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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			A few years before writing this book, I received an assignment to travel to South Texas and write about the recent uptick in immigrant children crossing the border and what happened to them once they’d made it into the United States. In particular, I was focusing on unaccompanied minors: children who cross alone into the United States without papers or their parents. These children ranged in age from infants to age seventeen. Today, as in 2012 when I was first given my assignment, most of these young people were coming from countries in Central America that had grown increasingly dangerous due to gang violence and political unrest. The article’s purpose was to let readers know what happened to these kids once they got to the United States, so I spent that spring digging into the massive infrastructure of apprehending, detaining, caring for, and litigating the cases of thousands of young migrants. In that year, unaccompanied minors more than tripled their historical annual average.

			
			In the process of reporting this story about unaccompanied minors, I ended up with even more questions than when I began. I started working on another story, and then another, in hopes of finding more answers to the big questions about these important social issues. But I couldn’t stop asking questions, and each question led to yet another. Why were these kids coming to the United States, and why so many? What were these children really risking—and enduring—to come here, and what was the likelihood they would gain the right to stay? Would they really be better off if they did? Were their stories of the terrifying journey and the gang violence overblown, and could I take their reasons for coming to the United States at face value?

			In addition to writing, I work at a high school for immigrant youth in Oakland, California—a school I helped launch over a decade ago. Generally, these two professional worlds and my responsibilities in them—one as a journalist, one as an educator—have felt completely separate. My work in Oakland keeps me deeply grounded in communities at home, while my reporting has taken me to places like Slovenia, Thailand, Brazil, Peru, El Salvador, Texas, Alaska, Mexico, Kenya, and Ethiopia. I never expected for my two careers to merge so thoroughly, for my work as a reporter to take me deeper into the world of the school where I spent nearly all my time. My reporting on unaccompanied minors changed everything.

			Just after I had another big story going to press about unaccompanied minors, Mr. David, my coworker at Oakland International High School, came into my office. “We really need to do something about all the kids with upcoming court dates.”

			
			What?

			It turned out that a number of our newest students had been ordered to appear in immigration court in the coming months. Like the kids I had been reporting about all over the country, these new students at Oakland International were unaccompanied minors, too. By that spring of 2014, more than sixty unaccompanied minors had enrolled at Oakland International High School out of a student body of just under four hundred. By the following fall, the number surpassed ninety. Today, in 2018, unaccompanied minors make up nearly a third of Oakland International High School’s student population.

			Imagine being seventeen, having traveled alone through treacherous terrain to reach a new country. You braved the desert, corrupt police and immigration officials, migrant profiteers. You heard stories of kidnappings, rapes, murders, of people losing life and limb underneath trains, of dying of thirst in the desert. And once you finally make it to the United States, you’re arrested and put into detention, then ordered deported.

			Pending your deportation hearing, you’re released into the care of an adult, but you’re in a new country where you don’t speak the language. You need a lawyer, but you don’t know where to find one and you don’t have any money. The notion of court is terrifying, as is the prospect of being deported back home. You left home, after all, because your life was in danger—the gangs were after you, or a family member, or the violence had gotten so bad you could no longer safely go to school, or your family didn’t have enough money to put food on the table. Now you’re far from your loved ones and have few people, if any, caring for your basic needs in this new country. Before you arrived, the United States felt like the promised land, but now it feels like a massive, terrifying maze, or even, at times, a cage.

			
			I heard dozens of stories like these from my students. They amazed me with their resilience; many also struggled deeply. After my conversation with Mr. David, I spent many afternoons shepherding kids to pro bono (free) legal agencies and court dates, and setting up intake appointments and “know your rights” information sessions at the school. The students needed counseling, tutoring, and doctors’ appointments; some of them needed help finding homeless shelters and access to food and clothing. Supporting unaccompanied minors quickly became one of my primary responsibilities.

			In February 2014, I met the Flores twins (To protect the anonymity of the “Flores” family, I have changed their names and those of many others who appear in this book, as well as the name of their hometown). Getting to know them deepened my perspective on the causes, challenges, and prospects of young immigrants coming to this country today. I could not stop thinking about their story.

			In the summer of 2014, a few months after I met the twins and began working with them almost daily to help them find a lawyer, heal from their traumas, secure housing, and put down tenuous roots in Oakland, the media began reporting about unaccompanied minors. Day and night, stories of young migrants—kids like the Flores twins traveling alone from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras—were all over the airwaves, the TV stations, the newspapers. The twins, as well as other students, told me that the stories they were hearing were incomplete; the media representations of young immigrants didn’t seem fair. After all, how can you sum up a whole life, and the complexities of a person’s choice to leave home—if it can even be considered much of a choice at all—in just a few columns of a newspaper, or a brief sound byte on TV?

			
			Eventually, I asked the twins (and later, their family members back in El Salvador) if they would consider sharing their story with others. They agreed, and though there are other lives and perspectives included in these pages, their story is at the heart of this book.

			To learn more about the Flores family’s story, and the stories of the hundreds of thousands of migrants like them, I traveled to El Salvador, Mexico, Guatemala, and Texas, reporting from various fulcrums of violence in El Salvador as well as stations along the migrant trail north. Parts of this book were things I witnessed myself, and other parts have been reconstructed through extensive reporting and interviews—all in service of telling the larger story about the changing dynamics of migration across the United States’ southern border.

			Since reporting that first article years ago, I have heard countless stories from young people traveling alone to reach the United States. Every story is different, but they also bear remarkable similarities, often having to do with mounting violence in the children’s home countries. These girls and boys are crossing into the United States in search of the fabled “better life” that has attracted migrants, authorized and unauthorized, since before the Mayflower landed. For many in the Northern Triangle—Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador—a “better life” means a life where they are not afraid of being killed simply because they are young and poor and born in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			
			Those of us whose ancestors aren’t native to this land, or whose ancestors weren’t forcibly brought to this land, are descended from immigrants or are immigrants ourselves. Immigration has shaped this country and made it what it is today. Yet throughout history, when a new group of immigrants arrives, they are more often than not met with a new version of old persecution. It was once true that the Irish, Italians, and Greeks (my great-grandmother was from Greece) were scorned, ridiculed, and barred from employment, housing, and school. Chinese immigrants were excluded from this country by law; Japanese Americans were interned in concentration camps; Jewish refugees were kept out of the country in spite of the horrors of the Holocaust. The list goes on and on. Xenophobia—the fear and distrust of those perceived to be “other”—hasn’t gone away, it just has found new targets.

			But this book isn’t just an immigration story; it’s also a story about trying to find a place in a vast, complex, and often cruel world. The teenage twins at the heart of this book, as well as the dozens of other young people included in these pages, are all searching for belonging and acceptance. The process of growing up requires asking big questions, which often lack easy answers: Who am I, where do I come from, who do I want to become, and where do I fit into an imperfect world? In the context of immigration, these questions are even harder. In a country where a shifting administration has changed the policy toward those seeking refuge, and now some of the most powerful politicians are sending the message that new immigrants are not welcome, how are young people like the Flores brothers supposed to feel about who they are and what it means to live in the United States of America today?

			
			This book began as a series of questions. Answering these questions became my personal imperative, one that would help me better understand my students, my country, and the endless churn of southern migration into the United States. The story of the Flores twins isn’t the most harrowing, or the most unjust, or the most extraordinary I’ve come across as an educator and a journalist. But something in their story roundly and heartbreakingly illustrates the wounds of war, the spirit of a new generation of immigrants, and the impact of migration on the United States—as well as on the country of El Salvador.

			Whether your family has lived here for a long time or you have just arrived, you are probably trying to find your place in the world. This work focuses on the young Central Americans coming here in unprecedented numbers to accomplish the same thing. How they are or are not received and supported will determine, in part, the next chapter in the American story. This is a book about who these young men and women are, where they come from, and the choices they’ve made. It is about what their stories reveal about who we are as a country, and what we will, or might, become.

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			It’s a few minutes after nine o’clock, and the Flores twins are buckled into the back seat of Wilber’s Toyota, lurching through downtown San Francisco in search of the courthouse. As their older brother brakes and curses his way through the morning traffic, Raúl’s and Ernesto’s identical faces press against the windows as they hunt for street names and building numbers. They are lost.

			Their packet of immigration papers states the courthouse address (100 Montgomery Street) and the date and time they’ve been ordered to appear: February 19, 2014, at ten a.m. This morning they left the apartment with a two-hour window. It’s important to be not just on time, but early, in the Estados Unidos, Wilber said.

			Wilber groans as they stop in the middle of a crowded intersection. At twenty-four, he is now, for lack of a better option, his brothers’ guardian. He’d signed a paper promising to provide for their basic needs, to feed and clothe them, to enroll them in school, and to get them to court on time. In his seven years here, he’d become somewhat of an expert on the United States and its rules. A rule of the landscaping business, for instance: no work, no pay. He’d miss another day of wages today to get his brothers to court.

			
			The twins have been dreading this appointment for months, ever since they were picked up out of the Texas desert, their shoes ripped to raggedy shreds, their bodies dizzy with thirst. They thought for sure they’d be deported right away, back to El Salvador and all that awaited them there.

			But they weren’t. They were taken to a detention center, where a woman explained to them that, since they were under eighteen, they’d have a choice: they could opt to go back to El Salvador on their own—impossible—or they could go to court and fight for the right to stay.

			Court? In front of a judge? They’d need a lawyer, for starters, and the prospect of obtaining official papers seemed absurd. Why, out of all the undocumented people like them, should they—kids who’d been here only a few months—get papers?

			It is 9:06. They have just under an hour. Wilber has plugged the address into his phone’s GPS, but it seems to have stopped working altogether.

			At seventeen, the twins have never been to a city before—unless you count the outskirts of San Salvador, which they’d been to only a few times to visit relatives, or Mexico City, where they passed through with their coyota, the woman who guided them across the border. San Francisco looms like no other place they’ve ever seen. Raúl used to picture these buildings in the quiet nights back home, rising upward like ladders, like possibilities. But now that he’s under them, they just make him feel, as most things in the United States of America so far do, small and out of place.

			
			The twins still have the lingering feeling of being chased, of needing to look over their shoulders. Every few nights now, Ernesto wakes up screaming, drenched in sweat. He won’t talk about it, but Raúl knows his brother. He knows how afraid Ernesto was before he was run out of town. And during that night in the desert weeks later. The road can change a person.

			The shelter staff members had explained how court works: the judge will come in, and everyone will stand. The judge will say their names, and they should respond presente, here. Last night the boys reviewed what they remembered. Look the judge in the eyes, they reminded each other. In the United States, their instructors told them, looking down makes you appear disrespectful.

			When they get to court, what will they even say to the judge? With no lawyer, no English, no idea what to argue on their own behalf, they worry they’ll be deported this very day. And then what?

			Nine-thirty, nine-thirty-five. Another confused, traffic-laden circuit loops them back to Market Street.

			Wilber cranks the heat high. Outside it’s cold, and the twins haven’t brought anything to wear over their almost-matching blue plaid shirts, their nicest items of clothing. Wilber bought them, like practically everything they have. Both boys have tucked the shirts into their skinny jeans, hiked up higher than usual with the help of belts, and they’ve laced their sneakers tightly, instead of leaving them loose-tied like the kids at school. Ernesto scoffed when he saw Raúl. “Copying me,” he said. He removes his earrings—the characteristic the teachers at school use to tell them apart.

			
			As ten o’clock approaches, Ernesto blinks rapidly, and Raúl breathes heavily through his nose, lips pressed into a tight, thin line.

			“Should we ask somebody?” Raúl finally whispers.

			Ernesto shoots him a look. Who? Who would we possibly ask? The twins barely speak English, and though Wilber can hold his own, how could he pull over a car in the middle of the downtown rush? In spite of his seven years here, Wilber feels just as much as his brothers do: that immigrant and illegal are painted onto him like a sign.

			Ernesto wants to scream at his brother, How long have you lived here? Can’t you find us this fucking courthouse? But his throat seems to have closed up. They’ll miss their appointment, they’ll be sent home, they’ll wind up dead, and what would have been the point of any of it—the journey, the debt?

			At a certain point, you just give up. The boys know it at the exact same moment, as with many things. Wilber feels it too. It’s an hour past their appointment. It’s over.

			“Okay,” Wilber says. The twins say nothing, just watch out the windows as the throng of people drifts away and the car turns onto the bridge. They won’t go to school today, probably not tomorrow. It would be too easy for Immigration to find them. And la migra—the immigration authority—has Wilber’s address, too. They could go hide out somewhere, but Wilber is the only person here they really know.

			
			They’ve been hunted by gangs, by packs of wild coyotes in the desert, by bad spirits, by rumors, by debt, by la migra. They’ve been chewed up and spit out all over this godforsaken continent, and after all this, just for missing an appointment, they’re sure they’ll be delivered back to El Salvador for good. But they can’t go back. For too long, the Flores twins have been running. They may have reached a dead end.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			“You boys from eighteen?” one of the young men asked, pointing his gun toward a graffiti tag on the wall: BARRIO 18.

			It was 2008. The Flores twins, twelve, were playing cards on the town soccer field with their brother and friends when a pickup pulled up. Ten or so guys sporting baggy clothes and tattoos stood in the truck bed with guns and machetes. They were MS-13, or Mara Salvatrucha, the twins knew—members of the notorious gang. The MS-13 was showing up more and more in La Colonia, the small town where the Flores boys lived. The twins and their friends were high on adrenaline from having won a soccer match that morning. But the sight of the armed men scared them silent.

			They shook their heads.

			Ernesto’s gaze was lowered, but he could feel the men staring down at him.

			“I asked if you fuckers were from eighteen!” the man shouted. At that, one of the twins’ friends took off running into the woods. Suddenly Ernesto and Raúl were sprinting through the forest that flanked the town soccer field—Ernesto first, Raúl close behind—panting and crashing through the tall grasses while shouts and a scatter of gunshots crackled behind them.

			
			Running away from a truck full of MS-13 gangsters was a risky choice. It either showed the kids’ allegiance to the rival Barrio 18 gang or, at the very least, a lack of respect for MS-13.

			When the shouts sounded far enough away, the twins hit the ground, lying on their bellies in the brush. They stayed there for what felt like hours—until they were sure the truck was gone.

			

			—

			The road to La Colonia weaves through a tangle of greenery: there are vines overhead, and tall, tight rows of banana trees, canopies of barillos, pink flowering cacao, and flourishing palms. La Colonia—which is about thirty miles from San Salvador and home to fewer than four thousand people—spreads up and around the slopes of a gentle, low hill.

			The houses along the road are simple but comfortable, built from concrete, many of them painted colors that were once bright—ice blue, cotton-candy pink. Less fortunate homes dot the nearby hills and farmland. Flags of the ARENA conservative party flap from poles. Along the road stand La Colonia’s schools—two high schools and an elementary school. One of only about a dozen Flores family photos is of the twins and their older sister, somber-faced and gangly beneath too-big dress clothes, on the proud occasion of Ernesto and Raúl’s ninth-grade graduation.

			
			Cows use the road as often as people do, plodding along between farm and pasture. During harvest time, families lay their bean pods and corn out to dry on the pavement, the kernels spread out like a mosaic.

			The road crests the hill and then dips downward, and that’s where the Flores home sits, a stone house lined with crumbling stucco. From there it’s not much farther to the center of town, a sleepy square rimmed by a block or two of houses and a few businesses—family-run restaurants, shops, the mayor’s office. The high-rising church is the town’s main attraction.

			Until the twins were teenagers, the town center was busy day and night. Kids ran around the playground or played soccer. Those who’d begged spare change from their parents bought snow cones from the woman with the stand. The pupuserías were open until midnight, playing music and serving sodas and beers, the proprietors flipping the cakes of corn masa against the griddle until the edges were crispy.

			“It was a beautiful town,” Raúl remembers. “It was.”

			

			—

			Like the rest of the farmers in La Colonia, the twins’ father, Wilber Sr., regarded the mountain and its fertile land as a divine inheritance. The land was good to him; God provided. “The way to survive this world is to stay close to God,” he said to his children. “And keep manos limpias”: clean hands.

			
			Wilber carried a small Bible in his pocket at all times, the binding frayed and worn from use. He and his wife, Esperanza, had always wanted a big family, but for many years they’d felt they might be cursed. They got married in the midst of the country’s civil war (1980–1992), in 1985. Two years later, as the war still raged, Esperanza gave birth to their first baby, Ricardo.

			It was a dirty war, as Wilber put it. On one side there was the right-wing government, loyal to those with money, and operating with brutal military force. On the other there was the growing leftist guerrilla movement, claiming to be fighting for the interests of the poor, especially the country’s rural farmers. But the Flores family thought it best to stay out of politics.

			In cities and in the countryside, mutilated bodies showed up in the streets. Political prisoners were heaved off a cliff above San Salvador. Later, a 1993 report by the UN Truth Commission for El Salvador asserted that 85 percent of the atrocities were carried out by the conservative ARENA government. In fact, the United States helped to train and back these forces—death squads and all—to prevent a guerrilla takeover: an effort, in the midst of 1980s Cold War paranoia, to prevent the “spread” of Communism.

			Soldiers marched through La Colonia on occasion. “The soldiers came looking for people,” Esperanza explained. “They could mistake you for someone else and punish you for something they did.” Sometimes Esperanza and the baby hid when Wilber was out working.

			
			In 1990, as country-wide violence churned, Esperanza gave birth to another son: Wilber Jr. Then as peace negotiations were under way in Mexico City, she gave birth to a daughter who died at just several weeks old. Esperanza prayed for more children. The peace accords were signed in Mexico City in 1992, and as the government and the guerrillas agreed to lay down their weapons for good, Esperanza got pregnant again two more times. Each baby died. Was she indeed cursed?

			In 1994, El Salvador held its first free and fair peacetime elections. The conservative ARENA party won, but the war was over. After so many years of conflict, it was a time of rebuilding. That year Esperanza’s prayers were answered: she gave birth to her sixth child—a girl, Maricela. Maricela lived.

			The Flores family were still farmers who scraped by, harvest to harvest; who struggled to find money to buy clothes or take a child to the doctor. But as Esperanza looked back, she regarded those as good years: three healthy babies alive, a country out of war.

			At the end of 1995, when her belly began to swell, she prayed she wouldn’t lose this one, too.

			Within just three months she was bigger than she’d ever been at that stage. By month five she was exhausted. She began to have her own quiet suspicions. She didn’t want to jinx it, but she thought she might be carrying two. She had a warm, warbling sense of it in her heart.

			
			They saved up some money. When it neared her time to give birth, she took the bus down to the hospital, where they listened to her stomach and brought a picture onto the screen.

			“Twins,” the nurse said.

			She’d been right. Fifteen days later she went into labor. Ernesto first, then Raúl twelve minutes later. Two identical babies. The nurses brought them both into her arms. They’d make it, she thought.

			

			—

			From the minute they were born, Ernesto and Raúl were inseparable. They had distinct personalities, but they resisted being apart. They wanted to sit next to each other in school, to eat together, to walk side by side to school, to work with their father in the fields in the same shifts.

			When Ernesto and Raúl began to toddle down the road holding their mother’s hands, neighbors and the occasional stranger would fall into prayer upon seeing them: two identical people. A miracle.

			Teachers and family friends had a hard time distinguishing them. The siblings knew which was which, most of the time—Ernesto had a tiny mole under his eye. But since they were most often together, it was easier to refer to them as one: los gemelos, the twins.

			When the twins were ten, their mother developed a cough and began cooking outside in the back courtyard. The twins took over the sooty former kitchen as their bedroom. They were delighted. Finally a space of their own.

			A few years earlier Wilber had put the brothers to work in the milpa, the crops out in the fields. There was Wilber’s own land—two separate plots where they grew the corn and beans and tomatoes—and then the land they leased from the twins’ godfather, who allowed them to plant and keep half the yield. Wilber Sr. needed all the workers he could get. For one thing he and Esperanza had more mouths to feed: since the twins, they had had Lucia, then Marina, then Pablo, then Luis. A family of eleven was large even for La Colonia. Wilber also wanted his kids to understand how to make a living off the land. Work would keep them out of trouble.

			
			The twins got up with the sun and spent the mornings in the fields, then went to school for the afternoon session. This was the norm; because of overcrowding in schools (which was really due to underfunding by the conservative government), Salvadoran children attended school for only half a day, in either the morning or the afternoon. After school the twins’ job was to take care of the livestock. Their days were long and without rest.

			While Raúl was all playfulness, Ernesto could be hot-tempered. Ernesto was also more socially attuned: he studied the older, popular boys to be like them. Raúl made friends easily enough but wasn’t all that worried about being included. He was the artsy one, often preferring drawing or painting to futból, or soccer. As they rooted into their own personalities, the contours of their faces seemed to change ever so slightly: Raúl’s now appeared softer, more wide-eyed, whereas Ernesto was furrow-browed with a cultivated toughness.

			“I’m the angel, and you’re the devil,” Raúl joked.

			
			“But I’m the older one, so I have to be more serious and in charge,” Ernesto retorted. They argued over who was taller, using their hair to claim additional height.

			

			—

			By fourth grade the twins ran with a steady pack of six boys from school. The group liked to pick on one another, play pranks, and call one another names, but the twins felt the others picked on them more often, and cut deeper.

			“You’re too poor for shoes. Look at those shoes—they’re falling apart.”

			“Dark-ass peasant boys.”

			It was unfair, the twins thought, because many of these guys were even poorer than they were.

			“Just stay away from them,” their classmate Edgar warned. A kind, quiet boy, he was a more reliable friend than the others. Still, Ernesto, in particular, was drawn to that group.

			“Your father’s a beggar with that guitar of his,” one bully, Silvio, declared. Wilber played guitar in church and sometimes sang hymns on the street. The other kids cackled. No one came to the twins’ defense.

			The teachers did little to protect them, and in fact, sometimes joined in at poking fun at them or their father. When a notebook appeared in the classroom scrawled with obscenities, which Ernesto knew to be Silvio’s handiwork—he’d seen him do it—the teacher pointed the finger at Ernesto.

			“Why did you do this?” he demanded.

			“It wasn’t me!” Ernesto insisted.

			
			“Then who was it?”

			But Ernesto wouldn’t dare say. The teacher sent him home.

			Raúl wasn’t in trouble, but he followed his brother back up the hill without a second thought.

			“They’re always blaming us,” Ernesto complained on the way home.

			Raúl nodded.

			Another day a kid hit Ernesto in the temple with a rock. A boy had thrown it on purpose. It bled and left a bruise for days; he’d have the scar there forever. When Esperanza asked what happened, Ernesto lied—he’d fallen playing soccer, he said.

			Their own relatives fueled the bullying, too. Wilber’s half sister, Graciela, had long looked down on Wilber. Things got worse when she’d married Don Agustín, a man from another town. Agustín was one of the town’s big men, a guy with more land and cash than most. He and Graciela had a spacious house, a slick truck, and a profitable coffee crop. To them, Wilber’s big family was a laughingstock and an embarrassment. As the twins grew up, the Floreses were invited to fewer weddings and family parties, then none.

			In 2010, Uncle Agustín’s house was robbed—people knew he had money. So he arranged for a private security force: Agustín would now be protected by gangs.

			

			—

			The gangs. The Floreses heard about the violence on the news first. It was spreading through El Salvador like a contagion. Bodies found dumped in secret grave sites, police officers murdered, women raped and killed. The whole world around them began to tremble.

			
			The country’s morgues began to fill up. If no one identified the corpses—or if
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