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FOR LUPE

Guerrera de la luz. You expanded my capacity to see, feel, hear, smell, and taste the love of Christ as I watched you fight for and persevere in your love for Julia. Motherhood will never be the same because of you. I pray your story will harvest a garden of shalom. Te quiero, hermana mía.

FOR MY MOM, TINA

You are beautiful inside and out, and I’m grateful that your own story set me on a trajectory to meet Julia and Lupe. I know it hasn’t been easy, but the fruit it has produced is uniquely amazing. I am confident Anna’s legacy lives on in the generations that have followed her through you. I love you.

FOR KATRINA

You mothered in your teaching and modeled how teachers can be lifelong influences. Thank you for your love and faithfulness, and for constantly reminding me that we were all handpicked for this.


There is a daughter I mother,

A daughter I love—

But she is not mine and I am not hers,

Forever.

There is a mother she l  o  v  e  s

A mother who  l  o  v  e  s  her,

Forever.

For love is like water.

No human border   can   keep   it   out.

Yes, love is like water

It moves

above

in clouds

and

below

in

soil.

Yes, love is water.




FOREWORD

MICHELLE FERRIGNO WARREN


In May 2018, stories of families being separated at the United States’ southern border were beginning to make headlines because of the government’s new “zero-tolerance policy” for asylum seekers. Online outrage was small but fierce. In true Twitter fashion, those of us working closely with congressional leaders and the administration, pushing for just responses to migrants, began to get tagged. Questions like, “How can this be happening?” and, “What can we do to make this stop?” were filling my Twitter feed.

Having worked alongside immigrants for years, I was caught off-guard that so many people were taking notice and wanting change. In reality, separating families is not new, so seeing people waking up to this injustice was very welcome.

My own immigration story is one of a young Italian couple heading to the United States via Ellis Island at the turn of the twentieth century to get jobs and send money back to their family, who had fewer opportunities to support those they loved. As for many immigrants, their goodbye was permanent. In recent decades, our country’s immigration system has compounded the harm, indefinitely separating families through public policy in a myriad of ways.

Families around the world daily make hard choices for the best of those they love. They leave their families, moving for jobs to support aging parents and hungry children. They know that if they leave and succeed, none of them will be able to return home legally. America’s economic engine needs more workers than our labor markets can fill, so we’re quick to offer the undocumented opportunities—many in fields in which Americans don’t want to work—so our lives can move forward without economic disruption.

US citizens don’t realize the trauma and separation that befall those who pick our food, cut our lawns, staff our restaurants, clean our hotel rooms. This keeps our economy going, sustaining the age-old adage “We want your work; we just don’t want you.”

Economic pushes and pulls aren’t the only driver of family separation. In 2014, thousands of children came to our borders fleeing violence. Gangs had killed their family members and recruited their friends, so their only option to stay alive was to head north as unaccompanied minors. These factors are still a primary driver for many in migrant caravans awaiting the opportunity to share their fears with US officials and be granted asylum.

Family separation is also an issue for children. Those born to undocumented parents often suffer the pain and trauma of having parents deported, not to mention of living under that threat. Over eight million US citizens live with that fear for at least one family member, and according to the American Immigration Council, “almost six million citizen children under the age of eighteen live with a parent or family member who is undocumented.”1

Then there are undocumented immigrants who were brought to the United States as children: the Dreamers. They learned the Pledge of Allegiance, were educated in our schools, and contribute to our communities. They are in every way American, yet they lack the opportunity to move their legal status forward. Many Dreamers have a temporary protected status called Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). This status protects them from deportation, but DACA students continue to be used as political pawns in an ugly partisan game. So they wait for the opportunity to move from mere protection to the ability to earn legal status.

These examples make headlines in our news, yet most Americans, especially Christian Americans, seem to pay little attention. So in May 2018, when news broke about families who were coming to our borders, seeking asylum, and being separated, I assumed it would be just another day of tragic brokenness perpetuated and once again going unnoticed. But that was not the case. Multiple streams of response and outrage were expressed. And numerous groups lifted up stories, including the unique stories of Christian mothers.

The issue was finally making its way to the top of the noise. American mothers created photos of themselves and their children with #FamiliesBelongTogether and #NotWithoutMyChild and sent them to public officials via social media, calling for an end to family separation at the border.

On June 20, the backlash from the American people—most specifically the “church people,” as referred to by the US attorney general—was so great the administration stopped the policy. Those who were new to the immigration policy game cheered and celebrated their collective success. Those of us who had been pushing back on the issues month after month were shocked. Something had worked. We saw that when enough voices with enough outrage and persistence say, “Enough,” the madness can stop.

Voices were beginning to rise to the top on social media, and I repeatedly found myself drawn to the voice of Gena Thomas. Her posts were insightful and stirring. She had a unique voice that was unlike others, and I wanted to know a bit more of her story. I direct-messaged her on Twitter, and we talked on the phone. I learned how she had experienced the family separation policy as a foster mother and how she’d reunited that daughter, Julia, with her mother in Honduras. I was captivated by the way the Lord had carefully put Julia into Gena’s arms to care for her and to get her back home. Such an articulate, deeply passionate, and gifted woman said yes to having a foster daughter and experienced firsthand what would become a global outrage: children being torn from their parent’s arms for following asylum laws.

Around the time Gena and I had our first phone call, I was asked to lead a group of evangelical women to the Texas border. As I spoke with Gena, it took only a few minutes to know that I wanted her to come with us. She joined our group and visited the very places Julia had been. She walked through the facilities with chainlink cages and saw hundreds of asylum seekers sitting on concrete floors and wrapped in Mylar blankets, waiting to learn their fate. She met amazing faith leaders such as Sister Norma Pimentel of Catholic Charities working tirelessly to meet the physical needs of families seeking asylum. She talked with US Customs and Border Protection agents, whose humanity we needed to see in spite of our frustrations with the policies they were there to implement.

Our trip to these places had a huge impact on all of us, but Gena had a unique burden. While we all cried, her tears of lament and grief came from the most personal of spaces. When she spoke, it was from a deep conviction that comes only from walking alongside people in pain.

In its beautifully delicate yet prophetic calling out, this book stewards Gena’s, Julia’s, and Lupe’s stories. Gena’s ability to write with clear detail the brokenness of our country’s immigration system can help us understand the issues that keep immigrants trapped and that keep families apart from opportunities to move forward. Her willingness to relive the pain and humanity of it all allows her readers to take in all that she has to share.

As you read Separated by the Border, remember that while migration is a global issue, and you may feel small in impacting it, this is our season to steward. Whether we have only a little awareness or a deep understanding, as Christians we cannot put our heads in the sand and hope the darkness will pass without our engagement. How we steward our time and resources matters. Unlike the foolish servant in Jesus’ parable of the talents, we must not allow ignorance, fear, or being too caught up with our own lives to keep us from stewarding well.

We need to multiply what we’ve been given—our opportunities, our voices, our love, our homes, our families—on behalf of those who need it. Reading Separated by the Border and acting on what is learned is a compelling and practical way to begin to say yes to those who need it most.







INTRODUCTION

JULIA


How good is your Spanish? And would you be able to take in a four-year-old girl? She’s from Honduras and speaks minimal English.”

The social worker had texted on a Friday afternoon. I sat at my desk, bent over my cell phone, reading and rereading the text. My thoughts traveled to Honduras: bachata, baleadas, clothes hanging on the line. So many things in our lives seemed to have prepared us for this moment: our son was attending a bilingual school, I’m a former ESL teacher, and my husband, Andrew, and I speak Spanish, plus Honduras already had a piece of my heart. As those thoughts came, I tried to push them away.

The voice of logic came in loud and strong. We had just gotten into a routine with Emma, our foster daughter. Two foster children and two biological children would be too much for us to handle. Our first month as foster parents taught us this, and for the sake of everyone involved we knew it would be unfair to try that again.

A little later, the social worker called and left me a message, saying, “It looks like the Office of Refugee Resettlement [ORR] and Immigration and Customs Enforcement [ICE] will get her on Monday at court. It’ll only be the weekend. Call me back after you talk to Andrew.”

“We can manage four kids for one weekend. Right, Andrew?” I asked when he got home. He said he doubted it would last only a weekend, but I convinced him that if ORR and ICE were involved, they would get her on Monday. A few minutes later, I called our social worker back and said we’d do it.

When I walked into the social worker’s office, Julia was sitting there in a brand-new, bright-pink Barbie T-shirt. The social worker said they’d found the T-shirt in their clothing closet, and Julia wanted it. Beautiful, soft onyx curls framed the girl’s umber face. Her dark complexion made me speculate she was from a coastal region. She stood in dirty flip-flops next to the social worker’s chair, chitchatting away in Spanish without a care in the world. “Julia’s been talking my ear off,” the social worker said. “She’s so sweet. But I have no idea what she’s saying.” Another worker brought in a black tote bag with a few other items from the clothing closet, including a pair of sequined high-top sneakers that Julia had picked out.

I began to speak to Julia (pronounced hooleeuh) in Spanish. She seemed happy to hear her mother tongue, but her body didn’t budge. I read that signal loud and clear, so I kept my distance and sat down on the floor.

“Cómo te llamas?” (“What’s your name?”), I asked.

“Julia.”

“Cuántos años tienes?” (“How old are you?”)

“Cuatro.”

She looked older than four to me. I had been told her parents were deported, and she was left behind. She was under federal jurisdiction. I would find out later this was all misinformation.

I signed some papers and said, “We’ll see you all on Monday.”

I asked Julia if she would come stay with me and my family for the weekend. She smiled. I told her I had three other kids. Her eyes expanded with excitement. On the drive home, she jolted my Spanish from its slumber. The social worker wasn’t kidding about how much this little one talked.


NATIONAL IMMIGRATION AND THIS STORY

On April 6, 2018, US Attorney General Jeff Sessions announced a new zero-tolerance policy in which the Department of Homeland Security and the Department of Justice would partner for the sake of prosecuting illegal entry into the United States. Sessions stated, “If you cross this border unlawfully, then we will prosecute you. It’s that simple. If you smuggle illegal aliens across our border, then we will prosecute you. If you are smuggling a child, then we will prosecute you and that child will be separated from you as required by law. If you don’t like that, then don’t smuggle children over our border.”1

Six weeks later, almost two thousand2 children had been separated from their parents at the border since the zero-tolerance policy took effect.3 When Sessions announced the administration’s new policy, I couldn’t comprehend the cruelty. I also wondered if it explained why a preschooler was living under my roof.

Julia had come to live with me and my family in February 2018, and it felt surreal to be a part of her story. She had first been separated from her mother, Guadalupe (called by her nickname, Lupe, through the rest of this book), by smugglers who were paid to bring them across the border. Julia had then been separated from her stepfather, Carlos, by US Customs and Border Protection, likely because what was recognized by the Honduran government as stepfather was not recognized by the US government as the same—a detail I didn’t understand until an immigration expert read the first draft of this book and explained it.

Julia had already suffered much trauma and separating her from her stepfather had only inflicted more. The weight of the trauma we, as a nation, began inflicting on vulnerable children and their parents was cruel and unusual punishment.

When I heard that my own country was going to begin separating children regularly from their parents as a policy, it broke me. Reality became surreal, and Andrew and I learned to live in it, separating the trauma from our emotions so we could survive.

As the veil of Oz is ever-lifting from my white evangelical American eyes, what I now see is simply heartbreaking: government-secured human rights are mostly for privileged white people.

Julia is not white. Julia is undocumented. Julia’s first language is Spanish. Julia is a girl. These are all labels that set her back in a society made by and for white, passport-holding, English-speaking males.

But God—who is neither white nor male, despite my use of the pronoun he—shines his good news on every human being alive. The good news of redemption is for every Afro-Latina. Every undocumented person. Every Spanish speaker, every girl, and every other labeled person.

God does not show favoritism, and his arms are open to all (see Acts 10; Romans 2). What I knew in my head this adventure taught me to comprehend in my heart: God sees beauty in the places where we’ve trained ourselves not to go. God sees beauty in the places we’re scared of, in the people we’d rather not talk to, in the middle of messes we’d rather shy away from.

In 1 Samuel 16:7, God reminds the prophet not to focus on the labels: “But the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature. . . . For the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.’”

Julia is beautiful to God. He formed her in her mother’s womb, and she is fearfully and wonderfully made. This book is a piece of Julia’s story: how she came to live with me and my family, and how she was reunited with her mom, Lupe, in Honduras. This is also a piece of Lupe’s story: how she was separated from her daughter, and how she was willing to return to the border if it meant the two would be reunited faster. This is also my story: how God prepped me—and didn’t prep me—for this surreal adventure. These three stories are woven together.

You may find this story a bit confusing. Is it about foster care, or immigration, or a five-year-old, or her Honduran mother trying to care for her family? Or is it about a white American foster mother finding herself? I had these same questions as I wrote this book. It doesn’t fall easily into one category. The way our stories intertwine feels jagged and coarse at times, not like a beautiful braid of three strands that I wished it would be.

Our story is about two very different mothers from very different backgrounds and radically different identities, lives, and journeys—and those differences are sharp. Lupe and I look nothing alike. She comes up to my shoulder. Her long, wavy, dark hair frames her round, soft face. Her hard life has left scars on her plump body. She has been to the hospital several times since I’ve known her, because of all she suffered at the border.

I have short, brown hair with the right side of my head shaved. (Julia immediately told me this was not a woman’s haircut!) I am five-foot-seven and about fifteen pounds overweight. When we met in person, I saw that, at four-foot-eight, Lupe had learned to command attention with her voice rather than her stature. Her beautiful smile could turn serious in a millisecond. She is a fighter who doesn’t let others take advantage of her or her family. And she is a lover who showers hugs and kisses on all of her children regularly, and on Julia especially.

Despite our innumerable differences, we’re both mothers fighting daily for our children to live in a better world. Ultimately this is a story of motherly love, which is one of the most powerful forces on this earth. So much of our past experiences make us the mothers we are, which is why I include a good portion of both of our backstories.

Lupe gave me permission to write this story. Some might wonder if her permission was coerced or that she felt obligated because of the power dynamic between us. It’s true that our relationship will always be uneven because of the world we live in. But I didn’t coerce her, and she has assured me she wants her story heard. She wants it to empower those who are deciding whether to stay in their home country or journey north. She wants her story to help people understand why many people from her country are trying to get to el otro lado (the other side).

Before I go further, I want to give a lot of credit to my local Department of Health and Human Services office. They were thrown a big loop with this case, and as complicated as it was, they ran with it and did everything they could to get all the paperwork for Julia’s reunification with Lupe to happen as quickly as possible. I’m grateful for their around-the-clock work and flexibility, which helped them unearth the necessary solutions.

I imagine this story might pull at your heartstrings. But I want to be clear: I’m not telling it merely to evoke your emotion, your pity, or even your altruism. I tell you because I want my fellow Americans—especially my fellow white, middle-class Americans—to understand this is the reality of immigration. No, it isn’t everyone’s reality, but it is reality. For many women and children immigrating to the United States from the Northern Triangle (El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala), this story is not new or unique. It is common. Too common.

For those of us who call ourselves Christians, this normality should shake our faith. I am no theologian; neither am I an immigration expert; nor am I trying to speak on behalf of Central American immigrants. I’m simply telling the story I found myself caught up in from the whole of who I am. My reality crossed paths with Lupe’s reality, and in it I found an amazing bond between a mother and her daughter. As detail after detail came to light, I continued to go back to my first encounter with Lupe, when she said she’d go to the border again if she could get her daughter back sooner. I had come face-to-face with relentless love in human form.

That love shook me. Lupe had risked going through hell a second time to be reunited with her daughter. This is the mother love of God.

While the stories in this book are true, some names and identifying information have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. To the best of my ability and with the help of research, interviews, and tours of processing and detention centers in the United States, I have pieced Lupe and Julia’s story together. There were some situations, especially in regard to dates and time frames, that Lupe didn’t know, and asking her to think through the details would have added to her trauma.

I know that she left Honduras toward the end of October 2017 and returned mid-February 2018. The amount of time she spent as a captive is unclear. From research, it appears she was in a migration station—a detention facility in Mexico—about two weeks, though I can’t verify that. My guess is that she was held captive by smugglers from mid-November through mid- to late January. She still suffers physically and emotionally from the abuse she underwent at their hands.

Some of this story is third person; other pieces are very present with my voice and my own theological analysis. The book is broken into sections labeled by country name. The story flows from Honduras to Mexico to the United States and then back to Honduras again.




MY FEARS

I have a few fears about writing this book.

The first is that I will do more harm to Lupe and Julia. I fully believe the truth will set us free, but I also know that most truths aren’t transactional—especially traumatic ones. We can’t just tell them and then freedom comes. I’ve tried my best to do as little harm as possible, which in some instances meant leaving details out of the story.

When I talked to Lupe about sharing her story, I was nervous. I had held off asking her a few weeks after the idea came, because I was scared and wrestling within myself. She immediately said yes. “You’ve taught me to be brave,” she told me. The reverse is more true than words can explain as Lupe has embodied courage more than anyone I’ve ever known.

The second fear is that people will read this story, feel pity for Lupe and Julia, and then go about with their lives as if the story is an anomaly, as if the world doesn’t actually work like this, as if this story isn’t fruit from rotted systems. This is about a systemic issue, not an individual mishap. We white evangelicals must come to grips with the truth: salvation is not personal only but also communal. And many horrific experiences of nonwhites are systemic, not merely personal. When we work toward breaking down systemic injustice, we are also working toward communal salvation—not just the salvation of those people, but the wholeness—the shalom—of all of humanity.

Third, I fear for potential foster parents. I fear that I’ve laid out a situation you aren’t willing to walk into. I want to be clear that this case was rare. I hope that if you are interested in fostering, this book will equip you, not turn you away. In 2016, according to a report of the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System, there were 437,465 children in foster care with 117,794 waiting to be adopted.

Yes, foster care is tough and complicated. Yes, it’s hard to say goodbye. Yes, you need a support community to help you. But you can do this, or you can support others who are doing this. I hope that if you are a future foster parent, you will first admit your own daily need for a Savior and not feel as though you are a savior to a child. I also hope you’ll find yourself deeply caring for the parents of the children in your care and will work to the best of your ability for the shalom of everyone involved.

Finally I fear that my white privilege may get in the way of this story. As a middle-class white American woman, I will never fully understand the difficulty of living in Lupe’s shoes. But “proximity compels a response,” says Michelle Warren in her book The Power of Proximity. “Its transformative lens turns what we see and begin to understand into action. The action may not even be something we consider a choice because we are so intimately connected with those affected. We share their pain and are compelled to do something with what we have.”4

I didn’t want the act of writing this book to be a reactive impulse that would end up causing more harm to a family I deeply care about. A lot of prayer went into this. Ultimately my hope in telling this story is for you to see the deep love of Christ through the love of this beautiful migrant mother. I hope it will conjure up the question, “How can we as Christians love our neighbors well, especially in such a divided America?”

Stories are powerful, and I pray the power that blooms from this story will equip others to see the truth and run hard after it, so that we all may one day, collectively and inclusively, find the freedom to flourish in true shalom-seeking, God-honoring community.
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Chapter One

EMIGRACIÓN

LUPE AND JULIA: 1996–2017



FROM ADOLESCENCE TO MOTHERHOOD

Lupe was born in a small town in Honduras in 1983, seven months before I was born in a small town in upstate New York. Not long after Lupe’s birth, she was given to her paternal grandparents by her mother. Her mother moved to another city and rarely spoke to her. Her father, Pedro, was heavily involved in drugs.

“I’m going to teach you how to traffic drugs,” Pedro told her when she was eight years old. “My friends will be your friends.” By the time Lupe was thirteen, Pedro had been arrested and incarcerated. Lupe had to start providing for herself and her grandparents.

Lupe went searching for a good lawyer to try to get her father out of jail. She went to visit Pedro regularly, but after three months, he threatened her, saying, “If you don’t get me out of here, I will kill a policeman.”

She responded with her own threat: “Don’t do this! If you do it, I will not come see you anymore. Or I will take my own life, and it’ll be your fault!”

The next day, Lupe returned to bring Pedro lunch and found him looking for a way to fulfill his threat. He punched a policeman, and in retaliation, two policemen violently beat him up.

I can’t defend him. I’m only a child, Lupe thought.

One of the policemen took that moment to demean her by saying, “The whole world will forget who you are.” The weight of those words were palpable; the weight of her life was onerous. She could see nothing on the horizon that gave her hope.

Pedro was moved from the jail to a hospital just as a Category 3 hurricane came through Honduras. His life was nearly taken from him as Hurricane Lili killed five other Hondurans.1

Lupe, still thirteen, took her grandparents to a temporary shelter on a high hill. After she went to visit her dad in the hospital, she couldn’t get to the hill where her grandparents were, because the wind was too strong. So Lupe went home alone.

One of Pedro’s friends had become Lupe’s “friend,” and he knew she was alone. He entered her home and violently raped her. She screamed and screamed, but the wind, the lightning, and the rain drowned out her cries for help.

The next day, an older female neighbor came and helped Lupe clean up. The neighbor agreed to take lunch to Pedro in Lupe’s stead. “Please,” Lupe pleaded. “I don’t want my father to see me like this.” She never told her father what his friend had done.

The neighbor returned and told Lupe the news: Pedro was being moved to a high-security jail about two hours away. With little desire or energy, Lupe went to find a new lawyer. To free up some funds, she sold the house her family was living in. She and her grandparents lived on the streets for two months until she bought a small house from a friend.

Lupe went to see her father, hoping he’d be happy to see her and praise her for having enough money to be able to visit. But it didn’t matter to him. “Buy more drugs so you can have a lot of money,” he said. “And find a better lawyer.” So she did.

The new lawyer told her it would take years for her father to get out of jail, and she began looking for other work to save money to get him out. But selling drugs was what she knew, and she had her grandparents to feed. At one of the parties where she sold drugs, she met a good businessman who wanted to know why she was drinking and selling drugs. She told him her story.

“Come work for me at my grocery store,” he said. “You won’t have to sell drugs anymore.” No one had ever given her such a chance.

Years passed. At eighteen, Lupe fell in love with Jorge, a coworker at the grocery store. The two were happy and in love. She dedicated everything to the baby growing in her belly and to her loving boyfriend. It was a marvelous time in her life.

Before she told any of her family members that she was pregnant, the lawyer told her that her father would be released soon. She cried tears of joy but also tears of fear, because her father didn’t know she was pregnant.

The day of Pedro’s release, Lupe sent her grandmother to the jail to bring Pedro home. She stayed home to prepare food and welcome her extended family into the home for her father’s return.

An hour before the party, Jorge arrived. “Where is Lupe?” he asked one of Lupe’s aunts, who answered the door.

The aunt lied. “She left because she was scared of what her father would do.”

Jorge left immediately and told his family. They sent him to the United States, scared of what Pedro would do to him. Lupe was heartbroken.

A few weeks after his release, Pedro said to Lupe, “Forgive me for having separated you and Jorge.”

“Don’t worry,” Lupe replied. “I know that all my life I will suffer. You ruined my life.”

One month after Pedro was released, his body was found riddled with gunshot wounds. He had died because of a drug deal gone wrong.

Lupe’s dad was dead, and her unborn child’s dad was thousands of miles away. Not knowing what else to do, she began selling drugs again. And she kept in contact with Jorge. When little Enrique was born, Lupe was full of joy. Not long after Enrique turned one, Jorge returned to Honduras and got involved in his son’s life. But he and Lupe never married or lived together. He stayed with his mother, and Lupe rented a separate place.

Four years later, the two had another son together, Fernando. When Fernando was two, Lupe was pregnant again, with Samuel. Jorge always helped them out, but before Samuel was born, Jorge died from alcohol poisoning.

Lupe searched for better work opportunities as she had five mouths to feed beside her own: two grandparents and three children. She found work four hours away and moved there. Every fifteen days she sent money home to her grandparents and children. Every six months, she traveled home to visit.

Lupe then met Santos and started dating him. He helped her out a lot financially, and he was good to her. Three years later, she was pregnant with Julia. “I’m pregnant,” she told Santos.

“You already have three boys,” Santos said. “I think you should get an abortion.”

Lupe cried all night, as she wasn’t expecting such a response. She prayed, “God, you’ve given me three boys, and you know what Santos said to me. Please grant me this desire: let this be a girl. I will not abort her, and I won’t abandon her.”

“Leave and go home,” responded a divine voice as clear as day. So Lupe returned home and months later gave birth to Julia—alone. She didn’t add Santos’s name to the birth certificate.

Not long after, Lupe’s grandfather fell ill with prostate cancer and lost a lot of his memory. The doctor said he needed expensive medicine, and Lupe began draining her savings to pay for it. Soon she only had about eight hundred dollars left.

Her grandfather, who went in and out of being lucid, told her several times, “Daughter, I don’t want to die.” So Lupe felt pressure to find a way to help him. One day, her cousin came to her, and Lupe said, “I need to find a way to get my grandfather the medicine.”

Her cousin replied, “I’m going to help you get to the United States so you can get a good job. But you have to bring your daughter to be able to pass through the border.”

Though Lupe didn’t want to live in the United States, she was desperate to get the medicine. This, she thought, was the only way to get it.




A SNAPSHOT OF HONDURAS

Honduras is a large Central American country with an area of about 112,000 square kilometers (about 43,243 square miles), a bit larger than the state of Tennessee. It was a Spanish colony until 1821. The official language is Spanish, and Amerindian dialects are also spoken.2 The capital and largest city is Tegucigalpa, which is in the central southern area of the country. Further north is its second-largest city, San Pedro Sula.

Tourism often brings travelers to Roatán and Útila, Honduran islands off its Caribbean coast that offer world-class diving. The country also holds the Maya site of Copán, a UNESCO World Heritage Site that displays the history of the Mayan influence in Honduras.

Honduras’s population of more than nine million has many inequalities, particularly in wealth distribution. Nearly half of the population lives below the poverty line.3 In 2012, $3 billion came into Honduras through remittances, the majority from the United States.4 This is an important factor, so as you read this book, keep this is mind:

For many developing countries, remittances constitute a large source of foreign income relative to other financial flows. . . . Since remittances are largely personal transactions from migrants to their friends and families, they tend to be well targeted to the needs of their recipients. Their ability to reduce poverty and to promote human development is well documented and often reported as beneficial to overall development.5


Hondurans who have family members in the States often also have remittances coming to them regularly. Honduras’s gross domestic product (GDP) is 13.8 percent agriculture, mostly bananas, coffee, citrus, corn, and African palm. Industry is 28.4 percent of GDP and services are 57.8 percent.6

Digging deeper into the GDP involves taking a closer look at the agricultural crops that make up such a large portion of Honduras’s revenue. The banana industry has not only affected the country economically, it has had a spectrum of other influences over Honduran life that can’t be separated from the current dependence on remittances.

The United Fruit Company was an American company that initially included Chiquita Banana, but in 1984 it became Chiquita Brands International and is now encompassed by Swiss-owned Chiquita Brands International Sàrl. For the sake of clarity, I’ll refer to it here as United Fruit/Chiquita. It’s also important to note that it was an American company until 2014, when it merged with two Brazilian companies.7 It’s one of the leading banana companies dominating the market and having had a hand in Honduran politics throughout history.

“If you think that the economy should serve the people of the country, then [United Fruit/Chiquita] has had a very negative impact [on Latin America],” wrote Adriana Gutierrez, professor at Harvard College, in an article published in the Harvard Political Review in 2017.8 United Fruit/Chiquita has also been involved in political corruption within the Honduran government. During the 1950s, while the company worked hard to successfully overthrow Guatemalan president Jacobo Arbenz, it was busy in Honduras as well. “Encouraged by some social reforms, the Honduran labor movement confronted United Fruit in a process that peaked in 1954 with a strike that threatened the very existence of the Honduran government.”9

Environmental destruction, including deforestation and the use of carcinogenic pesticides, was also part of the company’s repertoire. Union activities were often suppressed, and in the 1990s United Fruit/Chiquita began a home-ownership program in Honduras and two other Central American countries that tied workers’ jobs to their homes. When workers were fired, they lost their homes, so many stayed under the company’s poor working conditions.10

A book review in the New York Times on Peter Chapman’s Bananas sums it up well:

Throughout all of this, United Fruit defined the modern multinational corporation at its most effective—and, as it turned out, its most pernicious. At home, it cultivated clubby ties with those in power and helped pioneer the modern arts of public relations and marketing. (After a midcentury makeover by the “father of public relations,” Edward Bernays, the company started pushing a cartoon character named Señorita Chiquita Banana.) Abroad, it coddled dictators while using a mix of paternalism and violence to control its workers. “As for repressive regimes, they were United Fruit’s best friends, with coups d’état among its specialties,” Chapman writes. “United Fruit had possibly launched more exercises in ‘regime change’ on the banana’s behalf than had even been carried out in the name of oil.”11


I include this information because it’s easy for people like me to think that the Honduran economy is where it is because workers are lazy or picky about the jobs they do. Reading through the history of what multinational corporations—many of which are American—have done in the name of capitalism to the economies of Central and South American countries must make us recognize that our complicity in maintaining the American status quo has led to creating this immigration crisis. Economic colonialism is an effective and ongoing method of our current capitalistic economy.

Sometimes Americans say that immigrants are “invaders” trying to break into our homes and steal our jobs. “We must defend what is ours” seems like a justified response. But this perspective doesn’t take into consideration that, in many ways, America has economically and politically firebombed homes and jobs, propelling people to seek refuge and safety at our borders. When we learn about the history and we hear stories of people involved, we start to see the complex reality beyond headlines and sound bites.




PREPPING TO LEAVE HER HOMETOWN

I want to make sure Julia will be taken care of if anything happens to me en route to the United States, Lupe thought. I must find a man that can serve as her guardian. Lupe already had a friend living in the United States: Marta. Marta’s brother, Carlos, was also a friend. He was still in Honduras but was planning to go to the United States too.

“Carlos, will you consider traveling with me and Julia?” Lupe asked. “Will you consider becoming Julia’s legal guardian? Think about it. It’s important that she has protection.”

Meanwhile Lupe worked on getting other arrangements set. She talked with Raquel, her aunt—her grandfather’s daughter—about keeping him while she was gone. Raquel reluctantly agreed.

“He has to take pills every day,” Lupe told her.

“I know.”

“But he hates to take them,” Lupe added. “He will fight against taking them. I had to be creative and put them in yogurt one day and a drink the next day. If I put them in the same food, he knows and won’t eat it. He also does not like taking a bath. He will fight against bathing. But you must bathe him and make sure he takes his pills.”

Will Raquel do what’s necessary to keep my grandfather in good health? Lupe wondered. She would find out much later that Raquel stopped fighting him and therefore stopped giving him his pills. Her grandfather ended up hospitalized with a constant and caring visitor: Lupe’s eldest son, Enrique.

Lupe had always been able to lean on her neighbor Anita and her family. These neighbors were more closely knit with Lupe’s immediate family than with any extended family. Anita’s husband had lived in the United States about a decade, but was currently back home. So Lupe asked, “Would you help take care of my boys while I’m gone?”

“Of course,” Anita said. She knew and understood more than she wanted to: the desperation, the separation, the economic need.

Carlos also returned with an answer: “Yes, I will be Julia’s legal guardian.”

They began the paperwork, paid the lawyer’s fees, and waited. Then they went to the Registro Civil Municipal to add Carlos’s information to the blank spaces on Julia’s birth certificate: ID number, last names, first name, and nationality of the father.

Carlos officially became Julia’s stepdad—according to the Honduran government and according to Lupe—and Julia’s name was changed to include his last name first. Her birth certificate now bore his name and a note dated October 2017: “A legal change happened.”




GOING THE LONG WAY

Joining forces for the long route to the United States is not uncommon for Central American migrants. Lupe set out in the fall of 2017. In the spring of 2018, a similar group of traveling migrants made their way to the border. A journalist for Reuters interviewed a Central American builder about why he’d decided to stay with a caravan of traveling migrants in Mexico.


Salvadoran Andres Rodriguez, 51, waited with a small backpack and a gallon of water in a field sprawling with men, women and children, mulling over a document that gave him twenty days to reach any border out of the country.

Despite knowing the permit protected him, and that traveling alone would be faster, he feared if he left the caravan he would be exposed to the robbery and assault that befall many migrants on the long slog to the U.S. border.

“It’s much safer,” he said. “Everyone is supporting us. One person alone is much more vulnerable. Much more dangerous.”12



For women, rape is a true threat. According to an Amnesty International report, “Health professionals report that as many as six in ten migrant women and girls are raped on the journey. And activists repeatedly raise concerns that abducted women and girls are vulnerable to trafficking.”13

The same caravan that Rodriguez was a part of peaked at a total of 1,500 but then decreased due to anti-immigrant protesting and resistance from President Trump himself announcing that the border


was “getting more dangerous, ‘caravans’ coming,” and as a result there would be “NO MORE DACA DEAL!” . . . “Republicans must go to Nuclear Option to pass tough [immigration] laws.”

A half-hour later, the president threatened NAFTA negotiations and wrote “NEED WALL!”14



More than 80 percent of the caravan was composed of Hondurans. Organizers said that many of the marchers were women and children who ranged in age from a month old into their seventies.15

President Trump’s reputation toward immigrants preceded him. Lupe was aware of his consistent and negative words toward and about migrants. But she had no idea his policies were already reflecting his sentiments.

There are two other important factors that Lupe did not know. She knew the coyote would charge less to bring a child, but she didn’t know this:

Smugglers in Central America charge less than half the price if a minor is part of the cargo because less work is required of them. Unlike single adult migrants, who would need to be guided on a dangerous march through the deserts of Texas or Arizona, smugglers deliver families only to the U.S. border crossing and the waiting arms of U.S. immigration authorities. The smuggler does not have to enter the United States and risk arrest.16


Lupe also did not know that having Carlos’s name on Julia’s birth certificate would not automatically keep him and Julia together in the United States. If Border Patrol17 used DNA tests to determine the relationship between Julia and Carlos and found they weren’t related by blood, they could separate the two, assuming they were deterring child trafficking. And if Border Patrol required a marriage license between Carlos and Lupe to prove his stepdad status in the eyes of the US government, the two would be separated because they didn’t have such documentation. Even if their paperwork passed, Border Patrol could still separate them, based on the timeframe of their arrival at the border.18
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