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To all immigrants and anyone facing adversity: may your courage, resilience, and dreams light the path to a brighter future. This book is for you.

To our parents, our family, Gerry, Malena, and my sister Paulina: thank you for your unwavering support, love, and belief in us. Your sacrifices and strength inspire everything we do. This journey would not have been possible without you.

—D. ESPERANZA & GERARDO IVÁN MORALES






Llevaron unos niños a Jesús para que les impusiera las manos y orara por ellos, pero los discípulos regañaban a quienes los llevaban. Jesús dijo: «Dejen que los niños vengan a mí y no se lo impidan. Pues el reino de los cielos es de quienes son como ellos». Después de poner las manos sobre ellos, se fue de allí.

Then little children were being brought to him in order that he might lay his hands on them and pray. The disciples spoke sternly to those who brought them; but Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” And he laid his hands on them and went on his way.”

MATTHEW 19:13-15

Yo digo al Señor: «Tú eres mi refugio,

mi fortaleza, el Dios en quien confío».

You […] will say to the Lord, “My refuge and my fortress,

my God, in whom I trust.”

PSALMS 91:2

Reina Valera and English Standard Versions
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In detention, I made this drawing of my entire voyage to the United States to seek asylum with my cousins. “Suffering, despair, anguish, pain, death, no love, USA, my future?” Photo taken by Iván Morales. Description 1








AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I was fourteen years old, I spent five months in captivity in Texas, at centers run by the U.S. government and its contractors. In the Tornillo Influx Facility, the provisional tent city where the Trump administration relocated underaged migrants in 2018, I met Gerardo Iván Morales (I always called him Iván), an immigrant from Mexico who had come to Tornillo to support and protect detained minors like me. Iván was like the big brother I never had. He was the first person to see my poetry and he encouraged me to write about my journey from Naranjito, Honduras, to the U.S. border, and through the migrant detention system.

When I was transferred out of Tornillo, I left those pages, along with a goodbye letter, as a gift for the Alpha 13 family that helped me survive in that place. Years later, Iván and I reconnected, and he suggested we try to share my story with the world. This book is based on a translation of those entries and my memories, reconstructed and stylized here as a journal. Some names and details have been altered for privacy and clarity. But at its core, this is my life story as I wrote it at age fourteen, lying in my bunk and scribbling in a black-and-white, wide-ruled composition book.






PART I THE JOURNEY
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Dear…

Hmm…Um…It still feels like I should be addressing this to someone, but I don’t know who, since I don’t expect anyone to ever read this. I’m not even sure I’ll ever reread it. But whatever, I’ll just start writing. I’ll introduce myself to whatever imaginary reader is out there and see what happens.

Here goes.

My name is D. Esperanza. I just turned thirteen yesterday. My whole life, I have lived in a small pueblo in Honduras called Naranjito. It’s a tiny town with a big church, and mountains on all sides. There are trees and plants and stray dogs all around, and if you go just a little bit outside of town, there’s lots and lots of haciendas.

My parents left for el Norte when I was six months old. I always thought of them as leaving when they were old, but Tía was just saying yesterday, because it was my birthday, that they were only a few years older than me when they left. When I was little, I didn’t get why they couldn’t come back to be with me, or why I couldn’t go to be with them. I thought they just got in a car or something and drove there. Now I know that it’s a long trip to el Norte, and it’s dangerous, so they don’t want to put me in danger by asking me to come. And they can’t come back to visit, because they might not let them go back to el Norte if they ever leave it.

After they got to el Norte, my parents had another baby, my little sister, who I’ve never met. When Mamá told me over the phone, it was kind of exciting and sad at the same time, because she’s my sister, but she’s in a whole different country, you know? She’s old enough to talk a little bit now, and my parents try to get her to talk to me, but she’s still so small that she doesn’t say much. But I’m excited to meet her one day.

I live with Tía (Tía is really my abuela, but me and Miguelito call her Tía because she always says she’s too young for us to call her Abuela). I also live with my cousin Miguelito, and we used to live with my uncle Felipe, too. Tía has been taking care of me and Miguelito since we were little. She does most of the cooking and cleaning, and she’s always active, always moving around the kitchen and stuff. She tries to never make the same meal twice in the same week. On Sundays, she takes us to church, and almost every night she makes us say the Rosary, even though it’s really boring.

Felipe was Mamá’s brother and Tía’s son. He spent almost every day driving microbuses, because even though my parents send back as much money as they can, it wasn’t and still isn’t enough to pay for food and medicine for Tía’s cough.

Miguelito is eleven, two years younger than me. Felipe was his papá. We’re cousins, but we might as well be brothers, since we’ve lived together our whole lives.

There’s also our dog, Caramelo. He’s scrappy, with pointy ears and two dark rings on his face, like he has two black eyes. You can’t exactly say he’s a member of the family, because he’s a dog and not a person, but I love him just as much. I got to name him because I was the one who found him. Or, really, he found me. He was sitting outside the house one morning when I walked out the front door. I stopped to pet him and then kept walking, but he followed me all the way to school. Obviously, they wouldn’t let him into the building, and I forgot about him during the day. But when I left for work after school, he was there waiting for me. And again the day after that. And the day after that.

Everybody in Naranjito knows Caramelo is my puppy because we’re together all the time. They all laugh that I named him Caramelo even though his fur is black, not caramel-colored. Everyone calls street dogs like him “perros aguacateros” because they’re always eating avocados that fall off trees, and that’s definitely true of Caramelo. He’s obsessed with avocados. He eats everything except the seed, which he brings to us like a trophy. Some days, he’ll bring us seven or eight avocado seeds.

Sometimes I wish I could sleep with him, especially when I miss my parents, but Tía won’t let him inside the house. She pretends she doesn’t like him, because he’s dirty and leaves green avocado poop outside our house all the time, but occasionally, when she thinks me and Miguelito aren’t looking, she’ll leave scraps or leftover bones outside the door for him.

Anyway, I don’t write very often, and holding the pen for this long is making my hand cramp. Writing about how Felipe used to live with us is also making me feel kind of weird, so I’m going to think about what I’ll say, and write more tomorrow. I think I actually really like writing like this. It feels good.

;
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I haven’t forgotten about you, it’s just…a lot has happened. I was going to write more yesterday or the day before, but I was too tired after getting back from the hacienda. Anyway, it gave me time to think of some other stuff I want to say about the past few years.

Now that I’m working so much, I understand money a lot better. I’ve always known we’re poor, at least in theory, because that’s why Mamá and Papá left in the first place. Sometimes Felipe used to talk about how we were poor, too. He’d complain about work and how much stuff cost. He’d say that before I was born, the plantaciones bananeras ruined the economía. I didn’t know what that meant when he said it, and I still don’t. Before everything got bad, I didn’t understand money stuff at all. I assumed everything was fine because on Sundays at church, when Padre Juan passed a basket around, Tía would always put money in. And when I left for school, if she had been up all night coughing and she was too tired to make me lunch, she would draw a cross on my forehead and press a coin into my hand so I could buy a baleada for lunch.

Honestly, until I was twelve, I don’t think I had any problems. I know I’m supposed to say it was hard growing up without my parents, and obviously I miss them, but I’ve never felt like an orphan or anything. It’s like, I know there’s this gap in my life, but the gap isn’t empty. Does that make sense? I have my family. I have one photo of my parents from before they left, where they’re holding me as a baby in their arms. They’re posing for the photo and smiling. The photo is old and falling apart, but it’s in a glass frame, and when I talk to my parents on the phone, I imagine I’m talking to the people in that photo. I know they’re older now, but that’s still who they are to me. They’re not here physically, but they’re in my life. They always call me on my birthday, Christmas, Semana Santa…they never miss those. Mamá always says she misses me, always reminds me that she’s there for me: it’s a relationship that we keep up through promises, phone calls, letters…I know that my parents aren’t here because they’re busy providing for me and Miguelito. And I know that one day, once my parents have saved enough money, I’ll either go join them or they’ll come back here.

Sometimes I get impatient for that to happen and I ask Mamá when I’ll be able to join them in Nashville. When I was little, I didn’t think about them being gone very much, but when I got older, I started to see my friends’ parents pick them up from school and it would give me this weird feeling in the bottom part of my chest. I love Tía and Felipe—they’ve been like parents to me. But I look at that photo of Mamá and Papá from when I was little, and I get a little jealous of the baby they’re holding in the picture, even though I know it’s me.

Talking about this with Tía helps. She says I should count my blessings and “agradecer lo que ya tengo,” because when I was still going to school, there were lots of other kids whose parents weren’t around, and a lot of them had it way worse. She reminds me that there are other kids in Naranjito who never got to go to school at all, or who dropped out after first or second grade because they had to work.

Then I realize me and Miguelito have been lucky: my parents send back money, we didn’t have to work when we were little, except sometimes when Felipe would give us money to ride with him in the micro. We’d help older passengers get inside, clean any trash people left and stuff like that. Felipe always made us sit in the back, where it was safer, but he’d talk to us the whole time and glance at us in the rearview mirror. It wasn’t very hard, since it was just a microbus that couldn’t fit more than fifteen people. It’s not like it was a full-size bus. I didn’t have to start working for real, en el campo, until after fourth grade. And even then, I didn’t have to quit school, I just had to spend a few hours in the afternoon or on Saturdays stirring soil, or washing and feeding livestock. Then I’d ride my bike home and do my homework.

Mamá always says on the phone that she feels bad that I’ve had to work at all. But at least half the kids in my class did something similar, and, like I said, me and Miguelito were the lucky ones. I was happy to help bring in money, and I didn’t mind being busy. Felipe always called me “hiperactivo.” Even if I didn’t have to go anywhere, I’d still ride my bike all around Naranjito and to other nearby pueblos. Or I’d go play fútbol with the boys in my class and come back with my clothes so dirty that Tía would get annoyed. She’s always trying to explain consequences by telling me and Miguelito about “causa y efecto.” I didn’t take care of my clothes (causa), so she had to wash them (efecto). She was annoyed at me for getting my clothes dirty (causa), and next time she might not let me play fútbol (efecto).

I also always felt lucky because I had my best friend, Cami. We met at school in third grade when Cami saw me writing a rap during recess. I was embarrassed to show her at first, but she told me she liked singing and making music too, and she was impressed with my rhymes (they probably weren’t very good, but I was little back then, and I’ve gotten better). Later, we became close with another girl named Daniela, who had a computer in her house, and if I didn’t have to work after school, we’d spend the afternoon looking up karaoke versions of songs on YouTube. We’d spend hours singing.

I love music. I like rock most of all, but I love rap and reggaetón too. Actually, there isn’t any kind of music I don’t like. I even like songs in other languages like Portuguese or English. Even though I can’t sing along and I don’t understand what the words mean, the songs still make me feel things.

That’s why I was writing a rap during recess—I knew I was just a kid, but I wanted to write music good enough that I could perform it someday. Once I was friends with Cami and Daniela, we’d write and record songs together, even though we didn’t have any instruments. Then, when we got tired of singing, we’d play Need for Speed or Call of Duty on Daniela’s PS3. Or we’d watch Dragon Ball Z or Naruto or some other animes together.

I used to always ask Tía if we could invite Cami and Daniela over to our house, too, but she said no girls allowed. Sometimes on the street, she would point at other boys who were a few years older than me. She’d say their parents had let them invite girls over (causa). Then she’d point at the babies in their arms (efecto).

I used to have friends who were boys, from my class, and we’d go play fútbol or go fishing together. Occasionally, I’d come back with a fish and Tía would cook it for a dinner. But I’ve never had a ton of male friends. Most boys in my class always wanted to go looking for snakes, and snakes creep me out. I got along fine with them, but I didn’t really like them enough to want them to come over. Cami and Daniela were the only close friends I needed.

So that was how things were until everything started to go wrong. But I’ve written a lot tonight, and I don’t want to go into the bad stuff yet, so I’ll write again soon.
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I know it’s been a while since I’ve written in here. I’ve been really busy working, but today is Sunday, so I have a little bit more time to write. To be honest, I think part of the reason I haven’t been writing is because I don’t want to talk about all the bad stuff. But I do think it’ll be good to write it down. Writing makes me feel a little better, for whatever reason.

First, there was the microbus. That was on a Sunday, too. I’d just talked to my parents on the phone for the first time in a few weeks. After I hung up, Felipe asked me and Miguelito to come with him to work. He always used to try to get us to help him when he was driving the microbus because he worked a lot, and we wouldn’t get to spend much time together otherwise. Or maybe he wanted us to learn to be microbus drivers. It’s a more stable job than working on a hacienda, and it’s safer, too. It’s supposed to be, anyway.

Miguelito said he didn’t want to go, because it was the birthday of a friend in his class. Miguelito is obsessed with birthdays, he always remembers everyone’s, it’s his favorite thing. But a week before anyone’s birthday, Miguelito is already planning.

So it was just Tío Felipe and me. It was dark by the time we’d dropped off all our passengers, and he was driving back to the station where he parked the micro overnight. I felt impatient, because I’d just started sixth grade and I had a lot of homework. But I’d had to work the day before, and then on that Sunday I’d had to go to church, and then I was helping Felipe, so I hadn’t finished my assignments yet. We were doing word problems in math. (“Adriana sembró 10 hileras de maíz con 8 plantas cada una. El 20% murieron. ¿Cuántas plantas quedan?”) Figuring out how many of Adriana’s corn plants survived was fun but hard. Word problems took me a long time.

Tío Felipe could tell I was worried about finishing my homework, but he said the most important thing was to focus on the present. Deal with the future in the future. He gave us speeches like that all the time, full of life lessons, and he’d always conclude them with some kind of proverb like No hay mal que por bien no venga (Every cloud has a silver lining). Maybe he hoped that if he said them enough times, we’d never forget them. If that was the plan, it worked, because he said them so often that I could already predict what proverb he was about to say just then: Paso a paso se va lejos. One step at a time, you can travel far.

“You can worry about your homework when we get home,” he said. “Paso a paso, se va—”

Felipe never got to the end of the proverb.

It happened fast. He was looking at me in the rearview mirror when I heard screeching wheels outside. I looked out the window and saw a bus—a real bus, a yellow-school-bus-size bus—slam into the driver’s side of our microbus at full speed. There was a crash, and the sound of metal bending and glass shattering. I flew out of my seat. Then there was another crash, and then another, and then the smell of something burning.

I don’t know how I got out of the microbus. I don’t remember. There were people all around. They must have been trying to talk to me, but I couldn’t hear. I was sitting on grass. The bus was upside down on the grass with me. The wheels were still spinning slowly in the air.

There was blood all over my leg, but I didn’t feel any pain at all. I wondered for a second if it was somebody else’s leg. After a few minutes, I realized I had just been in a car accident. I still couldn’t make sense of the sounds I was hearing, but I started looking at the adults all around me to see if any of them were Tío Felipe. For the first time, I wondered why microbuses don’t have seat belts.

I don’t think I ever passed out, but I don’t remember going to the hospital. Somehow, I got there. A doctor checked all my injuries and said that miraculously, I wasn’t hurt too bad. I just broke my right ankle and got a lot of scrapes and bruises. So that was the good news.

Tía had tears in her eyes when she gave me the bad news: the bigger bus had slammed right into the driver’s side of the micro, and Felipe didn’t survive. She said he probably died instantly.

This was a few months ago, but it’s still kind of hard to think about and write about. Sometimes when I wake up, I forget for a minute that Felipe isn’t here anymore. I know Tía cries a lot about it. I wished Mamá and Papá could’ve come back for the funeral. At least then I’d get to meet my baby sister. But I know coming back is complicated.
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Written by me, this is my very first entry inside my actual black-and-white notebook detailing the story of my life from the very beginning when I did not have the opportunity to know my mom and dad growing up. Photo taken by Iván Morales. Description 2
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Finally I’ve managed to write for two days in a row. Success! I think I can wrap up all the bad stuff that happened with one more entry. Then what’ll I write about? I could talk about the things that happen day-to-day, but compared to the past few months, that’ll be pretty boring. Anyway…

After the micro accident, things started going wrong so fast that they all blurred together. It has almost felt like horrible things are bound to happen over and over, like some kind of punishment. Afterward, I had to stay in bed because of my broken ankle. But if I could have walked, I still would’ve stayed in bed. Miguelito is the same way. For two weeks after the accident, he didn’t go to school. He has barely left the house since then. He’s gotten really close to Caramelo, so Tía made an exception to her rule, washed him, and she has been letting him come inside. Miguelito falls asleep with him almost every night.

As soon as my foot was healed enough for me to walk, I had to quit school and start working full-time because, otherwise, without the money Felipe had made, we wouldn’t be able to afford the house and food and Tía’s medicamentos. Tía asked my parents to start sending a little more money every week, but they have to pay for things en el Norte too, especially to care for my baby sister. Miguelito still isn’t working. Tía thinks it’s important for him to stay in school because he’s still so young.

Tía also made an exception to her no-girls rule and let Cami come over sometimes too, during the daytime, since I couldn’t see her at school anymore. But it didn’t last long, because Cami had even more bad news. She was dropping out of sixth grade, too. Her parents were worried about how gangs were starting to do bad stuff in other pueblos near Naranjito, and they were taking her to los Estados Unidos where she’d be safer.

The same day Cami told me that, I called my parents and asked if I could come join them in Nashville. I said we could all go, me and Miguelito and Tía. They said no. When I asked why not, they just said it was complicated and we’d be together one day, but not now. Then they changed the subject.

I didn’t say anything at the time, because I’ve never had a fight with my parents, but I guess what’s a notebook for if it isn’t to say the things you can’t say in real life?

Between you and me, it’s not fair that I can’t be with Mamá and Papá. I was really mad when I hung up the phone. Nobody stopped them from going to el Norte, and they were barely older than me when they went. If I’m not in school and Cami is gone and Felipe isn’t alive anymore, why should I have to stay here?

Now you know pretty much all the bad stuff that has happened in the last year. I feel a little better now that I’ve actually “talked” about it.

I’m kind of liking this writing thing. I’ll write more tomorrow.
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Three days writing in here in a row. But today I’m writing because it turns out the bad stuff isn’t over yet. Today, Tía brought me and Miguelito to church. That should’ve been my first clue. She always brings us to church on Sundays, but today is Tuesday. Afterward, she bought us rosquillas to eat and said we had to talk about something serious. She told us that her sickness was getting worse and that we were going to have to put our faith in Cristo and be strong because she wasn’t going to be around for very much longer.

We’d known she was a little sick…she’d been coughing for years. It was actually pretty annoying because me and Miguelito sleep in her bedroom, and she coughs so loud that it wakes me up, and then I can’t fall back sleep. But we never thought about it very much. We never thought it meant that she was going to die.

She told me I’d have to look after Miguelito the same way she and Felipe had looked after us. She said she would love and protect us desde el cielo, and one day we would all be together again.

I cried and hugged her and told her it wasn’t true, that she just needed to get a better doctor. I said I’d work even harder to make more money so she could go to San Pedro Sula and maybe there they could give her medicamentos that would make her better.

But she just shook her head and talked to me in a way she never had before, the same way she always talked to Felipe. She said I’m big now, and I have to understand. She doesn’t want to get my hopes up, and she’s not going to waste the little money we have just to make things a little slower. She said “Dios tenía un plan para todos” and he would always be with us. He had protected me in the microbus accident, and he would protect me even after she was gone.

Miguelito didn’t say anything, but when Tía hugged both of us at the same time, he started to cry with long, heavy sobs that shook his whole body.

I haven’t cried like that yet. It doesn’t feel real.
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I know I haven’t written in, like, three weeks…I’ve just been working and trying to help Tía, and when I’m not helping her, I’m talking to Miguelito about stuff when he gets sad.

I guess things are getting worse. For the past few weeks, Tía seemed to be getting a little weaker, but she still went to church almost every day. Then, one morning, after she’d been coughing all night, she told us to come with her to the hospital. We’ve been here for four days. The nurses are nice to me and Miguelito, and they’re always explaining what’s going on. They say we’re good nietos. Yesterday, they showed me radiografías of Tía’s lungs: there was a shadow where there wasn’t supposed to be one, and they said that meant she wouldn’t be alive for much longer.

Causa y efecto.
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Six days at the hospital. Tía keeps getting quieter, her breathing is getting shallower, and her face is starting to change color and even change shape, it’s like the skin is sitting on her face in a different way than it ever has before. I’ve been trying to avoid looking at her because it makes me feel weird and sad and guilty, like I’m seeing something I’m not supposed to, like I’m watching her get dressed or something. It feels like dying is turning her into a different person.

But actually, if I think about it, it’s me and Miguelito who are turning into different people. We have always been like siblings, but I think it’s during these past few days that we’ve become brothers for real. It’s hard to explain, but for as long as I can remember, our family was Tía, Felipe, Miguelito, and me (and also Caramelo, but I think dogs go in a different category). Four people in a family of four. After Felipe was gone, it was like the meaning of “our family” shifted, so four people’s worth of family had to exist in just three of us. And now, in the hospital, while Tía is dying, it’s like her share of the weight is slipping onto us too, and between the two of us, me and Miguelito have to become a family of four. I feel this love and worry for Miguelito that’s different from anything I’ve ever experienced before. I know it’s weird, but yesterday, I just turned to him and said, “Miguelito, when we get back, you have to do really good at school, okay?” He looked kind of confused, but he nodded.

I have a feeling we’ll be going back soon, but I’m not sure I want to. I’m not ready to say goodbye. I’m not ready to become a family of two.
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Day seven. Padre Juan came today to say some prayers over Tía. He said some prayers with me and Miguelito, too. He told us he would do her funeral, and that he was sure she would go “directamente al cielo.” He said it was important for us to keep going to church even though Tía wouldn’t be there to force us to anymore.

So, I guess that means it’s almost over, even if I don’t want it to be. Does that make me selfish?
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I know it’s only been a few hours since the last time I wrote, but I wanted to let you know. Tía is gone. The last thing she said to me and Miguelito was “Dios los guarde y los proteja.” God keep and protect us.

I guess I don’t know what happens now. I don’t know what to write, even. I’m not sure I’ll know tomorrow either.
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Querida Tía:

Padre Juan says that because you’re not here anymore, you’re in Heaven, that I can talk to you and you’ll hear me. Since you were the one who gave me this notebook, I figure that if I write to you in it, you can read it, too. I was thinking before you went to Heaven that I might show you my notebook after I’d filled up all the pages, and that maybe you’d be proud that I wrote so much. I hope you can be proud of me from up there too.

Love,

D.





[image: ] THE NEXT DAY Naranjito


Querida Tía:

It’s weird being in the house without you. We’re still letting Caramelo sleep inside. I hope you don’t mind. I try to keep him as clean as possible, I promise.

We miss you. I’ve talked to Mamá every day on the phone since you died, and I told her that I’m writing to you in my notebook. She says to tell you that she misses you, too, and she’s sorry she wasn’t with you in the hospital. And she also asks for you to please watch over me and Miguelito extra carefully.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía:

When Miguelito is crying all night, I don’t know what to do except for hug him and offer to make him some rice or bring him some water. If there’s anything you can do to help him be okay, please do it. I might start suggesting we say the Rosary at night, like you used to make us do, just so we have something to give the day some kind of, like, conclusion. And maybe it’ll help him feel like you’re still here.

I’m going to tell Miguelito that I think he should try to go back to school tomorrow. I need to start working again or else we’re going to run out of money, and I think he’d be even sadder if he wasn’t home alone all day.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía:

Sorry it’s been a few weeks. I’ve been working as much as I can, plus I’ve been learning how to do stuff I’ve never done before, like how to pay the dueño of our house for rent and electricity and water, how to cook, how to go to the tienda to collect the money Mamá and Papá send. So it has been hard to find time to write. A few times I’ve sat down to start writing, but it feels like if I sit still for too long, I’ll start crying. But I’m not going to stop writing, ever, because I don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten about you.

Now that you’re not here to keep track of money, I understand that we are poor for real. I look at how much we have (almost nothing), and I get this antsy feeling in my chest when I think about how much I’ll make working (almost nothing), and how much we have to pay to stay in the house (so much). It felt less real when you were taking care of money stuff. Did you have any tricks? How did you keep from freaking out every week, worrying you wouldn’t be able to pay for food or something? We must have always been this poor, I guess, but you and Felipe just didn’t want me and Miguelito to worry about it. I don’t know how you had any money to put in the basket at church or for me to buy a baleada at lunch. There was a reason Felipe was working all the time. Now I’m the one who has to work like crazy just so we can afford food and the house and electricity. And so Miguelito can stay in school. That’s the most important thing.

I wake up at 4:40 every morning except Sundays, so that I can be outside by the time the señor comes around in his truck to pick up workers. The señor is…well, he’s exactly that, a man who drives through Naranjito in the mornings to bring us to the haciendas for work. I have to be outside by five o’clock, or else he’ll drive past. There are lots of people looking for work, so he doesn’t need to wait for me.

Most days, the señor brings us to one of the haciendas outside the pueblo. We stay there all day, working in the heat. The sun almost makes you more exhausted than the work because there’s no shade anywhere. My skin is starting to peel off like it never did before. Felipe’s old hat doesn’t fit me, and I can’t decide if I should buy a new one at the tiendita. For now, at least, I figure that I don’t need to spend the money, I can just put up with the sun.

When we show up at the haciendas, the señores in charge give us instructions. Every day, no matter what, we have to lead the cows to the river to drink. Some haciendas have more than five hundred of them, so it takes forever. I’m still not very good at it, because until I started working on the haciendas, I’d only been on a horse a few times. I’m trying to get better as fast as I can, but I keep falling off and hurting myself. The older workers tell me to be really careful because if you fall and don’t get up fast enough, the cows might trample you. It sounds scary, but I’m not super worried about it, because every time I fall, these amazing dogs that help us herd the cattle show up out of nowhere to make sure I don’t get stepped on. Once I’m on my feet, I always want to pet the dogs to thank them for saving me, but they disappear just as quickly as they showed up. So, after the señor drives me home at seven or eight at night, I make sure to give Caramelo extra snuggles, and I put some extra scraps outside the front door for him, if we have any. For the past month, snuggling with Caramelo has been the best part of the day.

Love,

D.
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Tía, just a quick update: I gave in and bought a hat. The skin on my head was peeling, and it hurt so bad that I couldn’t focus on the work. Plus, I couldn’t see as well with the sun in my eyes all day. I bought the cheapest hat they had. It’s the best 110 lempira I’ve ever spent.

D.
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Querida Tía:

Today at the hacienda, they made us put hay into this hay-cutting machine that scares me a lot. It’s big and louder than a motorcycle or any machine I’ve ever seen. I’ve only had to work with it one time before, and it gave me nightmares about accidentally getting my hand cut off. Since then, if there’s any other work to do, I always ask the other men if they can operate the machine while I do one of the other tasks. They’ve usually agreed, maybe because some of them have kids my age and they feel a little sorry for me. But today there were no other tasks to do, so it was either work with the scary machine or don’t go to the hacienda.

So, anyway, I guess I just wanted to pray that you would help me not have nightmares tonight about getting my hand chopped off. Please, thank you. Love you. Miss you.

D.
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Querida Tía:

There was no work on the haciendas today. I stood outside at five in the morning, but the señor never came. So I went to the tiendita to ask them if they needed any help doing odd jobs. Sometimes they do, and it’s easier than working on the haciendas, but they pay way less. They didn’t need help either, though, so I waited for a delivery truck to come through and asked the driver if I could ride along and help unload stuff. He said yes. Drivers almost always say yes when I ask for work. They’re on tight schedules, so they’ll take all the help they can get. Also, since I’m just a kid, they don’t have to pay me as much as they’d pay an adult. It’s a little fun, because I get to drive around the whole region unloading flour and sugar and stuff. The drivers are usually nice. I feel good helping them. But now my arms are like rubber, and I know that tomorrow my whole body will be so sore that it’ll be hard to get out of bed.

I do all this work so Miguelito can stay in school. He has been depressed, obviously, since you and his papá died. I’m sad all the time, too, but I’m also tired, so I don’t have energy to act sad, if that makes sense. I’m worried that if Miguelito had to quit school, too, he’d be way worse. And him and Caramelo are all I have left. Other than that, I’m alone all the time. He can see how hard I’ve been working, and he has been trying to stay positive for me. He’s doing good in school, just like I told him he had to. And he’s working, too, but just a little bit in the afternoons. I wish he didn’t have to work at all, but if he didn’t, we wouldn’t be able to survive. I make less money than Felipe did because most of the señores give me less than they pay the grown-ups. They say that since I’m a kid, I’m not as helpful, so they can’t pay as much. That really annoys me—they still expect me to work for as long and as hard as the adults.

Love,

D.

P.S.—no nightmares about the hay-cutting machine last night. Thank you[image: Emoji: Black Heart.]!
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Querida Tía:

I talked to Cami today. She’s in los Estados Unidos now, and a few nights of the week I go to the tienda so we can talk on the phone, I feel guilty spending money to use the telephone. It’s the only thing I spend money on that isn’t technically necessary, and we don’t even have enough to pay the dueño everything we owe him. But some days, it’s the only time all day that I smile.

I talk to Cami more than I talk to Mamá and Papá. I love my parents, and I know they care about me, but we’ve never really known each other, so we don’t have a lot to talk about. But Cami and me can talk about music, and her parents, and Miguelito, and the fun stuff we used to do. I tell her about work and money, and she tells me about all the new things she’s doing, like eating at McDonald’s. She’s working, too—she has been painting houses. I can’t believe how much she gets paid. She makes more money in two hours than I do in a whole day on a hacienda. She even has a cell phone now, she says everyone in los Estados Unidos has them. One time, she said if she worked for three hours a day for just four days, she would earn enough to buy a PS4. I changed the subject when she said that because it reminded me of the word problems I was supposed to do on the day Felipe died.

Either way, I didn’t even know there was a PS4. I thought the PS3 was the newest one. Maybe the PS4 is only in los Estados Unidos.

She never bought a PS4, though. Most weeks, when she can, she sends me some of the money she earns. It was hard for me to take it at first. I felt bad, and I still feel bad. I don’t want her to have to work so hard just to give me her money. But she has a really big heart, and she feels sorry for me and Miguelito. I used to thank her a lot every time we talked on the phone, but she asked me to stop.

There’s another reason I take her money: Naranjito has been getting more dangerous. I know it was getting worse when you were around, but I didn’t really pay attention to it, because you were here to look out for us. Sometimes, Tío Felipe would say stuff about the gangs and violence in San Pedro Sula or Tegucigalpa, but it was just news. Like, it was a sad thing that was happening in the world, but it was far away, like the guerra civil en Siria or the victoria de Donel Tromp en los Estados Unidos. But since you’ve been gone, a lot of adults who know me and Miguelito live alone—like Padre Juan and some of the men I work with on the haciendas—have started to warn us that the gangs are becoming more present in other pueblos near here. The gangs are famous for kidnapping kids and forcing them to join. I’m worried that they might come for Miguelito. But I know that sometimes, if you give them money, they’ll leave you alone. So we want to save up a little bit of emergency money, for when they finally reach us here. I haven’t been able to save any yet, but I hope I can start soon.

So, please keep protecting us, Tía, especially Miguelito.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía:

Today, Miguelito asked about going to el Norte. He was nervous, but I know he’s been thinking about it a lot. I think he’s really set on it. I want to go to el Norte, too, obviously, but I know you and Tío Felipe didn’t want us to, and Mamá and Papá wouldn’t let us.

“¿Y si fuéramos al Norte?” he asked.

He said it when he was sitting under a mango tree, eating a mango, with yellow mango mush on his lips and cheeks. Which is especially confusing because Miguelito hates mangos.

I didn’t really want to have that conversation, so to dodge the question I asked him why he was eating a mango when he hates them.

“I used to, but I changed my mind—it’s tasty!” he said. Then he pointed up at the tree branches above him. “And it’s free! But I think we should leave Naranjito because you’d get to go back to school and we could live with your parents and you wouldn’t have to work all the time and we’d get to just be normal kids and—”

I love Miguelito. He’s such a funny kid. Ever since he was little, whenever he’s nervous, he talks in these really long sentences with a million ands. The longer the sentence gets, the faster he talks, and the harder it is to keep track of what he’s saying. You have to interrupt him mid-sentence or he’ll keep going until he runs out of breath.

“Okay, hang on, let me think about it for a few days, okay?” I said. Even though I’ve been thinking about all these things almost nonstop for months, ever since we came back from the hospital without you.

I think Miguelito had wanted me to decide right then and there, but I need time to think it through. And write to you about it. And sleep on it. Now I sound like Miguelito with the million ands.

I’m gonna go to bed now, but I’ll write more tomorrow.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía,

I’ve been thinking about what Miguelito said: “You’d get to go back to school and we could live with your parents and you wouldn’t have to work all the time and we’d get to just be normal kids.” All of this made me really want to leave.

You’d get to go back to school. I wasn’t the smartest kid in my class, but I was good at school. At the end of fifth grade, the profe told me I’m a good writer and gave me a bunch of books. I was going to read them, but then the microbus accident happened, and I never had time. They’ve been on the floor of your room for two years. Maybe if I went to school, I could read again and start learning how to write for real, instead of just scribbling rap lyrics in notebooks and writing letters to you.

We could live with your parents. When you and Felipe were here, you always made me feel totally loved and taken care of. But ever since you died, I haven’t even hugged anyone except Miguelito and Caramelo. I don’t like to think sad thoughts for too long, but whenever I talk to my parents, I feel this kind of…not anger, that’s not the right word, but I feel this kind of unhappy, lonely feeling, and I don’t know how to make it go away. Maybe going to Nashville will help.

You wouldn’t have to work all the time. I’ve been thinking a lot about this today…and every day, if I’m being honest. I don’t just feel lonely and exhausted. I feel trapped. Like, I’m not even making enough money to support Miguelito, and I’m never going to make very much more, because I’m not in school, so I’m never going to learn how to become like, an electrician or a musician or a video game designer or anything. I’m going to be stuck waking up at 4:40 in the morning and working all day and peeling dead skin off my forehead forever,. Other than leaving, I don’t see any way to change that. I can’t just keep doing this for another sixty years.

We’d get to just be normal kids. At the end of fifth grade, a few months before the microbus accident, we had a talent show, and Cami and Daniela convinced me to sing a song with them. I was super nervous, but once we started performing and I saw the other kids get into it, I felt really good about myself. After that, the three of us got really popular, and I was really, really happy. Going back to that part of life feels impossible…but maybe it isn’t? I’m thirteen now. I know work and stress and pain are part of life, but can’t there be time for friends and fútbol and music too?

It’s really tempting, but I know going to el Norte is hard. We don’t know exactly how to go, and it would take money (we don’t really have a lot of that). And time. I think it takes like a week to get there, but I could be wrong…it might take longer. Everyone also says getting through México is really hard, that you have to be sneaky. People have told me that the police in México are really tough—they’ll try to stop you from getting into México, and then they’ll also try to keep you from crossing out of México into los Estados Unidos. The good news is that once you’re across the Río Bravo—I don’t know exactly where that is, but people say it’s what you have to cross to get to the country—all you have to do is find la Migra on los Estados Unidos side, and as long as you’re not a criminal or anything, they’ll help you get to your family. Obviously we can’t be criminals, because we’re just kids.

But Miguelito is still pretty young. He’s really sensitive, too, so I don’t know if he could handle it.

Plus, we couldn’t tell Mamá and Papá, because they would say not to go. And going without telling them feels weird. We also couldn’t take Caramelo with us. So for now, I’m going to tell Miguelito we should stay here and see if things get worse with the gangs. If they do, we can talk about going again.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía:

Writing to you at 4:30 in the morning while I wait for the señor with the truck to take me to work on the hacienda. I haven’t slept really. I don’t know if I’d be able to. But I wanted to update you on what happened.

Last night, when I got back from the hacienda, Miguelito was crying like I haven’t seen since you told us your sickness was worse. The kind of crying where snot was dripping into his mouth and his chest kept moving up and down and he couldn’t even get words out. For a second, I thought he was hurt or sick. I ran over and asked him what was wrong. I said a prayer in my head: Por favor, que no se muera Miguelito también. He couldn’t answer, so I looked all over his body to see if he was bleeding or something. He wasn’t. He didn’t seem hurt. I hugged him, and I started crying too, even though I didn’t know what was wrong. I held him really tight and told him everything was going to be all right. I don’t know if that was the right thing to say, it’s just what people say in movies when someone is crying.

When his breath started getting a little more normal, he tried to explain what happened. A neighbor had come over with something wrapped in a blanket. She saw a dog get hit by a delivery truck before the truck drove away. She had recognized Caramelo.

We cried all night. Before sunrise, we dug a hole behind the house and buried him with two ripe avocados, one from each of us.

I think this is it. I think we have no reason to stay in Naranjito anymore.

We’re going to Nashville.

We’re going to have a family again.

We’re going to go to school and learn English and make friends and be kids again.

And as soon as we get to our new home, we’re going to adopt a perro aguacatero and name him Caramelo Segundo.

Love,

D.
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Querida Tía:

I think getting ready to leave is going to be easy. Here’s my plan:


	
Step one: Make as much money as we can for a few weeks, leave sometime in January.

	
Step two: Hitchhike, walk, or take buses to Guatemala.

	
Step three: Figure out a plan to get across Guatemala to the border with México.

	
Step four: Figure out a plan to get across México to los Estados Unidos.

	
Step five: Call Mamá and Papá and have them pick us up.



I’m the most worried about step five, because I decided I’m not going to tell my parents we’re leaving. If I did, they’d definitely say we’re not allowed to go.

Papá will be all encachimbado that we left Naranjito without telling him. It won’t be the best way to start our real-life relationship. Not to mention, I don’t know how far Nashville is from the border, but he’ll be annoyed if he has to go on a long drive to get us, especially if he has to take the day off work.

And Mamá might be worried, because they’ve started calling every Sunday since you left, and I’ll miss their call if it takes us more than seven days to get to los Estados Unidos. She’ll think something bad has happened to me. Ever since you died, she has been more paranoid about us being safe. If we’re not there to pick up the phone, she’ll probably call other people in Naranjito to go check on us. When we get to the border, she’ll be relieved at first that we’re safe, but then she’ll be encachimbada, too, just like Papá, because we made her worry for no reason.

I think you’d also probably tell us not to go…if you were here. Maybe not. I don’t know what you’d think about the gangs getting closer. Maybe you’d want us to go.

Anyway, besides being worried about how my parents will react, we think it’ll be fun. Miguelito is excited, partly because he’s been wanting to go to el Norte for a long time, but also because neither of us has ever left Honduras. We’re not sure how different it will be. It’s like a little adventure. Plus, Tía Gloria and our cousins live in Guatemala, and we’ve talked to her on the phone before, so once we’re on step three of our plan, maybe we can find a phone and call them.

Wish us luck.
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