
A short story by J. Rocha



1

– You dropped your phone, sir – I said to the guy next to me as I picked the phone 
up. He was an old man, probably in his mid-fifties. We happened to cross paths on 
the same train from Providence to Boston. 
– Oh, thanks! I’ll probably need that – he said back to me, letting out a deep south-
ern accent. 
– Right! Nowadays your entire life is in your phone – I said. 
– Well, I definitely lost a part of mine already – he responded, glumly. That was the 
opening of our conversation. As if he wanted me to know his story because it was 
the only way for him to keep it real. Otherwise, it might as well have been a really 
bad dream.

Jeff (let’s call him Jeff) is from Birmingham, Alabama and is as white as the common 
depiction of Santa Claus but without the beard. Same frame, though. He pulled his 
glasses off and decided to share the reason why he was far from home, riding a 
train to Boston during the fall. It wasn’t because of the beautiful fall foliage or the 
crisp autumn breeze typical to New England that time of year. You see, someone 
like Jeff is used to a routine. Same breakfast every day at the same diner. Same short 
conversations about how liberals are ruining what America used to be, and how 
Paulette down the street needs to keep her dog on a leash. Same newspaper, same 
rocking chair, same, every-day habits that make a retired military man feel at ease 
and in control. 

His wife died of cancer a few years ago but he has recently begun to get used to 
being lonely. His daughter, Mary, is a schoolteacher in Pasadena, California. Only 
child. She was a unique and thoughtful kid from the very beginning. She fought for 
what is fair at school; she cares for others with an unconditional love no matter race, 
gender, sexual orientation, etc. Jeff told me how countless times they clashed 
because of their differences about politics (gun control was always the hottest 
topic) and the very concept of what freedom means in modern times. She decided 
to become a teacher and help kids to understand the world through kindness and 
tolerance.

Every Thanksgiving is a war zone. Jeff’s wife, Linda, Mary’s mom, was the one that 
could break the conflict and make amends in order to finish a dinner that took 
about 7 hours to prepare. Mary always questions how her own dad, a kind, loveable, 
human being, could believe in such an archaic piece of the constitution, the second 
amendment. He claimed that guns give the average American freedom through 
this powerful right to bear arms. She’d argue it’s an illusion of freedom. He then 
would argue that owning several guns is for “protecting” his family, himself, and 
potentially others, of danger. This happens every Thanksgiving. Deep down, 
though, no matter how many arguments they had, their love is bigger than the 
immeasurable universe. The eternal paradox of family relationships, right? 
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Mary never had a serious partner. She likes to consider herself a free spirit full of 
curiosity and eager to see the world. Something that bothered Jeff immensely, 
because he wanted a grandchild to spoil. Of course, when Mary decided to travel 
across the Atlantic to South America, specifically to Honduras, Jeff lost it. What is 
she going to do by herself? Is she going to get raped? Kidnapped?  All kinds of 
questions arose, and while coming from a genuine place, all her dad displayed was 
recurrent, blinding paranoia. Story of her life. 

Mary just wanted to use her time and resources (while limited) to help kids in diffi-
cult situations. She traveled to Honduras through a program that assembles a group 
of educators from across the world to teach to those who are most in need. In many 
ways, the true goal of the program was to help ease the pain of violent conflict by 
showing both student and educator a different perspective of the world. Jeff didn’t 
agree at the beginning but, as usual, nobody could fight hurricane Mary (as he 
calls her). Her life, their life, was about to change forever in a way that they couldn’t 
even fathom.

– Mary fell in love – Jeff said. 
Not in a common way, of course, otherwise it wouldn’t have been Mary. Santiago is 
his name. A little sassy 7-year-old Honduran kid who lost both of his parents as a 
direct result of gang violence. His immediate family couldn’t afford to (or maybe 
just didn’t want to) take care of him and Mary, well, Mary wanted to adopt him. San-
tiago is clever and sharp. It never matters how difficult or sad a situation may be- he 
is always ready to learn and make you laugh. This is what Mary saw in Santiago. At 
the end of her time in Honduras, she had made the decision to adopt him, bring him 
to the States, and give him (at the very least) the opportunity of a brighter future. 

She returned to work in the States but kept in constant contact with Santiago and 
the adoption agency, patiently waiting and hoping that the “adoption approved” 
letter would arrive. They ask a lot of questions and there are high expectations for 
adoptive parents. Mary’s meager teacher’s salary and the fact that she wasn’t mar-
ried did not work in her favor. Still, she was hopeful. Jeff, of course, told her that it 
was a bad idea- there were enough immigrants taking American jobs, participat-
ing in welfare programs they didn’t pay into, and making the streets unsafe. Mary, 
with her infinite love and patience, explained to Jeff that even if he’s right- he’s not, 
she insisted- she knew that Santiago was born into his current situation.  How can 
you blame a kid for that? Even so, she decided, for someone born into less fortu-
nate circumstances than herself, for someone born in need, she would continue to 
help. She would do it again, and again, and again… no regrets. This particular kid 
could be the beginning of a story of mutual fulfillment and unconditional love, just 
as she feels for her dad, no matter their differences. Again, Jeff had nothing. Noth-
ing could stop her, really. 
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– I was mowing the lawn when it happened – he said. 
His voice crumbled a little, but he put himself together quickly. It was around noon 
when he received a call from the school. 
– Mr. Hudson, this is Principal Foster… – Jeff sensed the tone immediately. He knew 
he was about to listen to some powerful words from a stranger. Words that would 
consume his world. Words that would change his life.
– Is everything ok? Is it Mary? Is something wrong with my daughter? –
– Mr. Hudson…. It saddens me to tell you that Mary was one of the victims of a 
shooting here at the school. The shooter is in custody. He is a troubled kid with 
access to a semi-automatic weapon. – 
Jeff stood still. Time, space, the lawn… nothing mattered. It was as if Jeff was alone 
in the world. He remembers that the principal was still talking to him. He remem-
bers the neighbors noticing his blank stare and coming up to him, but he couldn’t 
hear nor understand anything. It was as if he’d been transplanted into Charlie 
Brown’s world (when the adults talked and sounded like a muted trumpet); all he 
remembers hearing was a cacophony of sounds that he couldn’t understand in a 
world that could not have been real. 

Condolences weren’t enough. His mind was trying to put together what happened. 
Why Mary? He asked to himself, repeatedly. How can someone like her just cease 
to exist? He immediately regretted every fight, every argument, every little disa-
greement they had. It didn’t matter, though. She wasn’t around anymore. After bury-
ing her in Alabama, he decided to do the inevitable- go to her apartment in Pasa-
dena to pick up her things and gather as many memories as he could. It was a 
colorful place full of kids’ drawings, markers, glitter, different kinds of paper, and 
photos of her friends and family. He saw a picture of them together from a previous 
Christmas. He kept it. Underneath, there was a photo of Santiago. A cute kid with 
raggedy shorts, a dirty white polo shirt, beat up tennis shoes, and a huge smile with 
no front teeth. He kept that photo, too. After grabbing a few special things and 
cleaning up a bit, he noticed a letter. It was a letter from Honduras. He picked it up 
slowly, examined it a bit more, and opened it. He read that the adoption of Santiago 
by Mary had been approved. Within a few weeks, Santiago’s family would be 
bringing him to the States to be picked up by Mary. A better, safer, and happier life 
awaited him. 



THE END
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Jeff, stood up, took out the trash, and, between the house and the dumpster, decid-
ed he would fulfill Mary’s dream of adopting Santiago. 

– This is why I am heading to Boston. – he said.  He was completing the process 
through the adoption agency (whose headquarters is in Boston) and figuring out 
the next steps. 

Our ride together came to an end. I never found out if he was able to bring Santia-
go. I like to think that he was successful- that he helped him find a new home and 
guided him through what it means to be an immigrant in a new country full of 
gigantic highways and senseless prejudice. I like to think that the relationship led 
to mutual fulfillment and was filled with unconditional love. I like to think that Jeff’s 
weapon of choice was love. His love for Mary, which did the impossible: it changed 
a man’s heart in a way that only that kind of love could. 


