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Dark Times and New Beginnings



My heart started to race as my mom’s car neared the house. I had heard stories about it: the fountain in the entrance, the indoor pool and lavish backyard. At nine years old, everything seemed so grand and amazing. This house, this woman I was going to see, exemplified everything I wanted for myself when I grew up. As we entered the driveway, we saw her standing there with classy high heels and a gorgeous white smile. We were at Graciela’s house.


Graciela Echeverria was the epitome of class and elegance. A former Mexican beauty queen, she had made her money off of her exemplary good looks and smart marriage to a man with more money than God. Her Spanish was flawless, as it was her first language. She was sixteen years older than my mom, but their relationship revealed nothing of this difference in age. They were very close friends, and I was happy that my mom had such a glamorous friend.

I was even happier when Graciela allowed me to walk around the house by myself. The most impressive room to me was the kitchen, because there was a suit of armor standing by the door. It was shiny and tall, and the detailing was exactly the way I thought it would look. The more I studied it the more I wanted one for myself. I wanted that life.

***


The year is 1985, and I am seven months old. Florence Chapa was woken up in the middle of the night to the sound of a loud ringing noise. As soon as she realized what it was, she jumped up and looked for the telephone. When she answered she heard the voice of a policeman.


“Yes, ma’am I need to speak with Florence Chapa, please. We have a situation at the home of Graciela Echeverria. You are on the emergency contact list, so we must inform you that there has been a suicide and we require your presence here at the home immediately.”

My mother woke up her husband, raced for her slippers and jumped in the car. Upon her arrival, she was bombarded with flashing lights and police cars. A policeman stopped her and informed her that Graciela’s son, Enrique, had shot himself in the bathroom. Graciela was in Mexico on business. 


As the policemen removed Enrique’s body from the house, my mother was told that she could enter. When she got to the bathroom, she immediately noticed the blood all over Graciela’s white carpet. It appeared that Enrique tried to make it as clean as possible by shooting himself in the bathtub, but after he shot himself his body fell forward and slammed onto the carpet, staining it a dark crimson. My mother did not cry; she snapped into action. 


“We need to clean up the bathtub and replace the carpet. There’s a spare roll in the linen closet. Someone needs to clean this up before Graciela gets home.”


My father, two policemen, and another friend of Graciela’s who was asked to go to the house remained silent. They didn’t explain why they wouldn’t get involved. My mother just assumed that they couldn’t handle it. When one of the men ended up throwing up in the toilet, my mother was sure of it.


“Fine. Go get the carpet out of the closet. I’ll clean the bathtub.”


My mother entered the bathroom and cautiously stepped over to the shower. She turned on the faucet and cleaned the blood off the walls, to the amazement of the other people there. After she had properly cleaned the tub, the men helped her cut out the stained carpet and installed the new one. When that was completed, my mother decided that it was time to leave. On her way out, one of the men asked her a question.

“Florence, why are you not showing any emotion? This was one of your best friends, and you are acting like you don’t care. I can’t believe you won’t shed a tear for her.”

My mother thought for a moment, and then calmly answered him.

“Graciela has enough to handle right now. The bathroom needed to be cleaned, and no one wanted to help me. You don’t understand. The last thing she needed was to come home to a bloody bathroom.”

My mother got in the car with my father and drove home. She never spoke to that man again.

***

As I stood in the kitchen and waited for my late night snack of waffles to pop out of the toaster, I heard her unlocking the front door. I am fifteen years old now. My mother walked in as I grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge for her.

“Velissa, I’m home!”

There was a familiar, terrifying gap of silence in the house, so I prepared for what 

was about to happen.

“Velissa, get this damn brush out of the front entrance! What the hell is this shit 

doing out here?! You are so messy and ungrateful!”

I managed to exhale, feeling quite relieved that it wasn’t as bad as I thought this one would be. I could hear her cursing to herself as she walked to my bathroom and threw the brush in the drawer, slamming it as loudly as she could manage. I grabbed the waffles and the water and walked into the back room, shutting the door. I sat down with my meal. 

I sipped the water. I could hear her screaming my name as she walked to the room I was in, stomping her heels down louder and faster the closer she got. When she finally reached the door and swung it open, I tried to prepare for another screaming battle with my mom. This battle would continue for three years.

When I entered college, things became a little better. Our conversations were short, sweet, and covered the necessary topics for me to get through the year smoothly.

“Hello?”

“Hi, honey. How is school?”

“Good. My grades are A’s, so I’m happy.”

“That’s wonderful! I deposited another check in your account this morning.”

“Thanks, mom. I was almost out of food.”

“Well it’s a good thing I put it in today! Okay well I will talk to you soon, honey. Bye!”

Everything was pleasant when I was away at college. However, when I would go home, things would change. Though I realized that our bickering had taken a toll on us, I still felt angry towards her. I just didn’t understand her.

Our relationship had reached the breaking point on July 3rd, 2005. It was right before my third year of college and my whole family was at the beach relaxing for the weekend. My mother decided that we needed meat to barbeque, so I drove her to the local H-E-B to get it. Everything was normal until we exited the store and I saw my mother pull a candy bar out of her purse. She had been complaining all weekend that she needed to lose weight, so I told her the obvious.

“Mom, you shouldn’t be eating a candy bar if you are supposed to be on a diet.”

“Oh, shut up. Let me eat what I want.”

“Okay but if you start bitching about your weight again I don’t want to hear it.”

Immediately after I said that I knew I should have kept my mouth shut.

“Velissa, let it go! You and your father are always trying to get on my damn 

nerves with this. You better shut up or you’re going to get it.”

This response, in turn, only made me more hostile. Was my mother going to try to punish me at twenty years old? 

To make matters worse, we couldn’t find my car. We spent ten minutes yelling at each other in front of strangers while we looked for it and by the time we did, my mother’s voice was quivering and I was already experiencing full-blown tears. As we drove back to the beach house we let all of our frustrations out and finally came to terms with the problems in our relationship. 

“Mom, I don’t want to fight anymore.”

“Velissa, you have no idea the amount of stress there is in my life. I have to take care of your father and the store and the bills. You treat me like you don’t care what I have to put up with.”

“Mom how was I supposed to know any of this if you never told me? It’s not like I can read your mind. Tell me what I don’t know so we’ll stop fighting.” 
For the first time in our lives we confronted the fact that we just didn’t understand one another and talked everything out. From that point on, we tried our best to be respectful of each other, but something was still not right. I knew what was bothering her in her life and I sympathized, but I still lacked understanding on how much these things really impacted her. I knew that something had to click for us to reach a true understanding. 

***


Graciela Echeverria left this earth on June 6th, 2006. A few days later, a memorial service was held where my mother was able to connect with a lot of old friends from the past. The subject of Enrique was brought up, and my mother sadly told the story of his suicide. She seemed to forget that I was in the room as she told the story. I thought that perhaps she was stretching the truth a she usually did, but the tears in her eyes and the comforting hand of my father on her back convinced me that nothing in the story was fabricated.


 As I saw my mother look straight ahead, envisioning the scene she had witnessed more than twenty years ago, I began to see her as a woman who had been through something I considered to be unimaginable. When the time comes, my mother can be rational and so compassionate. She knew that she would have wanted Graciela to do the same thing for her, and I respected that. It was the first time, I realized, that I saw my mother as more than a mother: I saw her as a separate woman with her own soul, experiences, convictions, and justifications. She had a life long before I was born. Even when I was there, she had experiences that she hid from me to protect me. She had an identity apart from her family.

This was the story that I needed to hear all along. I could begin to see my mother as Florence Chapa. I could feel our connection shifting to one of sympathy and understanding, feelings I thought were impossible to have about my own mother. She told all of the adults in the room the story, including me. She treated me like everyone else: as a mature adult who can handle the details. I told her later that night how I could see her differently, and how I thought that I had finally reached the point that we needed to improve our connection. She responded by saying “we’re all adults now” and she didn’t think twice anymore about not letting me in on her experiences. She had finally respected me enough to put me on the same level as her. We were no longer mother and daughter; we were two women with a new friendship.

Author’s Afterwords


My mother and I had been through an insane amount of difficulties in our relationship, and at the time I wrote this narrative I had just started to understand our relationship differently. I had never given our relationship much thought until it was time to actually delve into the narrative, and what came out, I believe, is a piece of work that accurately describes every event and every emotion that I experienced in my journey to understand my mother. Every time I read through it again I cannot help but smile; this is exactly what happened between me and my mother and I am happy that I found the courage to write it down on paper. Now I have no fear or shame in letting the world in on this particular journey. It shows a part of my mother as well as a big part of me.


I believe that this narrative in comparison to the other two I produced is my best work. With the others, I described people that I did not know nearly as well as I know my mother. I chose to expose this narrative mainly because, though I described another person in-depth just like my other narratives, this one described me intimately as well. I feel that it is important for people to have the chance to read this so they can learn more about who I am and how I am changing.

