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			Introduction: Coming Out as Latinx

			I never really came out.

			Until recently.

			Even after my loving parents sat me down a couple of times in high school, with open minds yet suspicions of my sexual orientation, I refused to use the word “gay” to describe the way my heart chose to love. Then, when I moved to Washington, D.C., to work in politics, I caught myself cringing when I entered “Hispanic Group Meetings” for networking and idea exchange—not because they weren’t welcoming but because I often felt that I didn’t quite fit in. From afar, when I watched my father’s newscast on Univision, staring at a screen full of women who appeared to have just finished a Latin American beauty pageant, I questioned my own identity as a “Latina.” And even when I gave speeches throughout grad school, my Mexican Cuban heritage was overshadowed by an aggressive Spanish accent I unintentionally picked up during my childhood in Spain. Growing up between Madrid’s progressive environment and Miami’s conservative Cuban community muddled my own political views at a young age. Where, exactly, did I fit in?

			
			Yes, I am queer; I am Latina; I am Cuban, Mexican, and first-generation American. These are words I was not ashamed of saying out loud—but there’s a difference between passive recognition and really owning one’s identity. I openly had girlfriends, checked the “Hispanic” box on school applications, carried three passports, and admired the way my parents’ immigrant journey was central to our being. Yet the truth is that for years I had either blindly danced around these identities or felt I had to choose one over the others. Almost as though I had to wear different hats depending on the rooms I entered or the prejudices I encountered. Safe here, but not so much there. Of course, tiptoeing around these spaces was nothing but a reflection of the immense privilege my citizenship status and light skin granted me in life. Had I been undocumented, or simply a shade darker, I’d carry a target on my back.

			Looking back, I realize now that I never really “came out” as my whole self—as fully me. All of this changed the moment the word “Latinx” started rolling off my tongue.

			Even though this mysterious term had been tossed around the Web since the early 2000s, I started using it shortly after Donald Trump won the 2016 presidential election. At the time, I didn’t fully understand exactly where that word came from or what it meant—all I knew was that it felt right. It felt more like me. It was a word I couldn’t recognize but one that seemed to know exactly who I was. That addendum, the “x,” set free the parts of myself that had deviated from the norms and traditions of the Latino culture I grew up in in a way that, interestingly, made me closer to, not further from, my own community. A word that wasn’t familiar but one that seemed to tout the uniqueness and diversity that had defined the sixty million Latinos living in the United States. One that felt it aimed to awaken not just a few of us, or half of us, or 90 percent of us—but every single one of us. Even those who had never been seen as “Latino” to begin with. And I wasn’t alone in feeling this.

			
			With Trump’s unforeseen win came a desire for belonging. His victory mobilized millions of people—women, youth, students, black communities, Latinos, immigrants, Dreamers, victims of sexual assault—to take to the streets and fill a void with their voices. People marched with furor, organized their communities, and spoke up in boardrooms and town halls, louder than they had before. Fear induced courage, and the undercurrent of racism that was now fully exposed pushed many of us to embrace inclusion. It was sometime amid this resurged movement that I noticed the word “Latinx” had started to become part of the daily vocabulary of the resistance. Latinx quickly became normalized in my circles, appearing everywhere—protest signs, conference calls, press releases, Twitter feeds, chants, and headlines. “What does Latinx even mean?” some colleagues and I would often ask one another. “Where did it even come from?” We didn’t know, but we kept using it.

			There are different answers to that question. But language inevitably evolves with time. A changing vocabulary reflects how a community’s demographics transform the struggles a community faces during different periods in history. Language tells stories, and stories change.

			Harvard University fellow Dr. Nicole Guidotti-Hernández points out that the use of the “x” is actually not a new phenomenon. As she writes in one of her articles: “Earliest uses of the ‘x’ come on the front end of Nahuatl-inspired writing of the word Chicano/Chicana as Xicano or Xicana.” In the 1960s and 1970s, the “x” was inserted to “indigenize” Mexican Americans. It was used as a tool to counter Latin America’s colonial history and ensure that indigenous peoples were not erased. Dr. Guidotti-Hernández also provides several historical examples of other ways in which the Latino community pushed back against linguistics in efforts to correct for misrepresentations, gender inequities, or exclusions of nationalities. That’s why, as she underscores, baby boomers fought so hard to institutionalize “ethnic studies” like Cuban American studies and Chicano studies programs on college campuses across America. The boomer generation prioritized nationalities over generalizations. That was the story then: in being able to say “Mexican” or “Guatemalan” over “Latino.” At some point, the word “Latino” was also controversial. Even though it is technically meant to include two genders, the word itself is still masculine. That’s why in the 1990s, people saw feminists rallying to demasculinize the gendered Spanish language, inserting symbols like @ or the neutralized o/a into their daily vocabulary. That was the story then: achieving gender equality and being able to explicitly say, “I am Latina.” Like human beings, language is meant to adapt, not to remain stagnant.

			
			There’s been a long debate centered around the appropriate way to address our community: Do we say “Hispanics” or “Latinos”? Which one do we use? Which one should others use? For decades, the term “Hispanic” was mainstreamed. It was a term coined by a Mexican American staffer in the Richard Nixon administration, Grace Flores-Hughes. As has been reported, one of the reasons Grace advocated for the term “Hispanic” was that it explicitly stemmed from “Hispania,” the Spanish Empire. The word was able to more closely associate the community with its white European colonial past than with its Latin American roots. By embracing the term “Hispanic,” the community’s historic ties to indigenous people, enslaved Africans, and mestizos (the offspring of colonizers and indigenous and/or enslaved Africans) were erased from the picture, washed away as conquistadores swept over the Americas in the fifteenth century. That was the story then: to whiten the community as much as possible. Eventually, however, using the term “Latino/Latina” became more popular over time, as it more deliberately embraced our Latin American ancestors. (By the way, Grace Flores-Hughes ended up becoming a member of the National Hispanic Advisory Council for Trump.)

			
			Around 2004, coinciding with the Internet’s explosion, Latinx started popping up in online communities of queer Latinos. They were inserting the “x” as a way to express their breaks with gender binaries and welcome gender-nonconforming folks into the conversation. There, the initial story was about giving voice to the silenced and often discriminated-against LGBTQ Latinos, a point that was later strengthened by the 2016 Pulse massacre of forty-nine people, most of whom were queer Latinos. By 2018, as Latinx became more colloquial, Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition, officially added it to its pages, defining Latinx as “of, relating to, or marked by Latin American heritage—a gender-neutral alternative to Latino or Latina.” And if you go into Google Trends, you’ll notice a steady rise in searches for the term.

			
			Yet a few years later, people are still wondering what the hell Latinx really means. If Latinx were used just to be more inclusive of queer folks, then perhaps the term wouldn’t cause such controversy and confusion. If the word were used simply to check the “queer” box, then perhaps people would be more okay with it, less afraid of it, more at peace with it. But Latinx is transcending all imaginable borders. All the borders that separated us by race, age, gender, issue, nationality, sexual orientation, and identity. All the ones that divided “us” from “them,” liberals and conservatives. Latinx is not constrained by the explanation given to us on paper by dictionaries, pollsters, and scholars. And that’s why, over the years, people from all different backgrounds kept resurfacing the term, signaling the beginning of the change we were all aching for.

			The reality is that for decades that ache for change was inside many of us. It was an ache that craved more unity, acceptance, and inclusion—an ache that simply wanted us to be seen. This ache wasn’t felt just inside the bubbles of activism, D.C. politics, and media—it was a sentiment that lay mostly in the fringes of those very elite spaces: inside homes and out of the public eye. It was in these places that I started recognizing that a lot more people than I thought were not only coming out as Latinx but giving life to that word in a way no dictionary could.

			Queer and gender-nonconfirming Latinos who had faced discrimination in their own households could relate to that ache. So could Afro-Latinos who had once been told they didn’t “look Latino enough.” And transgender Latinas who were continuously reminded they weren’t “really Latinas,” Asian Latinos who had never been asked about their background, Cuban Americans who wanted to part ways with their family’s long history of conservatism, young Latino men who never found a voice in the criminal justice system, mamis and abuelas who wanted to pave a different path for themselves, Gen Zers who had once been ridiculed for “not speaking Spanish,” midwestern Latinos who felt completely “neglected,” Latinos in the Deep South who said they were “forgotten” by all of us, indigenous migrants whose history had been erased, and millennials in border towns and rural communities who wanted a greater platform than those typically given to those residing in the far edges of the country.

			
			For almost a year, as I prepared to write this book, I hit the road in search of these Latinx voices. I did this before the COVID-19 pandemic swept through the nation and the murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and Tony McDade, among others, erupted a massive social movement for justice from coast to coast. But what both of these crises have exposed is exactly what I witnessed on the road months before our nation felt like it was burning: our American system, as it currently stands, is not built for us. And the only way to change it, so that it actually counts for black and brown people, is by first recognizing who we are.

			I crisscrossed the country from west to east, driving through small towns, big cities, urban and rural areas. As I did this, my intention was to rediscover the places I thought I knew, to hear the voices that are often neglected in the back of the room, and to see the hidden faces that lay before our eyes all this time. I met people along the way who identified with many different labels. Some wanted to be called Latinos, others Hispanics. Some wanted to be seen as indigenous peoples, others as white. Some wanted their nationalities to define them, while others wanted their skin color to be the first thing people thought of when they introduced themselves, and many had no idea how to refer to themselves at all. I met people who wanted to be labeled through the eyes of Allah and others through the legacy of the ancient Mayans. And through it all, I understood for the first time that all these seemingly unrelated people—divided by gender, racial, religious, regional, political, and sexual orientation—had more in common than I had ever imagined. While the purpose of this book is to capture a more holistic picture of who we are as a community, one person and a mere 325 pages cannot do justice to our entirety and our richness. My hope, however, is that this book marks the beginning of that portrait.

			
			Unfortunately, if you fast-forward to where we are now, many of the people I interviewed for this book ended up becoming COVID-19’s victims. From undocumented folks to transgender asylum seekers, Afro-Latinos, and essential workers, Latinos are testing positive for COVID-19 at disproportionate rates in almost every state, and in cities like New York, they are dying at higher rates than any other demographic. As I type these words, Latinos are redefining what it means to survive in this country. But this unprecedented pandemic offers the perfect example of why it’s so crucial to look at our community through a Latinx lens. Through it, you comprehend how interconnected our lives and issues are. This crisis is not the wrongdoing of the virus, but the culmination of an intersection of preexisting conditions and fractures, many of which are explored in this book, that have led us to this point.

			I approached each interaction I had throughout this project juggling multiple hats at once: a journalistic one that would allow me to capture the facts on the ground, but also the hat of an activist that would allow me to read between the lines in a way that pure objectivity, at times, doesn’t always allow one to. I understand that these two approaches don’t necessarily go hand in hand—in fact, it could invite criticism—but if I’ve learned anything in the last couple of years, it’s that journalists, too, have to take a stand at certain times, particularly in the face of abuse and injustice. In my eyes, the only way to tell the Latinx story was by using both of these hats at once. The pages you’re about to read are therefore filled with my own field research, with some of the reporting I did through VICE Media and Telemundo, and with my own insight that derived from conversations. You’ll hear from people who wanted to use their full names and from others who preferred pseudonyms. I will note those cases when an alias is used. And to be clear, the views in this book are my own.

			
			Even though some of the people I spoke with throughout this journey were not using the word “Latinx” to identify themselves, and even though some would outright reject it, I noticed that Latinx was able to capture what other terms had not in the past—it captured the stories of all these people under one umbrella, spanning so many separate identities. All their stories, their struggles, and their aspirations had a home under one roof. It invited voices that had gone unnoticed to step in, speak out, and start claiming their own presence.

			I’m not necessarily claiming that the word “Latinx” is what prompted people to share their stories, but I am saying it created a type of collective solidarity I hadn’t experienced in my lifetime, at least not around my own community. “Latinx” became a validation of feelings I didn’t even know were lingering among my peers, family, and strangers. It incited an unconscious call on everyone to step into the spotlight, to see one another face-to-face, and to expand our very own understanding of what it really meant to be “us” in America. I believe that Latinx could lead people to see the power they carry inside them. In fact, the noticeable rise in the use of the word coincided with unprecedented levels of Latino voter turnout in the 2018 midterm elections. It would be a stretch for me to say that there was a direct correlation there, but I have no doubt that the grassroots movement that impacted those high numbers was based on the same premise Latinx stems from: to make everyone count. To help everyone be seen. That’s what Latinx comes down to.

			
			Despite attempts by various scholars, wordsmiths, and right-wingers, to this day there is no clear definition of the word. And that’s precisely its hidden power: this fluidity has allowed us—regardless of our backgrounds—to embrace a single community. Unlike Black Lives Matter or the Women’s March, two movements that have clear definitions, platforms, and mission statements, Latinx is still transforming from a word into a movement. And that’s because many of us are still in the process of coming out as a community of sixty million strong.

			

			—

			While my parents’ generation was easily persuaded with a sí se puede in broken Spanish—a promise to pass “comprehensive immigration reform” and appearances on Univision—young Latinos across this country are creating a movement that is redefining what it means to be Latino in America. This book aims to take Latinos—including me—on a journey of self-discovery and empowerment, shedding light on the voices that have been overlooked and giving life to the cryptic term “Latinx.” I immersed myself in the subcultures and hybrids that carry this movement, so that this book could unearth and point to the voices that are not being captured by political polls, statistics, and stump speeches.

			
			Media organizations and political campaigns attribute the power of Latinos to statistics. For one, they start with the fact that Latinos are the youngest demographic in the country, with an estimated 32.5 million millennials and Gen Zers across the country. Ten out of six Latinos are millennials or younger, and every single year, one million Latinos turn eighteen years old. Not only do Latino millennials have incredible political power, making up half of all eligible Latino voters, but we are also one of the country’s most valuable consumers. In the eyes of marketers, our youthfulness means we fit the “perfect shoppers” description. According to a Nielsen report, our buying power rose from $213 billion in 1990 to $1.5 trillion in 2018. By 2023, that number is projected to increase to $1.9 trillion. As the report notes: “Latinx consumers represent one of the most sure bets for future growth.” Additionally, we are more active online than non-Latino millennials and are also the most religious TV watchers among the millennial generation. All these numbers are certainly incredible measures, but unless we tell the stories of people’s lives, they remain nothing but digits on papers and screens.

			These numbers point to a future that is being written by us, but we haven’t yet shown the full power of our numbers at the ballot box. The 2016 elections, which I saw from up close in my role as deputy director of Hispanic press in the Hillary Clinton campaign, perfectly reflected this. On Election Day, our community proved to be more asleep than awake—and it’s important to understand it wasn’t our fault. It’s the fault of the system’s inability to fully understand who we are. At a time when the majority of pollsters pointed to one of the most unprecedented turnouts in the “Latino vote,” millions of young Latinos chose to stay home—even in the face of Trump’s anti-immigrant narrative. When I look back at my time in the campaign, I have no recollections of ever publicly mentioning the words “Afro-Latinos” or “trans-Latinos”; no recollections of seeking the stories of the millennial activists on the U.S.-Mexican border or of the growing Asian Latino community; no memories of embracing the English-speaking Latinos or even paying attention to the lost Latino voices in the Midwest—red political territories we’ve at times given up on trying to win over. Words matter, and we simply didn’t have the vocabulary then to articulate how the community we thought we knew was changing in front of our eyes. So if we didn’t see them or call them by their name, why should we have expected them to vote for us?

			
			Similarly, as I traveled the country to register young Latinos to vote ahead of the 2018 midterms, I noticed a trend that may become the Democratic Party’s worst nightmare: young Latinos are increasingly registering as Independent and nonpartisan. There were already signs of this trend as early as 2013. That year, Gallup did a survey that found that more than 50 percent of Latinos younger than thirty initially identified as “Independent.” Young Latinos were more likely to be Independent than older Latinos. From what I witnessed during the 2018 midterms, that trend is solidifying today. Whereas our parents have historically represented a solid voting bloc for Democrats, young Latinos are unknowingly creating a new sociopolitical force that is subtly breaking schemes. Today, it’s not enough for Democratic candidates to take the Latino vote for granted; they have to work hard to understand what is making the younger generation stray from beaten paths and from the Democratic Party. That’s why telling this story is so important, because our inability to leverage the movement thus far lies in our incapacity to verbalize the meaning of Latinx—and we must learn how to do this before it’s too late.

			
			So far, we’ve heard only half the story. For decades, the dominant narrative has focused on the immigrant journey. What no one has been able to capture thus far is what we’ve chosen to do with the freedoms our parents and grandparents fought for; how we’ve chosen to live freely in between hybrids and mold into America while still holding on to our roots. It’s as if we’re waiting for someone to hand us a mirror so we can finally see our full reflection—and that’s exactly what this book intends to do.

			When I came out as Latinx, stepping into my identity under the umbrella of that word, it was over the phone at my abuelo Carlos’s prodding. After listening to me mention the word several times and reading some of my articles, he finally said:

			“¿Pao, qué carajo es Latinx?” Pao, what the hell is Latinx?

			I briefly paused. I attempted to give him a scholarly definition that would satisfy him intellectually, because I knew that’s what his brain would register. But I ended up pausing again. This time longer.

			
			I simply said: “Latinx soy yo, Abuelo.” I’m Latinx, Grandfather.

			I felt nervous but liberated when I said this. I felt as if I were coming out for the first time to him. I followed up: “I believe Latinx stands for all the people in the Latino community who have ever felt left out, Abuelo. That ‘x’ is simply an invitation for every one of those people that can’t fit into one identity, for people that want to challenge norms, or for those that simply want to reimagine themselves. And guess what?” I said. “You’re Latinx, too!”

			He laughed and then stayed silent. I wish I could have seen my grandfather’s face on the other side of the line—him in Miami, me in New York City. But I’m pretty sure that in that moment, my grandpa understood exactly what the term entailed, because my abuelo embodies the very sentiment of the term: he is a Cuban exile who reinvented himself after he escaped from Fidel Castro’s oppressive regime. When my mother and grandparents arrived in the United States after fleeing Havana, leaving behind the only land and language they knew, they had to start all over again. Once labeled as a “terrorist” by Fidel Castro, my grandfather had to build a name for himself from afar. Not only did he become an avid activist against injustices but he also founded his own publishing company and became a prominent journalist, novelist, and loving dad and grandfather. Every step of the way, my grandpa Carlos was reimagining himself—defying the odds that had been stacked against him and constantly discovering the lengths freedom had to offer him. Through the years, my grandpa opened his house as a safe space for other Cuban exiles—gay men, Afro-Cubans, dissidents, single moms, sick people. People who had once been told they weren’t worthy enough by Castro had a place to be themselves under my grandpa’s roof. To me, my abuelo exemplified the term “Latinx” even before it became a word.

			
			People may want to write the narrative of the Latinx community using terms we already know, like “Latino” or “Hispanic.” They may say that “Latinx” is insulting, unpopular, and unusable. “A butchering of the Spanish language,” they might claim. “Just liberal propaganda,” they might yell, dismissing it as a “millennial thing.” And in all of this, they may not be able to even see the beautiful complexity we hold and the understanding that this is a story about them, too—about claiming our collective belonging in this country. It is a manifestation of the rights our community has been working toward for decades.

			Given that the country unearthed its white supremacist, anti-immigrant, and anti-Latino tendencies after the 2016 presidential election, the question may be asked, “Why call on the community to unite under a controversial banner? Why come out now as Latinx?” The answer: That election will be remembered in American history as a moment that made a lot of us lean into our Latin identity. Language evolves, and it evolves as an expression of the political time we’re in—and I believe the Latinx movement is the next step in this evolution.

			Through writing this book, I’ve started to see what this evolution looks like. Let me tell you, it’s incredible. It’s full of potential. It’s full of power. But it’s also full of pain, fear, and wounds that deserve to be healed. Through these pages, my only intention is to hold up a mirror, so you—the reader—can finally see a full reflection of what this community looks like.

			
			While I was writing this book, I visited my father’s family in Mexico City. One morning while we were having breakfast together, my tía Carolina looked at me and said: “You know, you’ve always been different. You were different as a kid. And you still are now.” She said this with so much pride in her eyes that it caught me off guard. It felt as if she were trying to subtly acknowledge my sexual orientation without explicitly mentioning it. But I somehow gathered that her words meant much more than that. She was alluding to the unconventional journey my life had taken, to the deviations I had made time and time again, and to the complexity of a character that cannot be defined in one word.

			I looked at her and said: “Tú también, Tía.” You too, Aunt.

			“You’ve always been different,” I said to her.

			She simply smiled.

			The next few pages of this book are filled with the portrait of a community that has always been uniquely different and one that maybe, just maybe, is ready to tell its story in its own voice.

			I know I am.
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			A Journey from the West to the Southwest

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			The Heartland

			I begin this journey as far west as I can. Contrary to what you may think, the heartland lies at the edges of the United States, not the center. Along California’s Central Valley, the endless acres of land are responsible for growing more than half of the country’s nuts, fruits, and vegetables. This region of America is home to the voices that nourish our soul and fuel our wallets every single day. Many of those voices are undocumented, which reflects a national reality. There are approximately 2.5 million farmworkers across the country. More than half of them are undocumented, and more than 70 percent identify as Latino. For decades, Americans have grown accustomed to looking at these rural areas through a one-dimensional lens of immigration because of stats like these. Yet the Latinx frame forces one to look beyond that narrative and see the lives that lie inside these regions and communities.

			The day starts in the Central Valley. Two hours north from bustling Los Angeles, where the mountains that follow you into this drive are majestic and lush, lies labor leader Cesar Chavez’s memorial, nestled in the former headquarters of the United Farm Workers Union in the city of Keene. It’s been more than five decades since Chavez led the 1965 Delano grape strike, when Mexican and Filipino farmworkers around this area walked out on grape growers to demand better working conditions. But in these hills, you can still feel the roar of the 1960s and 1970s throughout the valley. The echoes of marches, protests, fasts, and boycotts that laid the foundation for La Causa, a cry to protect the most basic rights of all farmworkers.

			

			—

			
			Like countless children of farmworkers in this area, Byanka Santoyo, a young local environmental justice activist from the Central Valley, grew up in Kern County watching the abuse her parents endured in the fields. But when injustice is no longer defined just by physical abuse, it takes longer for the eye to detect right from wrong.

			When Byanka was eight years old, both of her parents were directly exposed to a pesticide drift while working in the fields alongside their cuadrilla, their crew. As I learned, these “drifts” refer to the unintended movement of pesticide residue through the air. Imagine standing in a clean area and suddenly feeling pesticide dust that has been sprayed on a neighboring crop. Well, as Byanka recalls, after her parents’ cuadrilla was drifted on, some of the farmworkers felt small but immediate side effects such as vomiting and nausea. Today, more than a decade later, three women from the cuadrilla have died of breast cancer and Byanka’s mom suffers from an autoimmune disease. Coincidence or not, the pain and abuse that were once normalized by Byanka’s parents for the sake of better wages and opportunities are now the battle Byanka is taking on. It’s no longer just a fight for better rights but a fight to live.
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					Byanka, in front of fields in the Central Valley. (Courtesy of Dayana Morales)

				
			
			“Are you still dealing with the same fight Cesar Chavez led?” I ask Byanka in the car.

			She pauses.

			“Now you’re talking about the day you’re here, and the day you’re not here,” she tells me. “I don’t want my grandkids to suffer problems with cancer or autism…I want it to be different for them.”

			It almost feels as if every small victory gained in the farmworkers labor movement has come at the expense of life itself. As if for every major legal turning point won, years of life were taken away from people and these lands. The bureaucratic agricultural system is partly to blame. Family dynasties, big corporations, and corrupt money that measure farmworkers’ lives by the number of pounds picked instead of the number of breaths taken.

			
			“When you roll down the window and smell something different,” Byanka instructs me, “you’ve gotta roll up the window.” I leave the window down for just a second longer, and here’s what I see:

			From afar in the passenger’s seat, I continue to see endless rows of beautiful crops around me, and occasionally I spot farmworkers hidden among them.

			Byanka reminds me that all this beauty is likely coated by an invisible toxic cloud that goes by the name of chlorpyrifos, a potent pesticide known to stunt children’s brain development. In fact, according to the Sierra Club, chlorpyrifos is a derivative of chemical substances the Nazis used as sarin nerve gas during World War II. In other words, it was used to kill. And even though President Barack Obama attempted to ban this pesticide from food crops, building on prior initiatives that withdrew chlorpyrifos from all residential use, Donald Trump reversed Obama’s efforts as soon as he landed the presidency. Reports indicate that today chlorpyrifos is one of the most widely used insecticides in the country. California accounts for more than 20 percent of its use, and most of it is concentrated in the Central Valley.

			Rows and rows of the picturesque oranges, walnuts, almonds, and cotton that I’m seeing on this drive contain pounds of chlorpyrifos to deter insects. And even if you completely roll up your car window, Byanka reminds me, this poison can silently creep in through the cracks.

			Byanka now parks her car in front of her daughter’s day care, a school that looks so small compared with the immense landscape that surrounds it. We walk up to the thin metal fence that separates the playground from the fields, a barrier that’s meant not only to contain kids’ toys but also to draw a redline between the school and the orchards, the kids and the farmers. Overstepping that line could mean a predestined death sentence.

			
			“There’s times my daughter plays outside and smells something weird. But ¿qué puedo hacer? What can I do? I can’t keep her inside all the time,” Byanka says.

			In the state of California, there’s a school buffer that prohibits growers from spraying pesticides on fields within a quarter mile of schools between the hours of six A.M. and six P.M. Yet, as Byanka notes with frustration, many farming-community parents who can’t afford to abide by these schedules are forced to drop off their kids by five A.M. or pick them up after school hours, exposing their little ones to potential drifts.

			With or without regulations, with or without metal fences or laws in place—it’s clear that we’re standing in a battlefield where reality and agriculture go hand in hand. Where there’s no real way to separate the two worlds: they follow each other through sunrise and sunset. The pesticides become the love and affection, the sweat and tears, and the pride and curse of families. Because even though you want to protect your kids from this toxicity, the natural instinct of parents is to hug their children after work. Their clothes—still carrying the aroma of sulfur—tightly embracing their bebés; their cars—still carrying dust from the field—tightly squeezing families together on the drive back home.

			There’s no escaping this. It’s almost like a spell that follows generations.

			“I say I was born into it, because the day I was born my mom was picking oranges,” twenty-one-year-old Lety Lopez tells me in Visalia, another small town in the Central Valley. “So that goes into why I ended up being born prematurely.”

			
			Lety, now a fierce activist in her community, believes that exposure to pesticides and the heavy crates of fruit her mom had to carry contributed to her preterm birth. “I thought it was normal that they sprayed in the fields…but we never took into consideration how much it affects our health.”

			To be born into this, as she says to me, means to be a product of systemic racism: to be deemed unworthy enough to breathe and live freely. Multiple reports have found that babies with chlorpyrifos in their blood have lower IQs, higher rates of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and higher risks of developing autism. But you don’t really need statistics or long reports in order to confirm the malaise you see around you, because a short visit to rural California is as real as it gets.

			“It’s awful to say that we’re not worth anything.”

			Byanka’s words stick with me. Because that’s not the only way these farmers have been told their lives don’t hold value. In many ways, farmworkers, particularly undocumented female farmworkers, have traditionally been the perfect victims for sexual predators. For one, they perform a lot of their labor in isolation—either in private residences or in large rural fields like the ones I saw in the Central Valley. Working away from the public eye makes them uniquely vulnerable to harassment and violence. The “innocent” grabbing. The unsolicited comments. The inappropriate touching and groping. And, in some cases, rape.

			In November 2017, leveraging the momentum garnered by the allegations against Harvey Weinstein, Mónica Ramírez submitted a letter to Time magazine titled “Dear Sisters.” Mónica Ramírez is a third-generation Mexican American who grew up in rural America. In that letter, Ramírez, who is a cofounder of Alianza Nacional de Campesinas and the founder of Justice for Migrant Women, wrote on behalf of seven hundred thousand female farmworkers—most of whom were Latinas—spotlighting the pervasive, widespread sexual harassment and assault culture ingrained in their industry. To give you a sense, campesinas are ten times more vulnerable than others to sexual assault and harassment at work. Most of these women are migrants—the unsung heroes of the country—who likely pick the food that sits on your dining table each morning. Most of them have been suffering in silence not just because of this toxic culture but also because of their lack of papers and legal immigration status. As Mónica said, many farmworkers were “living in the shadows and were paralyzed by the shadows.”

			
			Countless reports point to the fact that the majority of female workers have experienced sexual harassment and violence at some point. But it’s not just their physical workplace that makes them targets; it’s also their legal status. As the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) has pointed out through qualitative research, abusers—whether supervisors or male farmworkers—deliberately take advantage of their victims’ undocumented status, knowing that they are unlikely to report the abuse for fear of deportation or losing their job. Some activists have called this an “epidemic”; others have even compared the conditions in the fields with “modern slavery.”

			As it stands today, the rights of female farmworkers are not fully protected under federal law. Even though basic legal protections are in place and several states have made progress, major loopholes still exist. For example, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which is considered the foundation of antidiscrimination legislation, exempts certain employers from liability. Under this provision, companies that employ fewer than fifteen people aren’t held accountable if they fail to prevent or address sexual harassment in their workplace. In other words, if you are a female farmworker who works with a team of fourteen in the fields, you are not protected by our government.

			
			For decades, so many Latina farmworkers have endured this reality. So many felt they had no option but to accept the status quo—fear and repression—as the norm. No option but to remain silent. Until a new generation of Latinas like Mónica Ramírez, a daughter and granddaughter of migrant farmworkers herself, helped many break that silence. That newfound courage and solidarity is characteristically part of the Latinx movement—that strength to find a voice you didn’t even know you could use. One that tells you you deserve the same protection as any American. That was always this country’s promise, no?

			During my conversation with Mónica, I ask her why she didn’t write this letter sooner, because the letter went viral immediately. Just after it was posted online, Hollywood celebrities like Reese Witherspoon started sharing it. It was so powerful that it helped spark the larger TIME’S UP movement, which officially launched on January 1, 2018. On January 7, Mónica was walking down the red carpet as actress Laura Dern’s guest at the Golden Globes. As they walked, Dern told Ryan Seacrest on E!’s live coverage, “I reached out to [Mónica] to say that she stood with all the seven hundred thousand women farmworkers in solidarity for the women in our industry who were brave enough to speak out about sexual harassment and assault.”

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Byanka and me, staring at a large oil field in Central Valley’s Kern County. (Courtesy of Dayana Morales)

				
			
			Even though the letter ignited such momentum, surely this was not a new reality for women.

			“That letter had been done before. But no one paid attention,” Mónica says.

			No one paid attention, until now. The farmworkers’ voices may have once been lost in the fields and the far edges of the country, but they started finding a choir among us.

			And even when you drive away from these Central Valley fields, you’re never really able to leave them. Soon, rows of almond trees, blueberries, and peaches quickly unfold into boundless rows of oil wells. Soon, digging up dirt for food becomes digging
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