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The Journey North: Take One

One day, when | was six years old, my grandmatold me my mom would be callingsoon and it was very
importantforme totalk to her.l didn’tknow itthen, but my mom was about to give me news that
would change the entire course of my life inways | couldn’t begintoimagine. All | knew was that my
mom, this mysterious voice onthe telephonewho | hadn’tseeninyears, was telling me that she had
moved tosome place called Minnesotain the United States, and she wanted me to join herthere. My
world was so small back then - the farthest| had evertravelled was my grandma’s small village inthe
countryside. l had neverseenamap. | didn’t even know that the part of Mexico | was livingin was
almostas far fromthe borderwith the U.S. as you could get. | was going off on an adventure; that much
| understood. And | was going to be with my mom, although that part was a little less clear.

It all happened reallyfast. | packed abag with the light-colored clothes - khakis and yellows - that |
would needtoblendinonthe desert crossing, and prepared to say my goodbyes. | promised myselfthat
| would come back and see my grandma again - that this wasn’t our final goodbye - not knowingthen
that was a promise | would notbe able to keep. Asl| gave my grandmaa hug | saw tears on herface. |
think that was one of the only times | eversaw her cry. It had to have broken herheart. | was her
youngest child’s only child, and she had raised me as her own. Now she was sending me offona
dangerousjourney with an uncertain outcome.

My cousin Alex, who had beenlikeabrotherto me, was playingin a cornerof the concrete slabwe
called the livingroom. I tried to talk to him but he justignored me. | could tell he was mad, that he felt
like  was abandoning him. And then, finally, he gave aforced little laugh, and we agreed to putthe guilt
of myabandoning himon my mom, and that wasit. | had no ideawhenorevenifl would eversee him
again.

The nextthingl rememberlwasbeingputin a shared van withan “aunt,” whowasn’ta real auntbut a
family friend who was going to escort me on the first leg of my journey north. We drove for fouror five
hoursto the coastal resortcity of Acapulco. | had neverseen anywhere so beautiful before. We could
see the pale sandy beaches and towering palmtrees from the road, like a perfect picture advertisement
for Mexico. There were beachesin Oaxacabutnotlike these. Itlooked like paradise.

My auntsteered usto a payphone where she called the numbershe had been givento coordi nate the
nextlegofour trip north. Itrang and rang and rang, but no one picked up. She tried again. Still no
answer. By that point, | was startingto have second thoughts, and | vividly remembertelling herthat if
no one picked up on the third try, we had to give up and getback inthe vanand go home. Ina sudden
bout of superstitiousness | decided that a third failed attempt surely had to be a sign that thiswas a
journey we weren’t meantto undertake. Butthen, onthat lasttry, the persononthe other end
answered. Soon after, astrangerappeared and told me that she was the one my mom had paid to take
me across the border. | had neverseenherbefore; | didn’teven know hername. Evenso, | had no
choice butto put all my trust in herand hope that she would get me safely to where | was tryingto
go...whereverthatwas.



Early the next morning the strangerand | got on a plane bound for Sonora, a Mexican state which shares
a borderwith Arizonaand New Mexico. Once we landed we were whisked away from the airportand
takento a little village on the outskirts of the city, maybe afew milesfromthe actual border. It wasa
humble place. Most of the buildings were made of mud and clay. Anyone who had any money lived up
inthe hills, and that’s where we headed.

For a kidwho had rarely been away from home and who had neversleptin hisown bed, beingin that
house feltlike | was really living. Not only did | have my own bed; | even had my ownroom! And even
better, otherkids who had stayed there before me had left theirtoys behind, whichis kind of creepy
thinking back on it now but at the time, | thought| had won the lottery. Forthe three days that we were
there, I had an endless supply of new toys to keep me occupied, and to keep me from worrying about
what challenges mightlie ahead.

| didn’tunderstanditthen, butthe reason we were waiting there was for the coyote my mom had paid
to take us across the borderto assemble abigenough group to make it worth his while. Border
crossings are risky, but they are also lucrative. A good coyote can charge $8,000 to $12,000 perperson
for a crossing, with no money back guarantee if the trip endsinfailure. The coyote willtake agroup
across, thenreturnand lay low fora while until he isready torisk the journey again. Finally, it was our
turn to try our luck.

We got togethersome supplies - food and lots of water - and set off in our group, which consisted of
several individuals and afew families. No one told me where we were going, orforhow long. | wasn’t
evensure whothe leaderwas. We had never met one anotherbefore and we didn’t talk much. Butwe
knew if one of us failed, we all would. We started walking.

We walked all day that first day, much of the time backwards, a common ploy to trick the border patrol.
Whenyou got to a place where the path was soft enough to leave footprints, you had to walk backwards
to make it look like you were leaving the U.S. instead of coming. There were times when we walked that
way for two or three hours at a stretch.

That night, someone built acampfire and we huddled around it, both to keep out the desert chill and to
ward off any wildlife that might be tempted by the food we had with us. Before going to sleep that night,
one of the adults encircled our group with a thick rope, explaining that the rope would serve abarrierto
keep snakes fromslitheringinto ourencampment. | wasn’t sure that plan was foolproof, but after my
encounterwiththe snake inthatrain-soaked street back in Oaxaca, | was grateful forany precautions.



We were up and walking again first thing the next morning. I wish|could rememberitinbetterdetail.
Didwe see animals? Wasithot? Was | exhausted? Scared? Did | complain? All of thatis lostto me now.
Alll doknow is that sometime that afternoon, | saw something strange. There, seemingly in the middle
of nowhere, was asofa. Justa random sofasittingoutthere in this scrubby, desolate landscape, all oniits
own. | couldn’t make any sense of it. When we got closer, | could see that not too faroffin the distance
was a mainroad, and we were instructed to hide behind this oddly placed piece of furniture so that we
wouldn’t be seen by anyone - especiallyimmigation - until adriver came through the nearby woods to
pickus up and transport us to a safe location.

When the road was quiet, we were able to relax and stretch out our aching bodies. Butanytime we
heard a car coming, we had to getdown and hide. We had been doing thatfor overan hour whenwe
heard anothercar approaching. This time, forreasons | will never understand, the kid nextto me didn’t
drop down like he was supposed to. The rest of us ducked but he keptstanding, rightthere outinthe
open. He mightas well have been waving aflag. The car that we heard must have beenimmigration,
because the next thingl rememberwasthe coyote yellingatusto run. Run! No one had a clue where
theywere going. In our frenzied panic, we followed anyone who seemed like they might have found a
path. Eventually we made ourway to a dry riverbank, hopingit mightlead us to some sort of safety.

| was runningas fast as | could when I noticed that my backpack had come undone and the cup of the
Sonrics candy | had beensaving had fallen out. I should have leftitall there of course, but I was justa
little kid and that souvenir cup of candy was one of my few prized possessions, so | stopped runningto
pick up the pieces scattered widely all overthe ground. There was afamily running behind me and, even
inall that chaos, they stopped and helped me pick up my things sothat | wouldn’tfall too farbehind. It
has always touched me so much that they showed me that kindness when theywere literally running for
theirlives.

It didn’ttake long for my gratitude toturn to terror. All of a sudden, ahelicopter was up above us, its
rotor blades flapping alow, menacing drumbeat. And then, inaninstant, we were surrounded. Border
Patrol officers appeared all around us, walkietalkie staticjoining the terrifying thrum of the helicopter
overhead. We were caught. Ourjourney north was over.

Detention

The border patrol putus allin a van and drove us to an immigration detention center. | feltlikea
common criminal beingtakentojail. |l was a six-year-old kid, surrounded by guys in uniforms with guns
and badges, and | was terrified | was never going to see my mom or my grandma everagain.



The group we had beentryingto cross with came from all over - some fromvarious parts of Mexico,
some from Guatemala, some from even further south. But no one admitted to that. Noone had any
papers withthem sothere was noway to prove anything, and no one - no matterwhere they were from
- wanted to have to go all the way back to where they started. Everyone claimed to be from Mexico City,
knowingthatiswhere we would be sentbackto and that, from there, we could figure outif ourfamilies
could scrape togetherthe funds necessary to make a second attempt.

They held usin a concrete room with fluorescent bulbs and steelbars, ourentire group piledintoa
single room. There was no privacy, a fact that was made entirely too real to us by the single toiletin the
cell. There were no barriers to provide the person usingitfrom beingon full display. Lacking other
options, the meninthe group created theirown system to minimize the humiliation. They would stand
with theirbacksto the toilet, holding out theirjackets to create a makeshift screen, allowing the person
relievinghim orherself to atleast retain some small level of dignity.

We were fed enoughtosurvive on, but with peanut butter crackers the mainstay of our diet, thatlefta
lotto be desired. We were tormented by the salivating smells wafting through the bars as the guard
who sat outside unpacked his lunchtime burger and fries from McDonalds, mocking us with every
wrapper crinkle and greasy mouthful. Back at home in Oaxaca grandma had neverlet us waste money
on fastfood, but | decided rightthenandthere thatif | evergotout of this place, andif | could ever
afford it, one of those burgers was goingto be mine.

We musthave beeninthere forseveral days; it was hard to keep track of time. Eventually they took our
whole group and put us on a plane to Mexico City. Ina surreal moment, before each of us disembarked,
the border patrol agents, or maybe it was a reporter, quizzed us about how our stay in detention had
been. Were we treated well? Was the food okay? What were the living conditions like? It was almost
like: How many stars would you give your experience atthe northern Mexicanimmigration facility and
how likely are youtorecommenditto a friend? And just like that, they set usloose in Mexico City, free

to try the journey againif we had the nerve and the money, or to begin the slow, agonizing trek back to
where we came fromif we didn’t.



