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The Dreamer’s Trek

My Darling Yolanda,


I know it has been long since I have been able to write to you. I’ve finally made it to New York. Getting here was the craziest experience I’ve ever gone through. I didn’t see a familiar face until I found Juan today. He let me stay in his apartment until I find my own home. Our house back in Managua is three times as big. He only has one room for everything. He shares a bathroom with everyone on the floor. This place is disgusting. He’s been here for two years but it looks like he just moved in. I don’t know how you can have so many boxes in such a small room. I hope I get my own apartment soon because I can barely breathe.


Oh, but let me tell you what happened! My horrible luck started when Hector, the man we hired to get me through Mexico, dropped me off somewhere in Guatemala. That crook! I wish I could wring his neck. He just pulled over, told me to get out, and said he wouldn’t drive me any further. If it wasn’t for my mother always telling me to turn the other cheek, I would have his truck right now. He got out and dumped my bags on the side of the road. Also, you won’t even believe it when I tell you but we weren’t even past Guatemala before he dropped me off. I had to carry my heavy bags for miles before I found a city called Cobán. Why did you pack so much for me? I didn’t even need half of what I had in my bags. 

Anyway, when I got to the town, a very kind person, Manolo, at one of the restaurants told me about a bus that would take me to Reynosa in Mexico. He told me there were a lot of people who would go there and send stories of getting across the border. I figured that would be my only chance to see our dream come true. I still can’t believe that devil Hector left me in Guatemala. If you see him, send my regards.

So, I got on the bus. Let me tell you, that bus smelled like a pack of wet dogs after rolling around in a pig pen. I had to get out at every rest stop to catch a breath of fresh air. What made it so bad was the window at my seat was broken and wouldn’t open. And even worse, the bus broke down somewhere in Mexico. I felt like I was melting for the entire four hours it took for them to fix the bus. The funny thing was, I was so hot that I forgot about the smell, but when they fixed the bus and we were moving again, the smell was back and stronger than ever.

When we finally got to Reynosa, it was absolutely beautiful. Being able to finally escape that wretched bus was a godsend. The most beautiful thing of all was the river that drew the border between Mexico and the States. I didn’t have the courage to swim across, so I went to see if there was another way. That’s when I remembered Manolo told me about a café where people go to try and get across the bridge.

The café was a very strange experience. Manolo gave me a secret that people who got into the States sent back. He told me to order a very specific sandwich. I will never forget it. It was a turkey sandwich, with only half a slice of turkey, a toasted roll, two slices of cheese, a quarter slice of tomato, a leaf of lettuce, peanut butter, cilantro, ketchup, and Tabasco sauce. I was terrified. If this didn’t work, I was going to have to swim, and the sandwich didn’t sound too appetizing either. The café was a small place, some chairs and tables for people to sit. There was no one there other than the man behind the counter. I remember hearing the sound of “La Malageña” when I walked in and it gave me hope. “Maybe our wedding song would bring me good fortune,” I thought. I gave the order to the man behind the counter. Without flinching he got to work, glancing up at me every so often as he added ingredients. When he handed it to me, he told me, “Please, have a seat and enjoy your sandwich. It’s the best sandwich in all of Mexico.” Needless to say, I didn’t believe him, but I took the sandwich anyway. I was shaking so much when I grabbed the plate that you could hear it rattling from outside. I was lucky that there was no one else in the café or I think they would’ve thought I was crazy. I didn’t know what was going to happen next. I was hungry though, so I did what he said.

As I was eating it, the man came out from behind the counter. He went to the door and locked it, turning the open sign around to show that the café was closed. He then came over to me and sat down in the chair at my table. He smiled at me and asked how the sandwich was. I wasn’t even thinking about the taste as I was choking it down. I guess I was hungrier than I thought. He laughed when I tried to speak with my mouth full of that strange sandwich. “Some of you guys forget you need food on the way here, so I offer a specialty sandwich,” he said. 

I stopped chewing for a second so that I could let the taste sink in. The sandwich was actually quite delicious. I smiled at the man and introduced myself. He said his name was Inigo, and he was more than willing to help me on my journey. Like all transporters, he took a fee for his services. I’m glad we saved so much before I left you, my darling Yolanda. He then gave me the awful bad news about this trip. I would have to leave all my bags at the café. He would throw them away for me, but I couldn’t take them in his van. I couldn’t hold it back anymore. Why did every step of the way have to either be bad news or some kind trade off? I knew this was the only way I would get across safely at this point. He let me take some time to come to terms with losing everything. 

His method of getting people across the border was more than insane. He had a specially modified van just for the job. Once we settled the deal, he quickly took me back to the van in the garage. That van looked pristine. It seemed like he worshipped that van the way that some people worship horses. There was another man there waiting. I never spoke to him. At that point I didn’t even care who he was. Inigo opened the side door to the van and pulled up the middle seat. Surprisingly, he simply said, “Get in.” The other man and I stood there looking at him for a long time. He told us that we would be hiding in a specially carved area of the van to transport things. I wondered what else he transported. We reluctantly crawled into that big rat hole that Inigo had hollowed out. It was an incredibly tight squeeze. Why did my parents have to give birth to the tallest Nicaraguan ever?

The engine started and we drove for about fifteen minutes before he shouted, “We’re on the bridge. Whatever you do… no, don’t do anything.” I think there was a long immigration line because it felt like we were there for days. When I heard a voice at the window, my heart stopped. The man at the window was asking Inigo questions until he was blue in the face. I overheard Inigo saying he was going to go pick up some packages for the café. I guess the man at the window believed him. When they came around to open up the back door of the van, I almost formed a lake down in that hole. They never even suspected I was down there. Inigo was a genius.


After that terrifying experience, we drove about twenty minutes and stopped. He let me out in a town called McAllen, Texas. He wished us luck and left for Mexico again immediately. Can you believe it Yolanda? I made it to Texas. Inigo was an angel sent from God. Please light at least ten candles for him at church. Without him I would’ve been lost. He wasn’t like that bastard Hector. How could he do that to someone?


Anyway, in McAllen, I was able to call Juan. With nothing but the clothes on my back and little money left, he graciously sent money for me to take a bus to New York. Let me tell you, the buses here are beautiful. They are so much more comfortable than those pig trucks they have in Mexico. It was a long bus ride, but I loved every minute of it. This is my dream. I am here my love. I have made it. This country is beautiful. I had no idea where I was half the time, but I couldn’t get enough of staring out the window.


The highways here are absolutely gorgeous. Everything is so clean and beautiful. There are no disgusting dirt roads. There are big buildings everywhere. I haven’t seen a single shack like they have in our neighborhood. The bridges here are absolutely magnificent. It’s like I’m in a different world, Yolanda. I wish you were here to see it all.


Oh, Juan is back and wants to take me out to see New York. I will write you the next time I get a chance. Tell our boy Julio, that I love him very much and that I miss him. I will bring you both here to be with me whenever I can.









Love,










    Diego

Dearest Yolanda,


I hope you and Julio are getting along well. I have missed you both mercilessly. My first days here were very tough. Juan’s first suggestion for work was pretty brutal. He showed me where a lot of people like me find good work. Good work. Ha, who the hell is he fooling? I gave it a shot though. Juan put up the money for me to come to New York, and I had no one else to trust, so I had to trust him. After all, he is my brother.


 So I went to where Juan had told me to go. I brought a pair of Juan’s steel-toed boots like he told me to wear. When I got there, there was a bunch of tired looking men. I’m glad we are so used to getting up with the chickens because I wasn’t having a single problem being up that early. All of the men looked burly and strong. Some of them came from Honduras, some from Mexico, some from El Salvador. I tried to make friends with anyone I could but not a single one of them was in any mood to make friends.


It wasn’t long before a van pulled up in front of us. Immediately it got swarmed by men asking for work. The driver quickly got out and came around to push people off of the van. He came to make a choice, and I hoped to God he would pick me. He looked at the biggest guy in the group, one of the Hondurans, and shouted, “How much?” he replied, “A hundred for the day. I do good work.” The driver immediately motioned for the worker to get into the van. He looked around some more. That’s when our eyes met. I don’t really know what he was looking at but I guess he saw that I wasn’t tired like the rest of the workers. He asked me, “How much?” I had no idea what to say. I wasn’t really worth as much as the strong Honduran. I told him “Eighty.” He motioned for me to get into the van. I sighed with relief as I got into the van. The man only wanted the two of us. I looked out at the other men and saw their spirits had dropped even more. I was glad to be out of that pit.


We drove for about twenty minutes before we came to a house. He ordered us out of the van before he grabbed tools and placed them in front of us. “I want you to take two feet out of this patch of dirt. I’m gonna do some landscaping pretty soon here and need the space. Here are the bags to put the dirt. You can stack the filled ones up over there. Don’t dick around. Get it done,” he commanded. He then walked over to his porch and sat in a chair watching us like a hawk. The ride in Inigo’s van was more comfortable than being watched by this guy. The Honduran, he didn’t even give me his name, was an amazing worker. He was relentless in hauling the dirt into the bag. He did probably twice as much of the job as I did. I tried my best to keep up with him but I just couldn’t.


We finally finished when the sun started setting. The driver had gone into the house from time to time, but for most of it, he was there, watching, and waiting. When we were done, he simply ordered us into the van. He took us back to the pick-up area and dumped us out. He handed each of us half of what we asked for. I shouted, “You agreed to eighty! This is only forty!” he just turned away, “You did a shitty job!” At that, he drove away without another thought. It reminded me of Hector. I wish I could wring both their necks. The Honduran just pocketed the money and left. I guess this kind of thing happens a lot.


When I got back to Juan’s apartment, I told him I’d never do that again. He asked me how much I made. I threw the money in his face and went to take a shower. I owed him anyway. That’s how it went though. I would go around looking for whatever odd job I could get. I guess I was sort of an amateur handyman. I didn’t really enjoy it, but you know how I was at your uncle’s. If anything was broken, I’d be the only one your uncle would call to fix it. I guess I learned a couple of things from there. It went on like this for a couple weeks.


One day, though, I made a very wonderful friend. An older woman, around Ernestina’s age, was so happy with my work on her rickety fence that she offered me lunch. I reluctantly agreed because I couldn’t possibly say no. She wouldn’t let me. I laughed when I saw she made me a turkey sandwich. I didn’t even think about the fact that I was laughing at a sandwich. It upset the woman, Margarita, and she asked why I was laughing.


“No, please don’t be offended. I really appreciate the sandwich. It’s just that when I came to this country a couple of weeks ago, a turkey sandwich was very important to me,” I explained. She smiled and asked me to tell her the story. She was very interested in why a turkey sandwich would be so important. I was reluctant at first to tell her. I hadn’t told anyone but Juan that I was an illegal immigrant here in the States. I don’t know why I told her. I guess she just seemed so innocent and I figured it couldn’t hurt. I told her about Hector, the bus, and the sandwich. I told her about the van and my trip to New York. I told her about how I’d been scrounging for money ever since I got to New York, ever since I got to the land of the free and plenty.


She listened very intently, laughing and crying all the while. I guess she was very moved by the story. She then asked me something I never expected. She asked me to go over the sandwich ingredients again. She loved the idea of that fateful turkey sandwich. I couldn’t quite understand why she couldn’t get over it until she finally told me. She owned a café not far from her house. She told me it was run by a few Nicaraguans who found their way to the States in very bizarre ways. She told me my story was the most fascinating of the lot and immediately offered me a steady job at the café as a sandwich-maker.


Needless to say, I was surprised. I asked her why she wanted someone like me. I didn’t know how to make sandwiches. I’m no chef. I am no one. She told me she wanted me to make the specialty sandwich that I had told her about. She also told me, “I don’t know how much you know about the immigration process, but as your sponsor, I can help you get your immigration papers. You can get a green card and eventually bring your family here.” I stopped breathing. Again, just like I did in front of the sandwich in Reynosa, I put my head in my hands and wept. This time, not because I had lost so much, but because, finally, I got something back. The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, and my journey is finally over.


My sweet Yolanda, I will have my papers soon, and you will both join me here in the States. I long for the day that we are together again. Tell Julio his dad can’t wait to see him again.









I love you both deeply,












Diego 

