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A Journey to/through Family

Nostalgia, Gender, and the American Dream in
Reyna Grandes The Distapce Between s

of home, history, and memory™ We Concentrate Specifically on the feeling
of Nostalgia that Grande exhibits, Somewhat Surprisingly, for her difficult
childhood ip Mexico and he, neglectfy] mother. She displays ambivalence jp,
her fecounting of both, the privation she faced living in Mexico is described




via painful and wistful details, and echoes of the archetype of the bad
mother accompany an adult recognition of the severe choices her mother
faced. Reproducing the “often-tangled relationships between discourses on
motherhood and nation,” the narrative feminizes home, associating it with
her mother and Mexico; at the same time, the abuse and neglect she suffers
from these sources preclude them as wholly adequate sites of comfort and
belonging.' Moreover, the home that she inhabits in the US with her father is
ruled by fear—of his abuse and of their undocumented status. As we explain,
the narrative associates Reyna’s father with opportunity, the United States,
and the American Dream. But the limitations the family experiences in the
US, and the father’s abuse, also suggest the inability for Reyna to make these
sites and people a basis for her identity as she grows and matures. Between
these two poles, Reyna has one constant—her elder sister Mago. Ultimately
what Grande longs for is not her mother, Mexico, or the opportunities in the
US represented by her father, but rather the belonging, love, and possibility of
successfully negotiating a transnational identity offered by her sister.

GENDER, NOSTALGIA, AND NARRATIVE

The importance of nostalgia in Grande’s memoir is an echo of its status in
Chicana/o and Latina/o cultural production. Catherine Wiley explains that
Chicana/o culture in particular is dependent on Mexico for its “origins™ and
“essential meaning” but that this dependence “fosters a dual nostalgia for and
resentment of the homeland as a territory of desire and impossibility . . . and
material poverty.” Looking at Mexico's position within contemporary Chicano
teatro, Wiley explains how nostalgia permeates texts and performances
shaping “characterization, plot and theme® For Chicana/os, nostalgia for
Mexico is complicated by the fact that many reside in areas that correspond
to Aztlan, the homeland of the Aztec peoples. Composed of both mythical
and historical importance, Aztldn is often thought to coincide with land in
northern Mexico and/or the southwestern United States. This means that
Chicana/os may experience nostalgia for a homeland they currently inhabit
and yet cannot fully access. The geographical proximity of the southwestern
United States to Mexico adds a further complication in that Chicana/os may
clearly view and be reminded of their originary “home” While Chicana/o
relationships with Mexico may be distinct, nostalgia functions powerfully in
Latina/o and immigrant narratives as well. Nostalgia may be “a useful idea to
apply to immigration,” as immigrants may engage in a “lifelong struggle” of
creating home in a strange land while “looking with longing at what has been
left”” The loss that immigrants experience may spur “a desire to recuperate
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the loss, to regain presence and visibility, and to reclaim the originary place

This desire May manifest through imagining the former place or time or via
literal return ®

marks the loss of a socig] contract, the democratic idea] anchored in the Latin
American nation-state ™2 These perspectives on immigration and nostalgia
affirm the presence and significance of discourses of Joss, deterritorialization
and attendant attempts at recuperation through affective longing in US
Latina/o immigrant narratives, We build from these ideas by eXamining
more closely how nostalgia is enacted and discussed in Grande’s memoir, We

simultaneously aligns with and challenges these relationships. As we explain,
Grande negotiates her nostalgia for her homeland of Mexico, her idealized

hometown. When her mother, Juana, follows soon afterward, Reyna and her
two older siblings are forced to live with their stern paternal grandmother,
who neglects them physically and emotionally. Reyna’s parents separate, and
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father and his girlfriend, they confront his alcoholism and abuse as well as
the challenges of being undocumented immigrants. Her family displaced
and fractured between parents and borders, Grande negotiates retrospective
nostalgia and prospective optimism, as she struggles to find belonging within
either country.

Grande's memoir contributes to a growing body of life-writings in Chicana/
Latina literature. Autobiographies, memoirs, and testimonios have been an
important part of Chicana/o literary production but, prior to the 1980s, were
largely dominated by male authors such as Tomas Rivera (...ynoselo tragé
la tierra, 1971), Ernesto Galarza (Barrio Boy, 1971), and Richard Rodriguez
(Hunger of Memory, 1982). With the emergence of women writers who came
of age during and after the Chicano Movement, these genres have provided a
powerful platform for female voices in the last several decades, constituting
a deep body of work worthy of critical consideration as “a radical feminist
cultural practice” An illustrative example of this radical cultural practice is
Gloria Anzaldaas Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), which
pushes the boundaries of several genres. In the last twelve years writers such
as Josie Méndez-Negrete (Las hijas de Juan: Daughters Betrayed, 2006), Sandra
Cisneros (A House of My Own: Stories from My Life, 2015), and Ana Castillo
(Black Dove: Essays on Mamd, Mi’jo and Me, 2016) have also published their
own personal writings. Focusing on experiences as daughters, mothers, and
lovers, these texts have explored issues of gender, sexuality, and agency in a
Chicana context. According to C. Alejandra Elenes, “Chicanas have embraced
autobiographical genres because through them they are permitted to articulate
and disseminate their own political positions in response to the multiple
forms of oppression that affect their lives™ Though based on the personal
self, these personal memoirs or autobiographies destabilize the individualistic
“I” through the transmission of a collective experience of oppression.

Specifically, within the category of life-writings, testimonios most explicitly
call for the translation of personal strife to social action. Sidonie Smith and
Julia Watson define testimonio as a kind of life-writing in which the narra-
tor “intends to communicate the situation of the group’s oppression, struggle,
or imprisonment, to claim some agency in the act of narrating, and to call
upon readers to respond actively in judging the crisis”® Grande’s work The
Distance Between Us is a memoir both in style and marketing, but it shares
some elements of testimonio in its focus on trauma, injustice, and impetus for
action, while also offering the opportunity for personal emancipation through
authorial healing. Expanding on the work of scholars such as Elenes, Norma
Cantd writes, “For many Chicana and Latina authors, writing personal mem-
oir or autobiography constitutes an exercise in communal storytelling insofar
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as many of our stories cut across age, geography, and even gender, and tell
a shared story of injustice and prejudice.® For Grande, an important piece
of expressing this collective experience of separation and immigration was to
use the perspective of a child, a storytelling voice that she herself had not en-
countered growing up.”

Grande’s use of a child’s point of view in her memoir facilitates a nostal-
gic recuperation of her past. However, as pointed out by Shlomith Rimmon-
Kenan in her study Narrative Fiction (2002), it is important to differentiate
between the focalizer as “the centre of consciousness” and the narrator, or “the
user of the third [or first] person.” Alicia Otano clarifies:

The narrator transmits the child’s point of view (his or her earlier self)
through what the child perceived or focalized, yet the older version of
the self controls past, present, and future, therefore showing these fo-
calizers as separate agents. ... The former self “sees” in a different way
from the adult self, a “higher narratorial authority” which in retrospect,

having more information, chooses to interpret, or to let events speak for
themselves. "

In the case of The Distance Between Us, Grande is the narrator, providing the
reader at times with a greater context and perspective afforded by time and
experience, while young Reyna is the focalizer through whose eyes we see
events.”® A consequence of using a child’s perspective is the increased poten-
tial for affective connection with the reader. Depending on an author’s ability
to craft a sympathetic and likable character, both a child and aduit charac-
ter can certainly elicit compassion from a reader, but one’s natural instinct to
protect both the child and childhood heightens the reader’s sensitivities. As
Debra A. Castillo explains, “the cute child immigrant becomes the most tell-
ing case possible for displaying the inhumanity of current immigration policy:
the perfect affective response to the xenophobe’s emotional overladen sound-
bite stridency. Further, Darrell Lockhart posits that “although a child’s voice
commands less authority,” at the same time it “enjoys more freedom of ex-
pression” and thus can be employed “as a subversive means of criticism”? In
Grande’s memoir, although the child may not be directly subversive, she is a
vehicle for a type of emotional truth-telling that cuts through the sterile delib-

eration of adult policy debate, In particular, this technique helps to reach an

audience for whom the described experiences are foreign. At the same time,

the focalizer child can be effective in representing those readers who have
gone through a similar journey.

To date little has been published on The Distance Between Us, though it

has earned popular praise.” Novelist and journalist Héctor Tobar calls it a

“ground-breaking addition to the literature of the Latino immigrant experi-
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ence”® He focuses on the connection that the narrator seeks to maintain with
Mexico, via her discussion of her umbilical cord, an issue we discuss later. In
the concluding chapter of his book Collective Identity and Cultural Resistance
in Contemporary Chicana/o Autobiography (2016), Juan Velasco discusses
The Distance Between Us as exemplary of a discourse of interrelationality,
wherein divisions of nation, language, and geography cede to the connections
of lives, family, and memory.? Velasco commends Grande for the structured
symbolism tying each nation to a parent, thereby linking them through her
own origin, spatialized memories, and physical journey. Focusing specifi-
cally on space, Angelica Lozano-Alonso analyzes “spatial justice” in several of
Grande's works, including The Distance Between Us. She argues that Grande’s
works “demand spatial justice for her characters” by “[shedding] light on the
economic realities that force people to leave their countries of origin* While
the critic argues that in Grande’s first book, the novel Across a Hundred Moun-
tains, the protagonist crosses the US-Mexico border in order to find a just
home, she does not consider this issue in light of Grande’s memoir.” In regard
to the memoir she focuses on the physical abuse Reyna suffers as “a metaphor
of the human rights violations and spatial injustices created by the US-Mexico
border”® Lozano-Alonsos focus on issues of spatiality and justice as signifi-
cant in all of Grande’s work suggests a further dimension to our consideration
of nostalgia. In fact, nostalgia has spatial dimensions; when it operates in a
restorative manner, for example, by cherishing particular memories, it tem-
poralizes space.?® Thus our focus on nostalgia offers another way in which we
may understand the spatial dimensions of Grande’s work.

This article contributes to scholarship on Grande by focusing on one of her
works that has received less attention. Furthermore, our focus on gender and
nostalgia reflects a new approach to Grande’s memoir that nevertheless places
this text in relation to other works of Latina/o immigrant literature, allowing
for productive understandings of Grande’s contributions to Latina/o writing.
In addition, our close reading of Reyna’s narration privileges an important as-
pect of the text—the perspective of a child immigrant. Understanding how
nostalgia functions in relation to gender and from the perspective of the child
immigrant offers further appreciation of the standpoints and significance of
the work and opens up new avenues for research and scholarship within the
wider field of Latina/o literary and cultural production.

GENDER AND NOSTALGIA! MAMA

Throughout Grande’s memoir, and particularly in its first half, her mother and
her early life in Mexico are remembered in an entanglement of deprivation
and nostalgia. Midway through the text Reyna contemplates her sensory recall
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of Mexico: “I touched my belly button, and I remembered the bond that tied
me to my mother and to my country. Would it be so terrible to pe sent back?
Even though I liked this beautiful place, I still missed my home™® Velasco
explains that the umbilical cord, which connects Reyna with her “tender and

betraying mother;” is one of the memoir’s “two main symbols,” the other being

the photograph of her father.* In her meditation Reyna expresses a feeling of

longing for her home, contrasting her current place with that of her mother
and country. Creating a distinction between home and not home, Mexico and
the United States, suggests a psychic division between self and non-self that
Reyna must struggle to reconcile.”* Who can she be if she is not in her home?
Her sister attempts to help her reconcile this by fostering a connection with a
partof Reyna’s body. Her umbilical cord was buried under the dirt floor of her
Mexican home, and in her mother’s absence her sister Mago consoles Reyna
with the notion that no matter the distance, she will stay connected with their
mother, and that earth, through the cord. This does not really solve the psy-
chic split but focuses it—Mago suggests a way for Reyna to be, literally, in two
places at once—and the means through which she can fully inhabit her life in
the US without abandoning the parts of herself that are Mexican, But the fact
that it is Mago who helps Reyna see this is also significant—she is the only

one who has experienced almost everything that Reyna has. She helps Reyna
bridge this divide by remaining by her side.

portive. In fact, in Reyna’s memory her mother is associated with much of the
pain and deprivation she faced in Mexico: “the thought of my mother living
apart from me made my body tremble, my teeth clench in my mouth, my
eyes burn as they did whenever we had no money to buy gas and I would
have to fan the hot coals in the brazier as our meal slowly cooked.”» Reyna
voices the repercussions of both emotional and physical want; her mother’s

her immigrant parents. To the con-
trary, the narrative explicitly describes how

a shack, abdomen swelled with roundworm
in a dung-infested canal.

Reyna confronts her nostalgia for Iguala and Mexico directly through a
return visit as a young adult. Within the text, Grande utilizes the future an-

her childhood was spent living in
s, hair covered in lice, and bathing
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Grande, in the narrative voice, tells readers that years later, she would return
to visit Don Oscar, who served as the padrino to Mago’s party, and his family.
While Reyna as the child focalizer attending this party is struck by the status
and wealth displayed by Mago's benefactor, when the return visit is focalized
through young adult Reyna, she sees their lifestyle as normative: “I would find
myself not gawking at their two-story brick house because by then I would
have set foot in similar houses in the United States,” she tells readers.’ Reyna’s
comparison of middle-class Mexican and US homes tempers her estimation
of the former. When she runs into her cousin Lupita working for Don Oscar’s
family as a maid, Reyna is prompted to consider her life if she had stayed in
Mexico. Grande tells readers that she “knew then, as I do now, that could also
have been my fate,” affirming her decision to migrate and remain in the US.*

Although she confronts the reality of Mexico through this return visit,
Grande does not abandon her nostalgia for her homeland. Moreover, and in
spite of her increasingly strained relationship with her mother, she continues
to associate her mother and Mexico with a feeling of longing. Grande’s main-
tenance of significant affective ties to Mexico and her mother suggests that
her connection to the country is not based on any sense of logic, or a desire
for a particular material existence, but rather on an emotional state that she
wishes to inhabit. Later in the memoir she recalls how her mother’s words
urge her not to put Mexico fully behind her:

Two thousand miles was the distance between us and Mami. Between
me and the place I had been born. Between me and my childhood, how-
ever painful it had been. I turned to look behind me as the car sped on.
Mami had once said she didn’t want me to forget where I came from.*

Here Grande develops a portrait of home that is physical and emotional.
Significantly, it is her distance from Mexico and her mother that fosters the
distinction between “home” and “not home.” As Biddy Martin and Chandra
Mohanty explain, “not being home’ is a matter of realizing that home was an
illusion”¥ Moments in which she confronts Mexico, even as they allow her
to acknowledge the loss that she suffered there and would suffer if she were
to return, nevertheless also underline distinctions between Mexico and the
US that foment feelings of longing and nostalgia for a past and a future that
could be.

While the absence of her mother is a catalyst for emotional and physical
hardship, Grande’s portrait of her mother is not wholly unsympathetic, and
we can read in her rendering of Juana both an acknowledgment and implicit
critique of idealized notions of motherhood. Grande then is similar to other
Chicana writers who depict mothers who fail to live up to societal expecta-
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tions but who offer “motives for [the mother’s] limited ability to nurture”
Young Reyna explains that two years after migrating to “El Otro Lado” (the
other side), her father Natalio sends for her mother. As Juana prepares to go
north, she never fails to tell neighbors in their small colonia that “my husband
needs me at his side”* Reyna notes her anger at this sentence and the implica-
tion it contains that her children did not need her as well. But both Juana and
Natalio’s pride is impacted by their sense of gender and expectations—Natalio
wants to fulfill his duty as a husband and father by providing for his family,
and Juana wants to fulfill her duty as a woman by being needed by a man.
This first chapter of the memoir establishes Juana as a woman whose under-
standing of herself and her relationships exists within a rigid patriarchal and
heterosexist context.

Several years later, however, Juana returns, humiliated that her husband
has found another woman. She explains that Natalio had cheated on her and
threatened her and their new child, Betty. The children are at first happy to
have their mother back and to be able to leave their paternal grandmother’s
house, where they were poorly cared for and abused. But the reunification
that the children longed for is difficult for Juana. Grande recalls: “In August,
1982, two months after my mother had returned from El Otro Lado, the peso
was devalued for the second time that year due to the national debt crisis

The little money they had did not go far, and Juana found readjusting to the
hardships in Mexico difficult.

But what was harder for her was to have to explain to everyone who
knew her why she had come back. . . . I didn’t realize back then how dif-
ficult it must have been for my mother to look at her friends and admit
that her husband had indeed left her for another woman, just as they
had once teased her that he would.

Notable in this description are the juxtaposition of emotional and financial
need—and preeminence of the emotional. The financial hardships were dif-
ficult, but Juana is most injured by her loss of status as a rejected woman. As
Ana Castillo notes, many heterosexual women “have been trained to reserve
their tenderness for men.”2 Thus Juana seeks an object of her affection in the
form of another male lover.

Grande’s mother soon seeks solace in other men; some time after moving
back to Iguala, Juana meets a man who sells insurance next to the record shop
in which she works. His dream is to be a lucha libre fighter (wrestler), and
when he asks Juana to accompany him to Acapulco where he has a contract,
she leaves her children once again. This second abandonment comes quickly;
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the children had no sooner learned that their mother had a boyfriend than
she told them she was leaving, She does not spend weeks holding her head up
high, proud to be joining her husband in El Norte as she had before. She sim-
ply tells the children, “I'm going away with him,” and leaves town while they
are at school.”® Later Grande explains that her mother was “two people in one:
a woman who wanted to be loved by a man, and a mother who wanted to do
right by her children”** Within the narrative, Juana appears to struggle with
these two wants, with the former winning over the latter.

In this instance Grande juxtaposes Mami with her other major maternal
figure—her older sister Mago. Speaking of Mago's willingness to make a huge
sacrifice—refusing to migrate to the US with their father if Reyna is not taken,
Grande writes that “destiny had made [Mago] become my little mother, and
unlike my mother, Mago's maternal instincts won over her need to save her-
self”* Grande takes advantage of her adult narrator, in contrast to the child
focalizer, in order to interpret her mother’s actions semi-sympathetically and
acknowledge her predicament. However, she also, quite understandably, views
Juana as being unable to place the needs of others before her own, something
Mago is able to do for Reyna. This memory establishes the importance of
Mago and specifically Mago’s willingness to do something that neither Juana
nor Natalio was willing to do—fulfill Reyna’s emotional and physical needs by
taking her to the United States.

Juana’s search for a place to belong is constrained and complicated by
the cultural assumptions surrounding motherhood. Within the binary that
defines and circumscribes ideals of motherhood, Juana is a “bad mother”
Good mothers are those that most resemble the Virgin Mary—pure women
who are wholly devoted to their children and completely asexual. Good
mothers stand in opposition to the figure of Mary Magdalene, a prostitute.*
By possessing and acting on her own sexual and emotional needs, Juana fails
to fulfill the mandates of a good mother/Virgin Mary and instead takes on
characteristics of a bad mother/Mary Magdalene. This cultural construction
is impacted by race, class, and nationality. For Chicanas and Mexicanas, the
binary between good mothers and bad mothers is represented by La Malinche
and La Llorona, on the one hand, and La Virgen, on the other. Women who
reject or fail to perform “proper” motherhood are linked to the former two
figures, figures of revulsion and fear in Chicana and Mexicana society. In
leaving her children for her lover, Juana fulfills aspects of the La Malinche and
La Llorona myths. She embodies the “sold-out” mother who “bought into the
cultural constructs created for [her and her] daughters and [is] doomed to a
life of misery and poverty” While these icons are pervasive and perpetuated
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by women and men, it is important to recognize that they originate within a
male-centric and patriarchal society where men have the power to define the
relationship between mothers and children.*
Despite the significance of issues such as race, class, and nationality, ide-
alized portraits of motherhood tend to ignore these factors. The idealized
mother, Cristina Herrera explains, is a woman “with all the answers who ap-
pears to live a relatively happy life, apparently unburdened by any concerns
outside her obligations as dutiful mother™? And yet, for women of color, the
mother’s situation—racial, economic, or both-—must be taken into account.®
As Grande’s memoir makes clear, the national context and immigration status
of mothers is also relevant, In many patriarchal, heteronormative cultures, it
is the mother’s job to perpetuate the status quo regarding gender, leading to
a fraught mother-daughter relationship, particularly when daughters may in-
terpret their mothers as condoning sexism.* This tension may be exacerbated
by the fact that patriarchal societies encourage competition between women
wherein women, including mothers and daughters, “are encouraged to view
the other as enemy rather than ally™ We can see the impact of patriarchy
and heterosexism on Grande’s family when she depicts her mother’s relation-
ships with men and holds her mother accountable for placing romantic rela-
tionships before her children. Even though Juana has in many ways fulfilled
patriarchal societal expectations by placing male lovers above herself and her
children, she has also failed to embody ideas of the self-sacrificing mother.
The result of this failure is not understanding or sympathy, but rather scorn;
women such as Juana who are seen as rejecting motherhood may face the
“Llorona complex;” and suffer humiliation and ridicule as a result.5>
Within this ideology that ignores the realities of women’s lives, Juana—
and indeed all women—would inevitably fall short of meeting the standards
of a good mother. Nevertheless, cultural enactments of idealized mothers
abound. Ideal maternity is exemplified through particular enactments of fil-
ial devotion—marked by constant attention and presence—the kind of en-
actments that are impossible for working-class women, especially those who
must migrate without documentation.* While cultural representations such
as the Mexican film La misma luna may “accurately [represent] the psycholog-
ical reality of an undocumented Mexican migrant mother, whose emotional
pain would likely be inflected by the ideals of marianismo?” such representa-
tions also “refuse to explore more complex dimensions” of migrant mothers.
Grande’s narrative joins a larger corpus of works by Chicana writers that tries
to present more complex portraits of Chicana mothers. These works speak
back to dominant discourses that portray Chicana mothers as “silent, passive,
and powerless. Even as she presents a complicated, even painful, portrayal
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of her mother, Reyna is not able to abandon completely her own ideas of an
ideal mother. Grande’s continued idealization of her mother speaks to the
strength of these cultural and social constructions; their endurance even as
she ages also drives home how nostalgia works with and through not just ob-
jects, things, or peoples but ideals and values as well.

While Reyna and her mother both end up immigrating to the United
States, Grande continues to associate her mother with Mexico. Her mother
fosters this connection by continuing to live “the way she had . . . in Mexico,’
as Grande narrates:

Ever since she had become a legal resident of the United States, my
mother had been going to Mexico every year, sometimes even twice a
year. . . . Even though we had suggested she learn English and find her-
self a better job, my mother insisted on living the way she had lived in
Mexico or the way she had lived when she was still undocumented. She
refused to learn English and how to drive a car. She refused to look for
a job that could offer other benefits—such as medical insurance and a
pension plan, and where she could finally get oft welfare.”

Interestingly, though Grande expresses nostalgia for her homeland,
she criticizes her mother for not giving up her old “Mexican” ways and
assimilating more to the cultural expectations of the United States. This push-
pull between understanding and resentment of her mother speaks to the
tensions in mother-daughter relationships and echoes the conflicting feelings
of nostalgia and relief at her departure from Mexico that Grande attempts to
reconcile with respect to her identity as a Mexican American.

THE MAN BEHIND THE GLASS

While Grande associates her mother with Mexico and with deprivation and
nostalgia simultaneously, her descriptions of her father are correlated with the
discourse of the border and El Otro Lado. Natalio Grande left Mexico when
she was two, and from that point until he returned eight years later he was
known to her as an imagined figure housed in a framed photograph: he was
“the Man Behind the Glass” The glass separating her from his likeness echoes
the selective permeability of the US-Mexico border that lies between their
bodies. This barrier distorts matters and keeps her from comprehending ei-
ther her fathers person or his geography. When young Reyna moves to her
paternal grandmother’s house, she clutches closely the picture of her father.
When her mother points out that her paternal grandmother’s house will have
plenty of pictures of her father, Reyna insists: “But this is my papi.” The adult

230 FRONTIERS/2019/VOL. 40, NO. 2

narrator expands o
that this paper face
Reyna’s photograpt
both indexes the Ic
tograph would not
mitigating that los:
and “becomes the 1
her actual father r
representation that
and ideas. Similarl:
a junked car, Reyn:
“As he drove, I loo}
Otro Lado was ove
back then nothing
side of the mounta
far away, the cloud
her town becomes
Such an unknowab
ungraspable, unrea

Living in Mexic
the return of their
Mago especially inf
influencing Reyna.
Mago’s words. Witl
however small that
would happen onc
left to hope for?™
of, his absence, Na
with progress. Con
is influenced by a ¢
time someone men
as if they were talk
from over there wa:
instances the distar
power.

Reyna’s longing
crossing. Given he;
necessary to live wi
who will take care «
tion, Reyna is warn




etely her own ideas of an
er mother speaks to the
their endurance even as
and through not just ob-

migrating to the United
vith Mexico. Her mother
y she had . .. in Mexico,”

the United States, my
imetimes even twice a
English and find her-
¢ way she had lived in
1l undocumented. She
the refused to look for
:dical insurance and a
velfare.””

ia for her homeland,
ld “Mexican” ways and
United Statés. This push-
:r mothgr speaks to the
:s the conflicting feelings
that Grande attempts to
merican.

nd ‘with deprivation and
er are correlated with the
srande left Mexico when
+ight years later he was
med photograph: he was
from his likeness echoes
r that lies between their
from comprehending ei-
ung Reyna moves to her
the picture of her father.
mother’s house will have
1is is my papi.” The adult

narrator expands on her juvenile perspective: “She (Mom] didn’t understand
that this paper face behind a wall of glass was the only father Id ever known ”**
Reyna’s photograph of Natalio literally becomes her father; the framed picture
both indexes the loss that Reyna has endured—if he were present, the pho-
tograph would not be necessary or so highly valued—and becomes a way of
mitigating that loss. In this way the picture records the trauma of migration
and “becomes the material object that connects” Reyna to her father.® While
her actual father remains an abstract idea, the framed photo is a concrete
representation that she can grasp and onto which she can project emotions
and ideas. Similarly, when her brother and she imagine driving to the US in
a junked car, Reyna remarks on the distance between them and their parents:
“As he drove, I looked at the Mountain That Has a Headache and was sure E|
Otro Lado was over there. Mago said El Otro Lado was really far away, and
back then nothing seemed farther away than an unknown town on the other
side of the mountain® Faced with the difficulty of conceptualizing a land so
far away, the cloud-wreathed “Mountain That Has a Headache” visible from
her town becomes her reference point from which to imagine the other side.
Such an unknowable place at an unfathomable distance further represents the
ungraspable, unreachable father to the comprehension of a child.

Living in Mexico, Reyna and her sister imagine the possibilities of both
the return of their estranged father and life on the other side. In his absence
Mago especially inflates the perception of their father as a figure of salvation,
influencing Reyna. “He will come back for us, I know he will’ T clung to
Mago’s words. With Mami gone again, our father was the only hope we had,
however small that hope was. . . . We needed to believe in something, for what
would happen once we lost our faith in both our parents and had nothing
left to hope fore”s! This exchange illustrates how despite, or perhaps because
of, his absence, Natalio is associated with the future, with opportunity, and
with progress. Concurrently Reyna’s perception of the other side of the border
is influenced by a prevailing discourse of veneration. As she explains, “Every
time someone mentioned El Otro Lado, there was a reverence in their voice,
as if they were talking about something holy, like God. Anything that came
from over there was coveted, whether it was a toy, or a pair of shoes.”® In both
instances the distant abstraction is described in a language of possibility and
power.

Reyna’s longing for the United States is a significant motivation for her
crossing. Given her mother’s increasing neglect, her father and the crossing
necessary to live with him become the siblings’ only hope of having a parent
who will take care of them. Three months after crossing without documenta-
tion, Reyna is warned by her father: “Papi said we had broken the law by com-

Murioz & Vigil: A Journey to/through Family 231




ing to the United States, but back then I didn’t understand much about laws.
AllT could think of was why there would be a law that would prevent children
from being with their father. That was the only reason I'd come to this coun-
try, after all”®® At that age, her migration was not motivated by the pragmatic
but by affect; she yearned to be with the father she had been dreaming of on
the other side of the glass. Grande’s father is intertwined with the border, El
Otro Lado, and migration through the motivations, ideations, and descrip-
tions in her memoir. This crossing reflects an emotional reconciliation with
a parent for whom she has long yearned but also spurs confrontations with
physical and emotional abuse.

Once in the United States, Reyna interestingly abandons the discourse of
veneration for one of practicality. Faced with the abusive reality of living with
her father in the United States, she clings to the prospect of a better life as jus-
tification. Upon their arrival to Los Angeles, the three siblings move in with
their father and his girlfriend Mila to a one-bedroom apartment. Their father
is an alcoholic who physically harms and emotionally belittles them.

Even the time he punched me in the nose so hard it broke, as I watched
the drops of blood landing on my tennis shoe, I told myself that maybe
he was right. We shouldn’t expect anything better from him. He didn't
forget us, after all. We were here because of him. [ was in this country
because of him. I begged him to bring me. I got what I wanted, after all.
How could I complain now, simply because things weren't all that we
had hoped for?®

Reyna adopts the self-incriminating psychology of an abuse victim. She
doesn’t view her father as a positive figure, but she does regard him as one
with great power who has granted her this opportunity, and she believes it is
her place to accept whatever punishment he doles out in order to gain the ad-
vantages of her migration. Throughout, Reyna clings to the thought that her
father had once told her that “one day I would be somebody in this country”
and feels a burden to pay back that debt.* While Grande’s rendering of this
scene evokes a larger context of gender-based violence, Velasco contextual-
izes Grande’s perspective within other immigrant narratives, explaining that
children face “overwhelming pressure . . . to embrace education as the road
to success” and writing that Reyna’s abuse was a “product of those forces."s
This perspective offers a way of approaching both Natalio’s abuse and Reynas
response.

A parallel can be drawn between Reyna’s need to be acknowledged by her
father and the recognition she will later require from the State as an undoc-
umented immigrant living in the US. Natalio’s extended absence and initial

232 FRONTIERS/2019/VOL. 40, NO. 2

hesitation to bring he
had become my sole
seen by her father. A
they are undocument

“One way or anot
Back then, I hadn
thought about the
that I couldn’t exf
silent, I thought I

In this passage Granc
to convey the innoce
it with a more comp;
hadn't known .. ” H
nized by her father,

other paternity—tha
wrapped up with her

We had become 1
let go of our fear
Papi said, T've do1
clutched our greer

Such naively optimis
ing the very real adv:
child’s need for her fa
Grande’s discussio
which the young chi
Dream. Her father ¢
importance of educa
mobility in the US.
missing school after
home because she g
policy and the social
American Dream on
young narrator is no
the American Drear
analyzes the narrati
pointing out that the
of oppression, dist
Santangelo points o




nderstand much about Jaws,
' that would prevent children
eason I'd come to this coun-
motivated by the pragmatic
he had been dreaming of on
:rtwined with the border, EJ
ons, ideations, and descrip-
notional reconciliation with
0 spurs confrontations with

" abandons the discourse of
iusive reality of living with
ospect of a better life as jus-
three siblings move in with
om apartment. Their father
ally belittles them.

rd it broke, as I watched
[ told myself that maybe
ter from him. He didn't
. [ was in this country
what I wanf.ed, after all.
ings wepens all that we

of an abuse victim. She
le does regard him as one
inity, and she believes it is
ut in order to gain the ad-
gs to the thought that her
omebody in this country”
srande’s rendering of this
ence, Velasco contextual-
1arratives, explaining that
ace education as the road
roduct of those forces 6
‘atalio’s abuse and Reynas

 be acknowledged by her
m the State as an undoc-
nded absence and initial

hesitation to bring her haunts her to the point where “My father’s acceptance
had become my sole reason for being®” A repeated motif is her desire to be
seen by her father, Although she comes to be with him in the US, as long as
they are undocumented Reyna finds that there they must strive not to be seen.

“One way or another” Papi said, “

we will stop living in the shadows”
Back then, I hadn’t known what ex

actly hed meant by that, but when I
thought about the way Mrs. Anderson had ignored me, about the fact

that I couldn’t express myself in class and my lack of English kept me
silent, I thought I understood what Papi meant. ¢

In this passage Grande takes advantage of the dual perspective of her memoir
to convey the innocent practical concern of the child while c
it with a more comprehensive adult understanding signaled b “Back then, I
hadn’t known . , » Having crossed the glass border to be with and be recog-
nized by her father, Reyna now finds herself striving to be validated by an-
other paternity—that of the State. When this affirmation com

es, it is again
wrapped up with her father, who bestows it and their open futu

re upon them:

We had become legal residents of the United States! Finally we could

let go of our fear of being deported and look to the future with hope.
Papi said, ‘T've done my part. The rest is up to you” And the three of us
clutched our green cards in our hands, imagining the possibilities.®

Such naively optimistic and clichéd language, while understandable consider-

ing the very real advantages conferred by legal status, nevertheless recalls the
child’s need for her father’s love,
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“Americanness” in order to counter xenophobic arguments about Latina/o
immigrants who don't assimilate.” Claudia A. Anguiano and Karma Chavez
find a similar positionality in their examination of posts on the DREAM Act
Portal, a website utilized by youth to voice their support for the DREAM
Act”® The authors focus on the vernacular rhetoric employed by posters
on the portal and highlight the ways in which many fail to “challenge the
relationship between the values found in the American Dream myth and
the enactment of such exclusionary policies,” such that they “[naturalize]
the value of the American Dream myth”” Anguiano and Chévez look at
how posters participate in the construction of ideas of “good” and “bad”
immigrants whereby they, as hard-working, law-abiding students, fulfill
the former. Reyna echoes common DREAMer rhetoric that emphasizes
their lack of choice in migration, and therefore their “innocence,” when she
explains that she doesn’t understand why what she did was wrong since “the
only reason [shed] come [to the US]” was to be with her father.™ According
to Caminero-Santangelo, this structure is indicative of a bildungsroman
plot, in which the narrator passes from childhood/innocence to adulthood/
knowledge.” However, this framing also suggests that family reunification is
an appropriate reason to alter current immigration policy without questioning
some of the more fundamental inequalities in US policy. In their attempt to
understand the positions of the youth, Anguiano and Chévez acknowledge
that in a US environment hostile to Latina/os and undocumented immigrants,
these young people “have limited resources available in the construction of
their narratives’”® Taking into consideration the status of the youth, they
conclude that “the naturalization of the American Dream by these particular
subjects is a radical act,” which, through its performance and following
Judith Butler’s ideas of gender performance, may reveal “the very fiction
of American identity””” These considerations are useful in understanding
Natalios and Reynas approach to the United States. Specifically, within
the polarized and xenophobic climate in which they immigrated, they lack
access to more nuanced ways of approaching immigration and immigration
policy. Thus we may view their adoption of ideas of the American Dream
as a counterhegemonic rendering of this discourse. Moreover, taking into
account their specific status as marginalized people, their espousal of ideals
of this dream directly challenges those who would deny undocumented and
formerly undocumented people even rhetorical access to US ideals.

While Juana refuses to avail herself of opportunities in the US and Natalio
refuses to help his children negotiate their status as immigrants, Mago offers
another approach to family and migration that is important to Reyna’s self-
development. Unlike Reyna, who at one point wonders if it would “be so
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terrible to be sent back,” Mago rejects any actual or theoretical return to
Mexico.”® On their first trip back to Mexico after immigrating eight years
earlier, Mago displays disgust for the country of her birth. She complains
about public trash, the state of roads, and dust. While this attitude suggests
that she has firmly bought into ideas of US progress and opportunity, Mago
does not adopt an attitude of gratefulness toward their father for bringing
them to the US. Rather, in a very “American” fashion, she fights consistently
for her independence, eventually securing a job for herself and moving out
of the house. Still, she maintains her emotional and financial responsibilities
toward her younger siblings—it is only through Mago’s generosity that Reyna
is able to have a quinceanera or take the return trip to Mexico. Mago’s actions
and decisions are not wholly positive—Reyna describes how Mago develops a
harmful affinity for and dependence on credit, such that she accrues significant
debt and drops out of college to work full time. Mago serves as an example to
Reyna of the negative repercussions of an extreme rejection of Mexico and
acceptance of American ideals, fashions, and attitudes. At the same time,
however, Mago provides a significant example of standing up to their father,
and this example is no doubt instrumental in Reyna’s decision to move out of
her father’s house to attend college. Thus while Mago adopts certain aspects of
the American Dream, she also serves as an important reminder to Reyna that
she can both embrace and reject aspects of Mexican and American culture to
forge her own path.
Mago harnesses her experiences, relationships, and perspectives to forge
a transnational Chicana identity and viewpoint. In doing so, she joins and
continues a legacy of Chicana women who have drawn from Mexican and
US traditions and values to create specifically Chicana transnational spaces.
Sonia Saldivar-Hull explains that Chicana writers and activists such as
Gloria Anzaldda, Sandra Cisneros, and Helena Maria Viramontes explore
connections with women writers and activists in Latin America in their
establishment of transfronteriza feminism.” Cultural production has been
a significant means through which to express “a transnational vision of the
United States, Mexico, and Latin America”® As Juanita Heredia writes,
characters such as Denise Chavez’s Tere from Loving Pedro Infante form a
“transnational border feminist culture” by “negotiating values of the past”
(associated with Mexico) with “a more progressive Chicana vision of the
future™® This delineation between the past and future seems to build on
common tropes of nations south of the United States being associated with
a regressive, oppressive culture and society. However, both the fictional Tere
and Grande's sister Mago work out their negotiation within a “community of
peers”—other Chicanas, Mexicanas, and immigrants.® Their transnationalism

Muiioz & Vigil: A Journey to/through Family 235




236 FRONTIERS/2019/VOL. 40, NO. 2

v

IR 5 15 g RS ¢ A Bati i e

is defined by this negotiation, which is neither wholly assimilation into nor
rejection of US-based values and cultures. Like the characters in Heredia’s
study, the writers analyzed by Saldivar-Hull negotiate questions of race, class,
gender, and sexuality across and between national borders. While Heredia
and Saldivar-Hull examine transnational subjectivity through cultural
production and social justice work, Grande’s memoir offers a portrait of how
child migrants form and articulate their transnational consciousness. Rather
than working through cultural forms or social movements, Mago forges a
transnational identity through her experiences with her parents and extended
family, her movements between Mexico and the United States, her encounters
with racism and xenophobia within the United States, and her relationships
with her siblings.

As the text makes clear, the children must struggle to establish themselves
in relation to their parents and particularly in relation to their father. Natalio’s
death depicts the continued entanglement between his and Reyna’s immigra-
tion to the United States but also offers the memoir the opportunity to illus-
trate the extent to which the author has been able to reconcile her complex
bond with her father and her adopted country. Grande is in her mid-30s when
her father becomes terminally ill, and in speaking of this time period she re-
calls the trials she experienced, and her attempts to forgive her father, and
begins a process of reconciliation after years of little communication. Notably,
she describes her reconciliation with her father in terms of immigration: “I
began to find my way back to my father, although the journey—like the one I
took across the US-Mexico border—was not at all easy”® Again, she conjoins
her father and El Otro Lado, in this instance by comparing her emotional
journey with her physical one. This suggests the extent to which the physi-
cal migration from Mexico to the United States continues to define Grande’s
emotional experience and especially her relationship with her father. This
relationship is invoked again at the very end of the memoir, when Grande
is with her father as his life support is turned off. While conflating her dual
journeys (to the US and back to her father), she finds justification for each.
“As I held my father’s hand, and my life with him flashed through my mind,
[ thought about that question I had often asked myself: if I had known what
life with my father would be like, would I have still followed him to El Otro
Lado? You made me who I am, | thought as he took his last breath. And I knew
then that the answer to my question was yes.”® For Velasco, this incident re-
flects Grande walking the “distance’ to be herself”® But the experience also
involves a reflection of the distance she has already covered. As Grande views
it, the abuse and hardships that she endured are vindicated by her having been
given a shot at the aspiration and upward mobility signified by the American
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Dream. When she addresses “you,” she is crediting both her father and her
migration. Ultimately, conflating the two allows her to reconcile with her fa-
ther and come to peace with her transnational identity. However, in order to
do so, Grande, like the young DREAMers discussed by Anguiano and Chévez

above, relies on a narrative that suggests a belief in the promises of the Amer-
ican Dream.%

CONCLUSION

The Distance Between Us was published in 2012, just as the United States was
about to experience a sharp increase in the number of child migrants at the
US-Mexico border. In 2014 nearly forty thousand unaccompanied minors, the
vast majority of them from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, were ap-
prehended at the border, and the subsequent years saw an increase in these
numbers.” These children, who are fleeing gangs, poverty, and the legacies
of US-backed civil wars, face an increasingly anti-immigrant environment in
the United States. While politicians, educators, lawyers, and activists debate
immigrant rights, the voices of migrants themselves are seldom heard. In a
recent guest post on the blog “Latinos in Kid Lit,” Grande explains that her
story counters racist and xenophobic ideas about immigrants such as those
perpetuated by Donald Trump.® Listening closely to the stories of immigrant
children offers a crucial perspective on questions of immigration, economic
justice, and human rights. As our analysis has demonstrated, children often
frame their own narratives both within a familial context and within ideol-
ogies and tropes heavily influenced by culture and gender. Grande’s memoir
consistently associates Juana with Mexico and feelings of loss and nostalgia,
while Natalio is contextualized within ideas of progress, the United States,
and the American Dream. These associations reflect how Reyna attempts to
understand and negotiate her own relationship to Mexico, the United States,
and her family of origin within larger cultural and societal ideas of mothers,
fathers, progress, and betrayal. Reyna’s negotiation Mago plays an important
role—offering Reyna the consistent care and attention she needs but fails to
receive from her parents as well as a cautionary example of hyper-assimilation
through financial recklessness. The portrait of Mago encourages us to pay
closer attention to the role that siblings may play in processes of immigrant
adjustment. Ultimately, we hope that our analysis has offered a more complex
understanding of the perspectives at play within Grande’s narrative and that
this work will form the basis for, and encourage, further research on narra-
tives involving child migrants.
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