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      Antonio Vega would have rather been sleeping instead of listening to his Aunt Maria about the infamous postcard.

      The two of them were in the kitchen on a too-early summer morning. After being verbally dragged from his bedroom by Maria, Antonio still wanted to bury his head underneath the thin bed sheet, even though the morning was already sticky with heat.

      He was barefoot on the old, saltillo tile floor, the clay tiles cool and gritty on the undersides of his feet. The sunlight slanting in from the window above the sink pooled a square of sunbeam on the kitchen floor. This presented an opportunity for Elise, the cat, who stretched out inside the sunbeam, brightening her calico fur to the intensity of the sun. The kitchen smelled like coffee, which was a luxury and a rarity. The house was warm—over eighty degrees and muggy. Aunt Maria refused to cool down the house any further because of the cost of electricity. Instead they dressed lightly inside the house. Antonio, bare feet and no shirt, wearing shorts. Aunt Maria was dressed in a thin robe that looked almost like gauze.

      “This was your mother's last wish for you,” Aunt Maria said. “Do not disrespect that.” She pushed the postcard across the table, between her coffee cup and Antonio's liquado in a glass tumbler.

      “What that postcard talks about makes no sense, Aunt Maria,” he said. “We don't know this postcard was sent by mother. It's a hoax.”

      He stared at the postcard instead of picking it up. Hardly anybody used the U.S. mail anymore, and paper postcards were antiquated. The postcard had arrived sometime in 2019 when Antonio was a baby, still in a border detention center, unaware Aunt Maria was looking for him.

      The postcard was plain and brown with typeface on one side, the other side blank. His aunt had pushed the card across the table typeface up where he could stare at the words: Message for Antonio Vega from Carmen Vega will be dispatched on July 22, 2036 between noon and four pm. No sooner, no later than that window of time.

      Antonio looked away from the postcard on the table and picked up his glass and drank his liquado. His taste buds awoke to the taste of Greek yogurt and guava.

      “Is it too much to hope, Antonio?” Aunt Maria asked.

      “What is there to hope for?” he asked. “Buried treasure?”

      He'd like to imagine a buried treasure in some deep hole for him to find, but his mother and father had nothing but the clothes on their backs, baby Antonio in a stroller, and a five-year-old daughter in tow when they journeyed to America. By the time they had reached the border with the rest of the large caravan from Honduras in late 2018, Antonio's family got separated, so they didn't even have each other.

      “It's a message. Something your mother wanted you to have.”

      Aunt Maria looked earnest. She resembled his mother, from the pictures he had seen. It unsettled him how easy it was for him sometimes to forget how grueling and uncertain his first year of life must have been. Sometimes he wished he had those memories, if only to have the missing pieces of their journey to the U.S. border.

      What he did know was in the history books. In 2017, a large caravan of over seven thousand asylum seekers left Honduras for the U.S., fleeing poverty, violence and fear. The President of the United States at the time refused to allow anyone from the caravan into the country. The border was beefed up with military presence, extra border patrol agents, and militia groups.

      Sixty-two unarmed asylum seekers lost their lives near the border by the hands of the militia groups. Another thirty-two died of exposure. At the official border crossings like Laredo there were tear gas, riots, and chaos.

      His mother wasn't alive. Aunt Maria had been informed of her death in Mexico in early 2019. As for the rest of the family there had been eyewitness reports of his father being shot at by the U.S. border patrol at the Rio Grande, but he remained missing, Antonio's sister, Jacinda, was also missing. As for Antonio, he made it across the bridge in Laredo, carried on the back of a stranger, a woman who had been traveling with the caravan since Guatemala.

      Antonio drank more of the guava liquado, and he gulped it down, draining the class. He wanted the typical summer's day—sleeping until noon and perhaps later hanging out with his friends at The Locker. But Aunt Maria was unwavering, sitting across from him at the kitchen table with her arms crossed.

      He smacked the glass on the table and said, “Nobody sends messages that take twenty years. Nobody waits twenty years to read them. This message my mother supposedly sent was probably lost in a flood or a tornado.”

      “I have the coordinates,” Maria said, pulling her phone out of the pocket of her thin robe. It was a Samsung Android phone that must be ten years old. “The car has a full tank of gas. Your mother wanted you to do this.”

      “It's a four-hour drive,” Antonio said.

      “It's already eight o'clock in the morning, so you better get going.”

      “You're not coming with?”

      “No, Antonio. This is your journey.”

      “Her last wish,” Antonio said, with a roll of his eyes.

      “What can it hurt?” Maria asked.

      He shrugged. All it would cost was time.

      “This is important, Antonio. This is a one-time deal. It's not like you can decide to go tomorrow or next year. It's today.”

      Just like the postcard claimed.

      It had taken over a year for Aunt Maria to gain custody of Antonio. He had been placed in a detention camp with other children who had crossed the border. If it weren’t for Maria, Antonio would have been put into foster care, or given up for adoption.

      Instead, Antonio grew up in Aunt Maria's home in Austin, Texas. She had children of her own. Rosalita, who was now becoming a doctor. She was ten years older than Antonio. Then there was Javier, a restaurant owner, who was fifteen years older than Antonio. They accepted him into their family like he was their sibling, not their cousin who had come across the border in the historic and tragic caravan crossing.

      Antonio had lived his life comfortably in Aunt Maria's home, graduating from Stephen F. Austin High School in 2036. He had no plans for college, and planned on taking a couple of years off after high school before deciding what to do with his life. In his more contemplative moments he wondered if he was intimidated by the success of his cousins, one a doctor, one a business owner. Aunt Maria didn't push Antonio, not like she pushed her own children. Maybe Maria didn't mean to. Maybe she would be ashamed if she'd thought she came off this way, but it was like she didn't think it was her place to push Antonio, as if his parents—her sister and brother-in-law—were still around.

      “Why didn't you encourage me to go to college?” he asked her when he was ready to leave. They stood in the driveway under the shade of the oak tree that was buzzing with cicadas. Elise joined them, circulating around their feet and rubbing against their legs. “You gave your own children everything. All I got was leftovers,” he said.

      Maria gave him a smoldering look. “I gave you everything I could, Antonio. You were a different child. You spent almost two years in a detention center. When you first came out of there, I was afraid I wouldn't be able to reach you, to make you come out of your shell. But I never gave up on you, Antonio. I took care of you. I loved you. The more I let you know I was there and you wouldn't be abandoned, the more you gradually came out of that shell. I saw you blossoming when you got interested in a puppy up for adoption in the park.”

      Antonio remembered that puppy. Hector, a Siberian Husky mix that became his companion for the following twelve years.

      “Before that,” Maria said, “you had never taken to any animal. But once you found Hector, you found your own heart.”

      Antonio grew impatient with his aunt. He appreciated her earnest protest that she'd never given up on him, but he was still annoyed he had to go on this little road trip which probably would lead to nowhere. He wanted to hear the words “don't leave.” In essence, he wanted to be told what to do, but not where to go. It was crazy, that feeling, and it only upset him more he didn't know why he felt these things.

      “Aunt Maria, I know all about Hector. I was there, remember? I should be in school somewhere now, not driving across the state.”

      The words tumbled out of his mouth hard, with sharp edges. His voice rose loud enough for Elise to run up the driveway into the garage.

      Maria stared him in the eye until he had to look away.

      “If you want to do something with your life, do it. You are ready. All you need to do is decide. I will not decide your life for you. You better go.”

      He would be driving Aunt Maria's '26 Chevrolet Experience, a four-door sedan hybrid that still got seventy highway miles a gallon after the engine had racked up ninety-thousand miles.

      “Don't drive too fast,” Maria said. “Call me when you start heading back.”

      “It will be late,” he said thinking of eight hours of driving, plus however long the stupid treasure hunt would take.

      “I don't care, Antonio,” she said. “Call. You have a phone, I have a phone.”

      
      
        
        ***

      

      

      
      Antonio sped on the highways out of town and through rural Texas. Underneath skies with low, gray clouds he drove, listening to his programmed playlists filled with Green-age rock and classic rap. The inside of the Experience smelled like his aunt Maria—like her Guatemalan coffee, like milk, like dusty old paper books. He planned to get to the border area as quickly as possible. And return as quickly as possible. He pulled up the coordinates on his phone. It looked like a place in the middle of nowhere north (of course) of the U.S.-Mexican border, ninety feet away from the Rio Grande.

      The GPS directions led Antonio to an old gravel road that led into a forest of live oak trees and creosote. But first he had to open the gate securing the road. The gate wasn't locked, the metal rusted and flaked off in his hands as he swung it open. The gate squeaked loudly, the birds fluttering away from the thick canopy of oak branches above him. He closed the gate again once he drove the Experience through, wanting to be inconspicuous. He felt like he was trespassing on someone's property. And he probably was, despite the abandoned look to the gate and road.

      The road was filled with potholes, and some sections were dirt, with deep tire ruts from travelers long ago. He drove a mile and three quarters on this road, meandering through curves blinded by the overgrowth. He left his window rolled down as he crawled along, hoping not to get stuck. There wasn't enough room to turn around, and if there wasn’t room at the end of this road, he'd have to reverse back out. He wasn't looking forward to that.

      Tree branches scratched the side of the Experience. Although he cringed at the sound, if there was damage, he’d feel vindicated telling Aunt Maria, “Told you it was a waste of time. The scratches prove the folly of that stupid postcard.”

      He pressed a button to roll up the window when the road grew too narrow, and the branches poked and
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