


The illustration of Calacas (skulls) on the front and back cover of
The Kids on the Block, are considered poetic representations of
someone or something in abstract form. The Calacas also stand
symbolically for the sad, happy, and tragic faces of life in the
journey to adulthood. They stand as a symbol of transition from
beginning to end, from childhood to adulthood, and from life to
death.
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The choices we make,
dictate the life we lead.
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Chapter 1

The New Kid on the Block

Summer finally arrived. Birds sang and flowers showed off
their beautiful blooms as old folks watered their lawns and hosed
off their sidewalks before sunrise. Everyone else slept late and
concerned mothers braced for the unthinkable: all the kids from the
neighborhood out of school for the summer. I could hardly wait to
get together with the rest of the kids from the neighborhood. I had
heard about a new kid on our block.

After finishing my chores, I went looking for the kids on
the block, and headed straight for the vacant dirt lot where we
played baseball, marbles, and tops.

From a distance, I saw almost all of them. They formed a
circle. Some knelt to play marbles, while others stood behind,
watching.

I recognized everyone except one figure. Though I could
see only his back, I knew him as the new kid on the block. As I got
closer, I noticed everyone pensively watching the new kid shooting
into the pile of marbles in the center of the circle. This kid played
marbles like a pro. I wanted to know what shooter he used. The
rest of the group contributing marbles to the circle knelt, waiting
for a turn to shoot from outside the circle into the center pile of
marbles.

Everyone greeted me as soon as they saw me. “Hey,



9

Soapsuds, how you doing?”
Right away, the group introduced me to the new kid, and to

my great amazement, I found the new kid was a girl! Yes, Cha
Cha, as they called her, fit the tomboy description.

“So how’d you get that name?” I asked.
She just shrugged. “You know, Cha Cha... short for

muchacha—girl. Everybody calls me Cha Cha. So what’s your
name?”

“Uhh, just call me Soapsuds.”
“Soapsuds? Soapsuds as in soap?”
“Yeah, right, it’s a long and tragic story.”
“Tragic?”
“Ah, well, yeah, I consider my nickname a tragic event.”
Everyone laughed except her.
Almost everyone in our neighborhood had a nickname. My

mother caught me saying damn one time and washed my mouth
out with soap. She used so much, that for three days straight, I
simply puckered my lips, and shaping the bubbles with my saliva,
blew air into them. The kids on the block nicknamed me Soapsuds
from then on. Others in our block went by Vagón, Superman,
Guero Flu, La Plaga, Sparky, Casper, and Horns. The remainder
had nicknames considered short for their actual names as Tochi,
Kiki, Tury, Mon, Art, Rick, and J for Javier, and we were the good
kids from the block.

Everyone with a nickname did something to earn it.
Superman got his nickname after he jumped from the roof of his
house with a red cape, thinking he’d fly as Superman. He almost
broke both legs.

The flu epidemic hit devastatingly hard one year and
medical technology had not advanced adequately then to control it.
Guero Flu caught it first and passed it on to everyone else, nearly
wiping out an entire neighborhood. Therefore, he got the nickname
Flu, and Guero because of his light skin and blond hair.
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We had slumber parties occasionally, and during one of the
slumber parties, Casper’s mother didn’t let him sleep on the floor
with the rest of the group at his house. Casper’s mother made his
bed and all of us noticed his bed had Casper bed sheets, Casper
pillowcases, and Casper blankets. To make things worse, his mom
made him wear his Casper PJs and Casper booties. The nickname
Casper stuck with him from then on.

Every neighborhood group has its bully, and we were no
exception. We called our bully La Plaga, the plague, because the
nickname fit his personality. It also fit because during a lice
epidemic, he caught lice.

When the kids on the block saw him approach they’d yell
at top of their lungs, “Ay, viene la plaga! Here comes the plague.
Run, guys, run!”

At that warning, we’d run off in all directions in an attempt
to save our lives.

Sparky, the electronic whiz of our group, enjoyed toying
with anything electrical. As long as it had an electric cord attached
to the end of it, you’d find Sparky at the end of it as well. We
nicknamed him Sparky after he blew up his mom’s black-andwhite
TV set, long before color TVs came onto the market.

Sparky promised we could watch the Mickey Mouse Club
in color. Sparky’s mom had the only TV set on the block, and we
kids packed into her living room when the program came on.
You’d have thought she had the only TV set in the whole world.
And when Sparky blew up that TV trying to make the program
come up in color, we missed the Mickey Mouse Club for three
months.

The railroad tracks ran by our neighborhood and all of us
waited for the trains to go by twice a week. As soon as we heard
the locomotive chugging closer, we ran to see it. We rode bicycles
we’d put together from parts we got from the boxcars carrying
scrap metal.
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We started the bicycle-building collection project by
accident. As we goofed off one day, watching the conductor shift
rails, Casper noticed a bicycle frame sticking out from one of the
boxcars carrying scrap metal. The shifting of railroad tracks took
about half an hour, and that gave us plenty of time to climb up and
go into the open boxcar looking for bicycle parts.

One day as Vagón and the rest of us hunted for bicycle
parts, the train started moving. All of us leapt off and got away
except Vagón.

We called out to him to get off, but he said, “No, guys. I
found the frame for a racing bike. I gotta get it off.”

The frame stuck to a huge piece of scrap metal and when he
couldn’t get it out. Vagón yelled, “The darn frame is stuck, but it’s
getting loose. I almost got it out.”

“Get off, Vagón. The train is picking up speed,” Sparky
yelled.

Rick, afraid, and frenzied, blared, “It’s picking up speed!
It’s picking up speed! Get off, Vagón. Get off!”

Vagón screamed back, but nobody heard what he said.
Before we knew it, the train got rolling very fast. We yelled

at Vagón again to get off. We watched him disappear into the
distance, scaring all of us.

The next morning we went to Vagón’s house and found
him home and unhurt, except for stinking like cow manure.

He said, “The train changed tracks to pick up boxcars filled
with cow manure from the dairy farm about fifteen miles up the
tracks. Once the train neared the dairy farm, I just jumped, bike
frame and all, into a pile of cow manure.”

From that point on, we dubbed him Vagón, boxcar. We
stayed away from him for three weeks, until he got rid of the cow
manure smell. His mother made him sleep outside on the roof of
their house at night for three weeks as well, because she couldn’t
bear the stench of cow manure.
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Occasionally, we took our BB rifles to shoot black birds
that hung around the dairy farm. We saw it as a hunting expedition,
especially since we had to walk several miles to get there. We
imagined traveling to Africa for a safari and we played the role to
the hilt.

Once we got to the farm, Horns thought he saw a small
calf—with horns. Ignorant, we didn’t know the difference between
a calf and a bull, Horns climbed over a fence to get a better view of
a huge black bird, when the calf started to rush toward him. Horns
threw his BB rifle away and grabbed, what he now recognized as a
bull, by its horns.

The small bull dragged and shook him all around the stall.
Horns (By now the kids had started calling him Horns.) held onto
the bull’s horns for dear life. Everyone started cheering and
encouraging him to hang on as long as possible.

“Yeah, Horns, run that bull!”
“Yippee, cowboy,” shouted Tochi.
Cha Cha waved her new BB gun. “Go, Horns, go. Ride it,

Horns, ride it.”
Casper, just as wide-eyed and scared as Horns asked me,

“Is that really a bull, Soapsuds?”

“Yeah, Casper, that’s a bull, isn’t it Sparky?”
“I think so, but I thought bulls were big and fat.”
Superman said, “Nah, some bulls are short and skinny with

hardly any horns. Isn’t that right, J?”
“Heck, I dunno know. I’ve never seen a bull in my life.

Have you, Guero Flu?”

“Yeah, I’ve seen many bulls. The short, small, and skinny
ones come from Texas. The big, heavy and furious looking ones
come from Spain.”

Everyone looked at Guero Flu but didn’t believe a word he
said.

Luck accompanied Horns that day. One of the farmhands


