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REVIEWS of Across a Hundred Mountains, a novel
Publishers Weekly 
Reviewed 04-03-2006: starred review 


* Grande, a 2003 PEN Emerging Voices Fellow, turns in a topical and heartbreaking border story for her debut. Juana, 11, loses her baby sister in a flood, and the death sets off a chain of tragic events: her money-strapped father heads north from their small Mexican town forel otro lado ; Juana's newborn baby brother is claimed by the town money lender; and Juana's mother descends into alcoholism and violence. At 14, Juana leaves to look for her father, from whom they have heard nothing. On her painstaking journey, she meets Adelina Vasquez, an American runaway working as a prostitute in Tijuana, who takes Juana in. The narrative switches off between young Juana's viewpoint, and that of Andelina, now 31 and a Los Angeles social worker, who returns to Mexico to find her own father and reunite with her mother. Grande's deft portraiture endows even the smallest characters with grace, and the two stories cross and re-cross in unexpected ways, driving toward a powerful conclusion.(June) 


Kirkus Reviews 

May 1, 2006


An affecting debut on Mexican poverty, illegal immigration and cosmic injustice. 

Split between the narratives of a ten-year-old girl and a woman in her 30s, the novel illustrates the travails of immigration -- the often hard fate of those left behind, the danger of crossing the United States border and the splintered sense of home experienced by those who have made it to El Otro Lado, the other side. The cycle of tragedy for young Juana begins with a flood: Unable to keep the water out of their cardboard shack, Lupe goes for help, instructing daughter Juana to stay on the table with baby Anita. When Lupe and her husband Miguel return, they find Juana asleep and Anita dead underwater. 

To pay for the cost of their baby's burial, Miguel decides to go North for work before the interest on the loan triples the original debt. Weeks pass and Lupe sinks into despair they haven't heard from Miguel, and the town assumes that he's abandoned her, an all-too-common occurrence. Worse yet, their creditor Don Elias is demanding payment from Lupe, and gives her two options -- she becomes his whore, or he has her jailed. Juana stands by helplessly, praying to the Virgin to bring her father back, watching her mother give birth to a baby boy that Don Elias kidnaps, selling quesadillas at the train station to feed the now raving Lupe. Poor Juana's story gets much worse before it gets better. Adelina's tale is equally bleak. Living in Los Angeles and working as a social worker at a woman's shelter, she is searching for the father she hasn't seen in years. Her singular purpose has kept her away from life and love until she finds a coyote who recognizes the description she gives of her father, a man who died crossing the border. Now with her father's ashes, she is going to bring him home to Mexico . By the (not-so-surprising) end, Juana and Adelina achieve the kind of hard-won justice that occurs only in fiction. 

A politically well-timed tale of the journey to El Norte. 

El Paso Times Living Sunday, April 16, 2006 
Not so alien after all 
Timely novel gives human face to immigration 

As the public discourse over undocumented immigration becomes more heated and, at times, outright ugly -- particularly in the blogosphere -- attacks on such immigrants are often made in broad strokes and with gross generalizations. 

This should not be a surprise, because it is easier to denigrate and reject a group of people if you dehumanize them and make them faceless. 

But that's where talented writers come in: With skillful prose, they can focus on a small group of undocumented immigrants and make their struggles and humanity real to the reader so that it becomes difficult to dismiss their plight with a bumper-sticker slogan or the waving of a flag. 

Two years ago, Luis Alberto Urrea did exactly that with "The Devil's Highway" (Little, Brown), in which he brilliantly chronicled the plight of 26 Mexican men who, in 2001, crossed the border into an area of the Arizona desert known as the Devil's Highway. Only 12 made it safely across. The book received wide acclaim and was a finalist for the 2005 Pulitzer Prize for general nonfiction. 

Now comes a fictionalized story of undocumented immigration in Reyna Grande's debut novel, "Across a Hundred Mountains" (Atria Books, $23). Grande tells her story in evocative language that never falls into pathos. 

In the nonlinear narrative, chapters alternate between her two female protagonists, Juana Garcia and Adelina Vasquez. First, we have Juana, a young girl who lives in a small Mexican village in extreme poverty. When a flood leads to yet another death in her family -- a death that Juana feels responsible for -- Juana's father believes that he must earn more money to house his family in safer quarters. He believes that there are abundant opportunities "en el otro lado," based on a letter from a friend: "Apá's friend wrote about riches unheard of, streets that never end, and buildings that nearly reach the sky. He wrote that there's so much money to be made, and so much food to eat, that people there don't know what hunger is." 

With such dreams, Juana's father decides to leave his family and enter the United States by relying on a fast-talking coyote. He makes numerous promises to send money once he's found employment. But Juana and her mother hear nothing for years, leading to further poverty. Worse yet, Juana's father had to borrow money from Don Elias to pay the coyote's exorbitant fee. Once Juana's father embarks on his journey, Don Elias swoops down on Juana's beautiful mother with ideas as to how repayment can be made 

A few years later -- after no word from her father, and after her abused mother has fallen into alcoholism -- Juana decides to leave home to find her father. 

Juana eventually crosses paths with a young prostitute, Adelina, in Tijuana. They make plans to join forces and sneak into the United States together. For Juana, there's a chance to find her long-lost father. For Adelina, there's hope to cast off the shackles of her abusive boyfriend-pimp. This friendship is perhaps one of the most affecting elements of Grande's narrative. And, after a twist reminiscent of Dickens, these brave young women end up insinuating themselves into each other's life more than one could imagine. 

The publisher tells us that Grande was born in Guerrero, Mexico, in 1975, and that she entered the United States as an undocumented immigrant at age 9. Despite such obstacles, Grande earned her bachelors of art degree in creative writing from the University of California at Santa Cruz and was a 2003 PEN USA Emerging Voices Fellow. In other words, Grande is living the American dream and has offered a striking and moving story about people who have traveled the same dangerous journey that she did. 

"Across a Hundred Mountains" is a beautifully rendered novel that maintains its power throughout because Reyna Grande keeps control over her language and does not feel a need to trumpet emotionally volatile scenes of alcohol and drug abuse, rape, poverty and infant mortality. This is a breathtaking debut. 



Novel tracks a family split by immigration

San Antonio Express-News 06/21/2006 Yvette Benavides 

Reyna Grande's first novel, "Across a Hundred Mountains" (Atria Books, $23), takes the difficult subject of immigration and humanizes the players. Grande migrated to Los Angeles when she was 9 years old. In "Across a Hundred Mountains," the details of her experiences — escaping the poverty of her homeland, where she lived in "a tiny shack made of bamboo and cardboard," to find a better life in " el otro lado " (the other side) — resonate on every page. 

In the novel, Juana is an adolescent Mexican girl whose father leaves the family home right after the accidental drowning of his infant daughter. He travels to the United States and promises to return and take the family back with him. Days turn into weeks, then months and then years. His absence devastates his family. 

Juana decides she must find her father. She sets out to follow his trail, though the only indication he'd given of his destination was some place "over those mountains." 

Through her characters, Grande brings us the human faces of millions of undocumented immigrants who come to America. 

Grande had no connection to her absent father once he ventured alone to the United States. She was only 5 years old when he left. "I remember my father because my grandmother had an 8-by-10 photo of him hanging on the wall," she says. "That was my only connection." 

Years later her father did return. Grande describes the reunion as "traumatic." 

"I compared myself to him. We were so skinny. We had lice and tapeworm and were really dirty and wearing this old, torn clothing," she says. "When I saw him, he was so much fatter than in his picture. He was so healthy and clean, and I remember feeling so ashamed to let him see me that way." 

After two attempts, Grande did indeed make it to " el otro lado ." Once in the United States, the struggle was one with the language. Her teachers did not accommodate her in the classroom. Grande learned English through her own voracious appetite for reading. 

She now teaches ESL classes and marvels at the tremendous motivation of her students to learn in order to gain more opportunities in this country, but also to give back. 

"As long as people have the choice of making $5 a day or $5 an hour, they are going to keep coming to the United States," she says. 

Rather than building fences, she adds, the U.S. should deal with illegal immigration by helping countries like Mexico improve their economies. "If there is something there for them, they don't have to leave their children." 

Beyond Melodrama

Daily News—August 16, 2006

By Rick Coca 

Valley News Writer

For first-time novelist, Reyna Grande, the biggest criticism she heard early on studying creative writing at UC, Santa Cruz, was that her prose leaned toward melodrama. 


Grande, who recently read her novel, “Across a Hundred Mountains,” at Tai Chucha’s Café Cultural in Sylmar, said her melodramatic bent was understandable considering she’s from Mexico.


“Mexicans what soap operas,” Grande said with a laugh.


Grande, 20, a graduate of Franklin High School in Highland Park, eventually toned down the dramatics. As a class requirement at UC, Santa Cruz, she turned in the first 80 pages of what later would become, “Across a Hundred Mountains.”


The book is about two women on personal journeys, one leaving Mexico, the other returning, whose lives become intertwined when they meet in a Tijuana jail. Although the work is fiction, the book is filled with truths taken from Grande’s own life, growing up in an impoverished family in Guerrero, Mexico.


In her book, the character of Juana’s father leaves his family for the United States,  so he can earn enough money to return home and build his family a better house, something that Grande’s father did when she was 5-years-old.


Grande’s mother followed him a year later, leaving Grande and her siblings with her grandmother. By the time she came to the United States four years later, Grande’s parents were divorced. She has no memory of her parents ever living together. And when she arrived in the United States, she lived with her father, and although her mother was just 20 minutes away, she only saw her once or twice a month.


Those were difficult days for the future writer.


“I think that what’s always going to be there, is the loss of a parent,” Grande said. “(That’s) the one thing that scarred me for life.”


Grande said that those childhood experiences reverberate in her writing. 


“Even in my new novel that’s the same thing I’m writing about now,” Grande said. “A character doesn’t have a good relationship with a parent.”


Today, Grande is the parent of 4-year-old son, Nathaniel. She said that reading her novel in front of an audience is a far cry from reading bedtime stories to her son.


“It seems like a strange thing, to stand in front of people and read to (them),” Grande said.


While attending celebrated author Sandra Cisneros’ reading at Tia Chucha’s earlier in the year, Grande sad she learned a valuable lesson.


“What I took from her was just be yourself,” Grande said. “Just speak from your heart and people will enjoy the reading.”


 In that vain, Grande said she enjoys the Q & A sessions at her appearances.


“People ask personal questions, and I answer them. And people enjoy the honesty.”


Grande has done several readings in and around Los Angeles and the Southwestern United States. The novel has received an “exceptional” review from Publisher’s Weekly and will be required reading this fall for students enrolled in freshman English classes at UC, Santa Cruz. Not bad for a woman whose writing was once considered melodramatic.


Grande’s delighted that her book will be read at her Alma Mater. More so because she thinks in light of the recent immigration debate, her voice might offer students a different perspective.


It feels really good because I think that’s it’s a good book for a class, especially students that are form other cultures and other backgrounds because it really gives them insight into another kind of life.”


For more information on “Across a Hundred Mountains,” and author Reyna Grande, go to www.reynagrande.com. 

