% NEW HOUSE

¥ "Hehaschangedkverything

* + forus'Oscaiargassr.(with
mustadie)sayof Decker
(rightwearinghisuniformto
cheeup OsarJr,front,
centerin blueshirt).

OLD HOUSE
Oscar Vargas Jr. (rear,
center, in blue shirt)
with his family in their
cardboard shack in May.
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obDeckerhasaknackfor gettinglost, buthenev-
erexpectecawrongturnto give hislife anew
direction. Onesveningin thesummer9 2001,
- Deckermadstrayedromtheroutethatwouldtakellim
toaSouthTexaseachresortandfoundhimselfin the
MexicanbordetownofMatamorosA Houstorcopfor
25yearsPeckerthoughthehadseeiit all-untilnow.On
thesideof adirtroadav.:.omarnwvascookingonacamp
' fire in front of her"housé€'ashackmadeouof corru-
gateccardboaratartonsOverthenexthill Deckersaw
hundredsmore, with plastic trashbagroofs andtat-
teredblanketsfor doors.Runningamongthe shacks
werechildrenDeckercounted. OOofthemandstopped,
tooupsetogoon."ltwasshockirg. Thisplacewasnot
2 milesfrom theborder,'beckerrecalls."That much
povertyinasingleplace-it angereane.”
Italsospurrechim to act."My wholelife wasturned
upsidedown"hesays.Thesegeopleworkedharderand
morehourghanl everhadandheywerdiving incard-
boardand sleepingn thedirt. | hadwonthebirth lot-
tery-that had never occurredto me" Sincethatvisit
Deckerhaggiven:thousandsf hisowndollarsandnear
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lyeveryfreemomenhehast@roviding relief for
thefamilieswholive inthesecoloniasprsettle
mentsthathavequietlygrownalongheborderfor |
thepastfourdecades\ndthatismakingallthedif-
ferencdorpeopldike Robertvasqiez.Onthe$45 §
aweekhe earnswiring carsat anearbyplant,

children.Deckerwho,asone friendputsit, "does- !
n't havea great commandof the Spanishlan- g
guagetlistensthroughatranshtor asVasquez M '
showshim thelargeholethewind hagorninthe
plasticsheetinghatservessthefamily'sroof."|
was frightened the housemight blow away,"
VasaqueztellsDecker,pantingto cinderblockshe
is slowly collectingto build apermanenhome. |
"Wearen't abig organzation’ Deckerresponds,
"butwecanprovidebuilding materials."Leaving g i
thefamily with abagof groceriesheboughtthat : : —_
morningatalocal marketflour,rice,beanscook
ing oil, pastaandorange-Deckersays'lamgoing =
todoewverythingl cartohelp!' .
Decler repeatsthosewordslikeamantrainthe |
CiudadAcunacoloniaswhich hevisits for afew
days at leastevery threeweels-usually with a
dozerormorevolunteersDrawnby theprospect  §

A HELPI NG
HAN D

"Itwill beokay,

little one," Decker
tells 5-month-old
DulcePerezCosta
(left) aftervisiting
the Caranz-Lopez
family (above,in-
cluding Dulce's
mother, Carina Costa
holdingDulce).
DeckerpromisesCos
tawhodoen'thave
enoughformulato
feedherbaby, thathe
will getheran emer-
gencytwo-week
supply by thenext
dayWith hel pfrom
locd priests, Decker
hopestonegatiate
adiscountwith
grocery storesto buy
formula by the
casepadfor Costa.
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A PAINFUL
CONDITION
Arashcovering
8yea-old Josefina
Rico'sfaceandbody
hasnadenersome-
thingof anoutcast.
"Thechildrenscream
andrunawayfrom
her,"saysnother
FranciscaWith
Decker'elpthe
family hasbeen
abletobuy medcine
andmakethe50-
miletaxitriptothe
doctorinPiedra
Negras. 'Josfina,"
shesays"isgetting
beter."

I COULDN'T STOP THINKING ABOUT THE PAPER HOUSES. IDREAMED
ABOUT THE KIDS' FACES. | KNEW IHAD TO DO SOMETHING'-BOB DECKER

of work in factoriesproducingeverything from

applianceso clothing,menfrom all overMexico
move their families to theseplacesin the hope
that,within afewyears theycanbuy asmal plot

andputup areal house For Deckerwhaois gruff

oneminutetearyandtenderthenex,it'sall abaut

helpingthesdamiliestodojustthat.Since2001his
charityPapetHouseshasraised some$200000-

virtually everypennyof which hasgoneto help
hundredsof Acunafamiliesin the formof food,

medicine building materialsor cash, asvell as
monthlycheckgothreeorphanagesaschooblnd
ahomelessshelterDeckerexpectssolunteersto

paytheirownway:"Noonds goingtogetsomuch
asa thankyou" dinner from me"All his spare
castgoegothecolonias.

OnaMay 28 trip, accompaniedy JuanPablo
Diego, B histranshtor, andChristineWiegman,
44, a socialworker, Deckerchecksin on some
families he hasbeenhelping.Adela Lopez, 71,
shareghreecardboardshackswith 2 relatives,
ahandful of chickensandtwo skinnydogs.She
hassadnews: Herhusband,JoseGuadalupe70
andailingwith heartdiseasehasdied.At Deck-
er's requestshehasest matedthe cost of new

plastic roofs: $81. "It's too expensive' she
saysdespairing.Thisis very doable, Decker
replies."Wearegoingto dothis."
Decker'sdeterminatioandempathyfor those
who strugglegobackto hisyeasasarookie cop
in Baltimore Walkingthebeataloneinoneof the
city'spoorestectionsherecalls,"l metthegoad,
hardworkingpeopleoftheneighborhoodandgrew
to understandvhattheyworried aboutandwhat
theywanted'Intheearly®80sDecke wasrecruit-
edbytheHoudonpolicedepartmentmovingwith
his secondwife andtheir two daughterghe has
anotherdaughterfromhisfirstmarriage) anceven-
tually working with juvenile victims andoffend
ers.Thejobwagmotionallygruelingandtook its
toll onthemarriage Deckerandhiswife divorced
in B87.athird,brief marriageendedin B96.Today
theselfdescribedvorkaholiclivesin atiny one-
bedroomapartmenthatalsoservesasis group's
headquarters.WitB2 monthsof unusedvacation
savedup, Dedkerwent off activeduty Junel/ to
devote himself full-time to Pger Houses."He
doestt know howto rdax;'saysdaughterMarybeth
Decker,24, of Austin, TexasOn the otherhand,
sheadds,'heseemdappierthanhehasin along
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