
alongside what really couldn’t justifiably be called a street (no 
pavement, just compacted dirt.  To them, the squat little dwelling was 
home, despite the peeling paint and a rotting tar-shingled roof that 
looked like one decent-sized rainstorm would finish it off for good. 

Mauricio entered first, making as little noise as possible as he 
cautiously opened the squeaky not to mention rusty front door.  
Francisco tiptoed in close behind.  The house was quiet, the shades 
were closed, blocking out the sunlight, and they could just barely hear 
the faint drone of an old electric fan coming from their parents’ 
bedroom down the hallway.  They were heading toward the small 
bedroom they shared when their mother, a petite woman whose 
youthful good looks were fading much too fast emerged from the 
kitchen. “You sneak in without any hello for your madre?” she 
scolded them. 

The boys knew she was half-kidding.  They hugged her, trying not 
to focus on the still healing, now yellow, shiner under her right eye.  
That was thanks to some small little thing – God knows what – she 
had done a few days ago that got their father “upset” enough to smack 
her.  It happened often, far too often in fact, and both of her sons were 
angry at their father and terrified of him.  But, Juanita, trying her 



best to be a dutiful wife, stoically put up with the abuse and seldom 
complained about it. 

“Papa’s asleep?” Franscico asked quietly. 
She just nodded her head with a forced smile.  
Mauricio then told her about their plans to play baseball, and she 

gave them her permission, warning them, though, that they better be 
home in time for dinner, “or your father will not be happy.” 

As they grabbed their battered gloves (their mother never told 
them, but she sacrificed a lot to buy them at a thrift store as 
Christmas gifts for her beloved sons) they hustled out of the house 
and headed for the Altrio playground, the favorite gathering spot for 
all the kids in the neighborhood.   

Francisco was looking forward to an afternoon of fun, as he walked 
along, wiping sweat off his forehead as the sun relentlessly continued 
beating down.  But in the back of his mind, he kept seeing that brutal 
wound slowly healing on his mother’s always caring face.  Papa is a 
monster, he said to himself. I hate monsters. 
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