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Gabrielle barillas

Barriers

She doesn’t like tamales.  The sudden realization of this enters 
her mind and exits through her mouth before she can stop it.  “I 

don’t like tamales,” she says, apologizing and affirming at the same 
time.  Her eyes shift from Abuelita Marcela to the plate, hot and 
steaming and smelly, to Abuelita, also steaming, and back down to 
the meal.  “I’m sorry,” the girl says, wobbling through the words.  
It is too late to take them back.

“Hm.” One word, not technically a word, yet it holds so many 
meanings.  The grandmother shifts her weight from side to side, 
cocks her head slightly, frowns and doesn’t try to hide it.  “Well, 
I don’t know what to make you then,” her heavily accented voice 
spits out.  Her caramel-colored hands whisk away the platter of 
spicy pork loins wrapped in corn husks, folded neatly together 
like miniature packages just waiting to be opened.  The girl, Sonja, 
fidgets nervously.  She kneads her hands together as she watches 
the woman, her abuela, swiftly dump the tamales into the trash 
can, slide the plate into the sink, and open the sub-zero refrigera-
tor door, all in one seemingly fluid motion.  The door is cold, hard, 
and gray, much like the woman herself.  Sonja catches herself 
before she also lets this thought escape into words.

“I like taquitos,” she says, carefully and hopefully, pointing to 
the brightly-colored El Monterey box stacked neatly on top of the 
tub of Blue Bunny.  She hopes this can serve as a type of common 
ground, as an entryway into this new and foreign world.  She 
wants to know this woman, is trying to know this woman, despite 
the thick wall she seems insistent on keeping between them.

Marcela extracts the box and inspects it.  She turns it over in 
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her, but her long, dark hair shields the side of her face.
“You just don’t get it. She absolutely hates me for no reason at 

all.”  Sonja shakes her head and gets up, paces across the room to 
her enormous closet, where she plants herself on the ground to 
gain some space from her mother.  “I have been trying, but she 
doesn’t want anything to do with me.”  She crosses her arms defi-
antly.  “I try to help her in the kitchen, but she shoos me out.  I try 
to talk to her in Spanish, but she just laughs at me. I even asked 
her if she wanted to read outside on the deck with me yesterday, 
and all she said was,‘I have better tings to do.’  I give up! I mean, 
how do you think she makes me feel?”  Sonja picks up a delicately- 
heeled Jimmy Choo and fiddles with the straps.  “I’m so sick of 
everyone expecting me to do all the work.”

The mother sighs, lets out a breath in a way that conveys frus-
tration, anxiety, and gloom all at once.  “We don’t expect you to do 
all the work, honey.”  She pauses, then looks up at the ceiling as if 
the answer is written there.  “All I’m saying is that maybe you just 
need to keep trying.  I really think you’ll find that she’s actually a 
kind and valuable person.”  She smiles at Sonja in what is supposed 
to be an encouraging way but is actually just defeated.

The girl shakes her head and tosses the sandal aside.  She 
stands up and snatches her keys off the nightstand, heading for the 
door.  “Honestly, I don’t get how you even think that considering 
some of the things she’s said to you.”  The door slams shut at her 
exit, rattling both the walls and the mother.  The mother closes 
her eyes and drops her head, feeling the blow.

The night is clear and cool for once, and Sonja relishes it.  She 
walks quickly and purposefully until she is safely out of her yard, 
on the sidewalk, and heading toward the bus stop.  She only has 
to wait approximately three minutes until the hulking vehicle 
shows up, and she gets on it without thinking twice.  Settling 
into a sticky seat, she watches as the streets pass swiftly by, as if 
the world out there is nothing but a running film strip.  Her head 
pounds with anger as she pulls the cord after a mere ten-minute 
trip and arrives at her stop.  She gets off the bus, walks around the 
brick building in front of her, and finds the key hidden so care-
lessly under the doormat.  Why they even bother hiding it, she 
doesn’t know, as she doubts a town as small as this could harbor 
anyone wanting to burglarize a law office.

Unlocking the door, she steps into darkness.  Quiet and order 
all around.  The girl finds her way to the lone light at the end of 
the hallway, where the father sits in his office, harrowed-looking 
and worn.  She places herself in the chair across from his and 
waits until he looks up from the files, seemingly unsurprised that 

her hands, squinting to read the fine print that describes the min-
iature tacos as “Southwest style” and “Made from REAL chicken.”  
She laughs, a surprisingly high, girlish sound for a woman of her 
age.  “This not real,” she intones, “but it’s whatever you want.”  
The “it’s” comes out sounding more like isssst and the “want” is 
pronounced vant, but Sonja nods her head and takes the food from 
her grandmother, who is holding the box far away from her body 
as if it radiates infection.  The girl slowly places the phony tacos on 
a plate as the woman unties her apron and throws it on the table, 
exhibiting disgust and disappointment.  This is not the first occa-
sion of its kind, and the girl doubts it will be the last, even for that 
day.  That’s how you think of me, Sonja thinks as she resolutely 
warms up her Americanized food, eyeing the box.  Contagious, 
as if coming too close to me will infect you with my ignorance, 
my “gringo-ness.”  She closes her eyes and tries to block out the 
thought as Marcela leaves the kitchen, hard footsteps echoing 
down the hall and up the stairs.

As the days slip by, Sonja gets better at avoiding her grand-
mother and situations similar to the taquito incident.  This June, 
hot and overwhelming and too constricting, slowly drags on, each 
day ending much like the last.  She is quick not to dally in the 
shared bathroom, to speed walk to her room in her towel, lest she 
again encounter her grandmother in the hallway, staring at her 
glowing white skin, so unlike her own.  She spends most of her 
time in her room, clinging to the sanity that is central air condi-
tioning and glossy fashion magazines. The girl never ventures to 
the side of the house where the woman stays; she is afraid to step 
into the mysterious dark room where she knows she sleeps under 
a Virgin Mary icon and a postcard of her beloved homeland.  She 
knows she should stop this, that she should open her door, go 
across the landing, and begin anew with the woman, with Marce-
la, but something inside her stops her from doing so.  The mother 
visits the girl each day, knocking softly before entering the deep 
blue room and shutting the door.  She pads across the snow-white 
carpet, sits on the queen-sized bed and talks to her daughter.  Nor-
mally, she too avoids the woman, even in conversation, but on a 
Tuesday she decides otherwise.

“You’re going to regret not forming a relationship with her,” 
the mother says, treading carefully, glittering in her two carat 
studs and newly highlighted hair.  She takes Sonja’s hand, milky 
like her own, squeezing it as if that will force her to do the hard 
things.  “She’s really not that bad.”  Her voice reaches a higher 
pitch at the end of this sentence, revealing that she herself does 
not believe this.  The mother tries to get her daughter to look at 
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she is there.
“Sonja, what is it?  Do you need something right this second?”  

He shuffles the papers importantly.  “I’ll be home in less than an 
hour; I’ve just got to finish reviewing this case.”  He stares at her 
with a look that is both rueful and avoidant, showing his conflict-
ing desires: to fix and to flee.  

“Dad…,” Sonja starts and then stops, recognizes the familiar 
gaze in his face—I know.  Tired of the complacent sympathy her 
parents seem intent on giving, her calm tone yields to more fire.  
“Why did you bring her here? What’s the point of her living here 
for the summer?”  She tries for a brief second to hold back the 
fuming words, but they insist on coming forth.  “I thought you 
told me she came here because she wanted to get to know me !”  
Heat stings the tips of her ears.  She feels anger and rejection and 
sadness all at once, muddled together in a disturbing mixture that 
lies at the base of her throat.

The father looks down, intent on examining the details of his 
shoes.  They are fine shoes, brown and leathery, not unlike his 
skin, although the shoes have been specifically processed to look 
this way, and the skin comes from a childhood spent working 
under a blazing Guatemalan sun.  The first cost him a neat stack of 
hundred dollar bills, while the latter was seemingly free.

“You know she loves you,” he begins quietly.  He finally looks 
up, makes eye contact with his daughter, uncomfortable with the 
blame he sees in her eyes. Why haven’t you helped me? are the 
words she doesn’t speak.

“Your grandmother has had a rough time of it.  Try to cut her 
some slack…”

“Dad! You really think I don’t know that?”  The girl shakes her 
head.  “All I’m asking is that you help me get through to her.  I’m 
not sitting here asking you to take her back to Guatemala.  I just 
want to know if she really wants to get to know me, or if that’s 
just some bullshit lie you made up to keep me around the house 
this summer.”  Sonja folds her arms and crosses her legs.  She digs 
her nails into her palm, wondering why this is so hard.  Why can’t 
this woman just be like Grandma Irene, baking her cookies and 
smoothing her hair and telling her how beautiful she is?  She is 
tired of this.  Adults are supposed to act like adults, not behave 
like stubborn children.  The woman should be trying to forge a 
bond with her, not the other way around.  Though she doesn’t 
want it to, it’s beginning to affect her self-esteem, little whispers 
of negativity weaving through her mind.

The father shakes his head, words lost somewhere in the back 
of his own jumbled mind.  He wants this so bad, for them, for her.  
It is the final missing piece, the bridge that joins his past and his 

future, sixteen years in the making.  It is what he thought would 
be the easiest part, the threading of old and young, broken and 
new.  Plans that were perhaps not as well prepared as he thought 
they were are very nearly being destroyed.  

He leans back in his chair.  Two hundred and fifty dollars for 
a chair that was supposed to help his back pain, poor posture, 
and marriage, and he still finds himself hunching over his files 
in agony when he comes home at night.  Proof that money is not 
always the easiest means of acquiring health and happiness.

“I’m sorry that she’s not adjusting as well as we thought she 
would,” he begins, then notices the tensing of her body, the flare 
of the muscle in her right cheek.  Wrong.  He switches his tone.  
“I know she isn’t being very kind to you.  And I know that you 
haven’t done anything to deserve it.”  The softening of the face 
appears, as does the unclenching of the fist.  His profession has 
taught him far less valuable insights than he had thought it would, 
but one thing he has learned is how to read people.  He comes 
around the edge of the desk, perches on the smooth wooden bar-
rier, forces his dark eyes to match hers.  Clear tone now, under-
standing but stoic.  “But you have to realize how hurt she is.  With 
my dad gone…” he trails off, far away for a second, then regains 
composure.  “She just isn’t used to all this.  She needs someone to 
be patient with her.  You are her only grandchild, and she isn’t 
sure how to act towards you yet.  That’s just what happens when 
you meet someone close to you for the first time.”  He pauses, 
thinks over what he has said.  He wants, knows it to be true, but 
he needs his daughter to know too.  Though it’s not expected for a 
girl her age to act wise beyond her years, he hopes for it.

Sonja runs her hand over the smooth leather of the chair.  She 
feels the acid in her throat.  How could a woman refuse her own 
blood?  The girl turns the painful evidence over in her head.  How 
could Marcela, with her soft, warm figure and bright, cheerful 
clothes, turn out to be the complete opposite of what she had been 
led to believe?  She digs her foot into the plush rug, hating herself 
for caring, hating the woman for dismissing her.  She remembers 
the waiting for her, all these years, her young hand constantly 
reaching for the worn picture of the beautiful young woman 
with ebony hair and cinnamon skin.  I want you to have this, the 
father had said, giving her the photo of his mother in her prime 
with the utmost of seriousness.  I think she looks like you.  He had 
smiled, an infrequent occasion at the time, as his daughter had 
laughed at the comparison.  Someday she will be here, and you 
two will be inseparable.  But for now, we have to wait.  The girl 
remembers asking why they must wait and receiving a pat on the 
head as an answer, then watching her parents open yet another 
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of the overdue bills and realizing why.  She recalls the time, years 
later, sitting in their brand new kitchen, when her father had 
hung up the phone looking crushed, her mother hovering over 
him, consoling him with She will come soon and She just needs 
time.  She even considers the moment of guilty joy when they had 
learned Marcela, debt-ridden, frail, and defeated after the death of 
her husband, had finally consented to live with her son, the man 
who had at first made nothing of himself in the States and then 
had made too much of himself.  The girl wonders why they have 
all been trying so hard, wonders what was the point of her mother 
firing the overpaid chef and her father working late for the new 
addition and her own self considering artificial tanning.  The girl 
turns over these thoughts in her head, thinking, But for what?  For 
what?  

She stops thinking, makes up her mind, swiftly closes the door 
on the insecurities and hang-ups.

“I have to go,” she says, abruptly standing and causing her 
father, that seemingly composed man, to start. She heads for the 
door quickly, fearing for lost time, lost opportunities.   

“Sonja, wait.  Don’t do anything stupid,” he says, afraid he will 
lose her, lose her the same way he nearly lost his own mother, the 
result of throwing money at a person instead of quality time and 
care.  He knows he should chase her, let her know he cares, much 
like he knows he should have gone home and rescued his own 
mother, before she grew weary of his newly prosperous life and 
fresh beginnings. He follows her into the hallway, knowing his 
detached tendencies will prevent him from chasing her if she does 
leave, though he wants to more than anything. 

The girl seems bent on leaving, though.  Yet just as she reaches 
the door, she stops, looking over her shoulder at him.  In him, she 
sees so much of her grandmother, her abuela, but she also sees 
herself.  The stubbornness is there, as is the refusal to change one’s 
ways because another is being difficult.  She sees his hard work 
etched in deep lines all over his face, and knows that he has done 
all of this, the law school, the long hours, the time away from her 
and her mother, for them, all of them.  She knows that he wants 
her to reach out to the woman in the ways that he himself is so 
incapable of doing. 

“Don’t worry, Dad.”  Cool air filters in through the open 
door.  She is going to begin this change, bridge the gap that he has 
waited to be filled for so long.  No more excuses at the first sign 
of difficulty, no more backing down from the formidable barri-
ers.  She crosses over to her father, hugs him tightly, squeezes his 
brown hand, so much like Abuelita’s, yet so much like her own.  
“I’m going to keep at it.”  She walks out of the office, passing the 

bus stop and opting to make the long walk home.  The girl settles 
into a comfortable pace, preparing for the trek.  Tonight she will 
knock on the woman’s door, and tomorrow she will eat a tamale.  
She will continue the journey, and bridge the gap.


