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Author 
Julie Blythe has been teaching Spanish for 18 years at the high school level. She has 

traveled to many Spanish-speaking countries, often with groups of students.  She also 

volunteers to interpret for Spanish speaking residents in Northwest Iowa, and because of 

these varied experiences, recognizes the importance of communicating their stories as a 

means of promoting understanding among cultures.  Julie and her husband live in Orange 

City, Iowa.   She has three grown children and two delightful grandchildren. 

 

Author’s Note 
The following story portrays the personal histories of two Mexican teenagers, a young 

woman of just 15 who lived near Acapulco and a 19-year old man from Baja California.  

They each make the difficult decision to leave the hardships and lack of opportunities in 

Mexico in search of a better life in the United States.   Their story together begins in 

Iowa, where they eventually meet and marry. 

Although they both have family waiting for them in the United States, their decisions 

mean leaving behind many loved ones and all that is familiar to them.  In spite of this 

heartache, each one realizes that the risk of leaving Mexico and entering the U.S. is 

necessary if they ever hope to achieve their dreams of obtaining an education and 

economic security.  They bravely choose to focus on their future and the opportunities 

that await them.   

Their stories are representative of many immigrants from numerous generations who 

have entered into this country, often fleeing from terrible hardships in search of the 

American dream.  It is this author’s hope that through this story based on their personal 

experiences, readers will gain insights into the desperation and difficulty of the journeys, 

the personal sacrifices, and the will to survive that propels people from other countries 

across our borders.  
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La Paloma/The Dove 
 

Part 1:  Gabi’s journey 
 

El pueblo 

Wearily, Gabi plodded forward.  The shifting sand of the desert floor and the intense 

heat made each step exhausting.   Although her father had cautioned her about the 

hardships and danger of their journey, she realized that she could never have imagined 

how extremely difficult it would be.  Now, after many long hours of walking north 

through the Sonora desert, there was nothing to be seen but endless sand, brambles of 

mesquite and leafless, spiny saguaros.  The sun burned relentlessly and waves of heat 

shimmered off in the distance.   She paused for a moment to wipe her brow and neck on 

the sleeve of her blouse, but the perspiration returned instantly.  She could feel it running 

down her back.  She knew she should drink more water, but their supply was getting low 

and so she waited.  She glanced back to see her father, Julio, her younger brother, Carlos, 

and several others from their pueblo (village) not far behind her.  Reassured, she resumed 

walking, keeping a careful eye ahead on el coyote (the guide) who, for a sizeable sum of 

money, was leading them through the desert and across the border into the United States.   

Gabi’s thoughts wandered back to her grandparents and the sadness of their farewell 

two days ago from their small pueblo near Acapulco. In spite of the tears and lingering 

hugs, all of them understood that the trip north was necessary if they hoped to survive 

and to be reunited as a family.  The three travelers had ridden for nearly 24 hours by bus 

before setting out into the desert.   Gabi, just 15, and her nine-year old brother Carlos, 

already missed their grandparents terribly.  Gabi and Carlos had been living with her 

grandparents for the last several years, while their parents worked in the United States, 

sending money to help support them in Mexico.  At first, just her father had gone to the 

United States trying to earn money to help their family, but later their mother and baby 

Ana had joined him.  Many families in her pueblo (small town) had experienced similar 

separations, but no matter what, you couldn’t get used to it.  Each separation was full of 

heartache.   

Because her father had gone north to earn money, their family had been able to buy 

their two-story house.  Painted a vibrant salmon pink with a flat roof, it had two 

apartments, one for her family on the top and a smaller one for her grandparents on the 

ground floor.  In the front half of the ground floor was a small tienda (store) where 

families of their neighborhood came each day to buy food and freshly made tortillas.  

Although the yard was small, Abuela (grandmother) had enjoyed pampering the brightly 

colored flowers and shrubs that surrounded the house.  Gabi’s mother, Ramona, had run 

the store in the beginning, until she also left for the United States to help Gabi’s father 

earn more money.  Abuela had managed the store after that.  The income from the store 

wasn’t much, but at least they hadn’t been as hungry as they were when they depended 

on just her grandfather’s crops.  The store had meant that Gabi and Carlos were able to 

attend school.  She had just completed secundaria ((9th grade) and hoped to continue 

studying when she got to the United States. 
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Finally, after months of saving and gathering money to pay for their trips, Julio, her 

father, had once again made the return trip home from the United States.  He had come in 

time to celebrate Gabi’s quince and to take Gabi and Carlos back to the United States 

with him.  She and her brother would no longer be separated from their parents.   They 

would finally get to meet their younger sister and a brother who had been born in the 

United States. 

Her family had endured some tough times.  Gabi’s mother had told her about their 

near starvation when Gabi was a baby.  For the first few years of her childhood, her 

father had served time in prison for a small infraction because he was too poor to pay the 

bribe the police demanded of him.  Her mother had tried desperately to support them by 

hand-sewing soccer balls for a nearby factory.  On days when she sewed all day long, she 

could complete two balls.  The factory would only pay her 30 pesos each (approximately 

$3.00).  It just wasn’t enough money to survive. Even after Gabi’s father was released 

and her parents went to the capital to work in a cattle operation, the wages were meager.  

Life had only become easier when her father finally left and went to the United States.  

The money he sent helped them to buy the store and have more food. 

Well, Gabi thought as she tramped along, life would be easier now for her 

grandparents with fewer mouths to feed.   Gabi’s incessant thirst reminded her of her 

many trips to the campo (countryside) to bring her grandfather a meal or an extra jug of 

water. After working his terreño (plot of land) behind his ox or hoeing the corn for many 

long hours in the sun, he always appreciated her visits and quenched his thirst with the 

cool water. Gabi’s attention drifted hazily back to the desert.  The changing colors of the 

sky told her that evening was approaching. She closed her eyes briefly and pictured her 

grandmother preparing the masa (corn meal dough) for tomorrow’s tortillas and 

sweeping the floors of their tienda before closing.      

Well, Gabi tiredly thought to herself, thinking about other things does help pass the 

time. Through half-closed eyes she noticed that the sun was lowering further in the 

western sky, but it was still intensely hot.  No one was talking much, just concentrating 

on taking one step at a time and avoiding the cacti and the prickly pear. An occasional 

lizard scurried by, but usually disappeared quickly.   Don’t think about how hot you are 

or how tired your legs are, Gabi, she said to herself.  Think about something else, like 

your quince (15th birthday).  Had it really been less than two months ago?  Even though it 

hadn’t been as elaborate as many quinceañeros (15th birthday celebrations), the special 

mass and small fiesta with cake and dancing had been a memorable occasion for her.  

Now, as she trudged along through the desert, it seemed very difficult to focus on such a 

distant memory.  Gabi was thankful that all of her family had been together that day.   It 

would be a long time before she saw all of them again.  It had meant a lot to her when her 

father introduced her to their guests as a young woman.  With difficulty, Gabi tried to 

recall his exact words and the obvious pride in her father’s voice…   
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El desierto 

In the distance, Gabi heard the insistent voice of her father urging her to wake-up.  

From the comforting reminiscences of her quince, she struggled to alertness and the 

repeated pleas of her father.   Why was his voice so far away?    

     “Gabriela, Gabriela, are you okay?  Please, please, open your eyes.” said her father. 

     “Dad, is she going to be okay?” asked her brother. 

     “I hope so, Carlos.  She fainted from the heat.  She’s just not used  

      to this kind of walking. Can you hand me the water jug from my backpack?” 

     “Sure, Dad, but it’s getting dark and the others are still moving ahead.  What are we  

      going to do?” 

      “I’m not sure, son, but maybe some water will help.”  

Gabi’s father began wiping her face with the tepid water and her eyes fluttered open.  

Gradually she began to feel better and pushed herself up on one elbow to drink some 

more water.   

      “What happened?” she asked her father.    

      “You fainted a few minutes ago.” her father replied.  “Can you stand up?” 

After a few moments, Gabi slowly rolled to her stomach and pushed herself up.  Her 

skin was covered with sweat and sand.  She felt very light-headed, weak and unable to 

summon her usual cheerful smile. The disappearing sun was bringing cooler temperatures 

and the water was very welcome to her dry parched mouth.  “I didn’t realize how thirsty I 

was.  I was trying to save our water.  I think I can try walking with some help, Dad.” 

   “That’s good. Stand up slowly and when you’re ready to walk, you can lean on me.  

I don’t want to get too far behind the others,” said her father.  “ If we can catch up with 

the rest, we’ll be stopping in a while to eat a bite of supper.  Then we’ll continue walking 

in the cooler night air.  That should be easier for you.” 

With the support of her father and brother, Gabi resumed walking.  She noticed that 

the darker it got, the cooler it was.  She had never imagined that it could be so chilly in 

the desert, but it was January, and her father said that the nights could be really cold.  

When they stopped for their break, she would need her sweatshirt from the pack.  She 

didn’t have much else for clothes, since they had left most of their belongings behind.  

They couldn’t carry things like clothes when they needed the space in the pack for water, 

food and other vital necessities.  The journey was so strenuous that it was tempting to just 

give up.  Determined, Gabi tried to stay focused on the future with every step she took.  

A couple of hours later the sun was a faded memory and they were completely 

dependent upon their guide, el coyote, to lead them in the diminished light of a distant 

moon.  Their group of travelers stopped for rest and some food in a clear area, relatively 

free from saguaro, mesquite, and large boulders.  Gabi shivered fearfully as she listened 

to the eerie sounds of the desert at night and coyotes howling off in the distance.  Fear 

was not the only reason she was shaking.  It was truly getting cold and even her 

sweatshirt wasn’t enough to warm her chilled body.  The temperature extremes, from the 

heat of the day to the cold of the night, were a shock to her already exhausted body.   

Suddenly, chaos erupted.  There were shrieks of fear and panic.  Someone yelled out, 

“emigra, emigra” (border patrol) and everyone jumped to their feet.  Many of the people 

traveling in their group took off running.  The group panicked and scattered out over a 

large area as people scrambled for places to hide.  The emigra captured several members 
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of their group along with their guide.  Somehow in the desperate attempt to hide and find 

cover, Gabi realized that she was separated from her father and her brother.  Tears flowed 

down her face, and she prayed fervently that she would find them soon.   

Not knowing what else to do, she and a few of the others from their pueblo continued 

walking, but without their guide, they really weren’t sure of their direction.  After a 

couple of hours they reconnected with another small part of their group, but when Gabi 

inquired about her dad and brother, the others told her that they had been taken away.  

Her heart stopped as fear and panic engulfed her, and the others tried to calm her 

wrenching sobs.   

The small remaining band of travelers tried to form a plan.  They continued walking 

through the night, but as dawn and the light of day approached, the emigra found them, 

too.  Their guide, not a very reputable character in the first place, had led the officials to 

them as a bargaining tool for his own release.   

As they rode along in the border patrol trucks, Gabi was overcome with fear and a 

sense of despair greater than any other emotion she had ever experienced.  How would 

she ever find her dad and her brother?  What would become of them?  All of her family 

members, both in Mexico and in the United States, would be worrying frantically about 

them.  After a lengthy ride over the rough desert terrain, they arrived at customs at the 

frontera (border) to await their fate.  As they aimlessly milled around, not knowing what 

to expect, Gabi spotted her father and brother waiting in the same area. Gabi’s 

overwhelming relief at being reunited was a complete reversal from her previous despair. 

By mid-morning they were informed by the customs officials that they would all be 

returned to Mexico and released.    Later in the day they were deposited across the 

border, where they found a small, cheap hotel room and slept for several hours.  

 

To Phoenix 

The next day, after a hurried breakfast of tortillas, rice and beans purchased at a stand 

in the market, the three of them, Gabi, her dad and her brother, set out to find a new guide 

to help them attempt their crossing of the border a second time.  It was hard to summon 

the courage to try again, after the difficulties of the first journey, but Gabi’s father, who 

had called her mother in Iowa, had learned that the baby was very sick and might need to 

be hospitalized.  This heightened their sense of urgency to try the crossing again 

immediately.  There was no turning back and no giving up.   

By nightfall, they headed out into the desert again.  They had secured a new guide, one 

who, by reputation, was much more knowledgeable and reliable. This guide actually 

supplied them with water and blankets to help protect them from the alternating heat of 

the day and the cold of the desert air at night.  Although the walking was still grueling 

and the trip took many hours through the night and the next day, it helped greatly to have 

adequate water and a smaller group.  They were able to move more quickly and attract 

less attention.  It was a great relief to all of them when they finally arrived in Phoenix late 

the next day.  Together, they gazed at the panoramic view of the Phoenix skyline at 

sunset. Their long and arduous journey had lasted for over four days.  Thankfully, a 

cousin of Gabi’s father came to pick them up near the outskirts of the city.  They were 

able to stay at his house and rest for a while before beginning the last leg of their journey.  
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The cousin used his car, an old Chevy Impala without air-conditioning, to drive them 

to Iowa. After the endless burning heat and the plodding pace of the desert, the hours of 

riding in the car were monotonous, but soothing.  Gabi and her brother slept for a good 

deal of the trip. After nearly a week of traveling, they were joyfully reunited with Gabi’s 

mother and her younger sister. For the first time in her life, Gabi and her brother were 

able to meet their two new siblings.  Gabi’s father phoned the family in Mexico to let 

their grandparents and others know they had finally arrived safely.  The joy of being 

together again made the perils of their travels, the danger and the fear, worthwhile.  

Gabi’s eyes misted and her stomach fluttered nervously as she realized that the 

profoundly vivid memories of their journey would be with her for the rest of her life.  

Instinctively, she knew she must now concentrate on her dreams of what the future would 

hold.  Given the choice between looking to the past and looking to the future, she chose 

the future. 

 

Iowa 

Gabi snuggled under the covers trying to stay warm and avoid the chill of the 

bedroom.  Even though their house was well heated, it was always a shock to her system 

when she crawled out of bed in the morning.  She had never experienced this much cold 

in her life.  Her father insisted she would get used to it after a while, but Gabi thought the 

Iowa weather was extremely harsh.  It amazed her that people carried on with their daily 

tasks as if they didn’t even notice the snow or the cold.   As Gabi drifted in and out of 

sleep, the warm sunny days of Mexico filled her dreams. 

In spite of the cold weather of northwest Iowa in January, Gabi found herself enjoying 

her family and being together again.  Her parents lived in a fairly large two story house 

with three bedrooms, a kitchen, living room and bath.  They had plenty of space and their 

own washer and dryer.  It was a comfortable place to stay.   She and her brother had spent 

the last week helping their parents get all of them settled into their house.  It had taken 

them most of the first week to recuperate from the grueling trip north, but Gabi was 

starting to feel rested.   

“Gabi, Gabi, are you up yet?”  her mother called from the kitchen.  “It’s 7:30 and I 

have to leave soon.  Come and have some breakfast.” 

Gabi rolled over and sat up in bed, glancing over at her little sister sleeping in the bed 

next to hers.  Rubbing her eyes and stretching a little, she quietly put her feet on the floor, 

quickly searching for her socks and a sweatshirt to pull on over her pajamas.  The day 

before yesterday her mother had taken her and her brother to the second-hand clothing 

store.  Since they had left most of their belongings behind in Mexico, they had needed 

several things.  The warmer clothes and winter coats were a must and the sweatshirts and 

long pants helped her feel warmer.  Well, Gabi thought to herself as she headed to the 

kitchen, here goes another day. 

The aroma of the beans and warm tortillas filled the kitchen and Gabi felt her stomach 

rumbling.  Suddenly, breakfast seemed like a great idea and Gabi helped herself to a 

plate.  As she was serving herself some breakfast, her younger brother arrived at the 

table.  She made a second plate for him and they sat down to eat breakfast together, while 

their mother gathered up her purse and coat and gave her last minute instructions.   
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“Gabi, I’m leaving for the hospital and won’t be back until evening.  Can you take 

care of the laundry today and start supper?  Use the rice and canned tomatoes in the 

cupboard and there are more tortillas in the fridge.  Your dad will meet me at the hospital 

after work, so we will be home around 7:00.”  

“Sure, mom, but how is Juanito doing?  Is he getting better?” asked Gabi. 

“The doctor thinks he is recovering from the meningitis, but he may have to stay in the 

hospital for several more days.  It has been really scary, especially since I don’t always 

understand what they are saying.  I think there will be a translator available today when 

the doctor makes his visit and then we will know more.  Oh, Gabi, there’s my ride.  Take 

care of your little sister.  See you tonight.” 

Gabi watched her mother heading out the door to the street.  The sun was shining 

brightly on the white snow that blanketed the nearby fields.  She prayed fervently that her 

baby brother would recover soon.  He had already been hospitalized when they arrived 

from Arizona in Uncle’s car.  So far they had only been able to watch him in his small 

crib at the hospital.  With all the tubes and monitors, he looked so small and fragile.  It 

was very frightening. 

Turning from the window, Gabi headed upstairs to her room to get dressed for the day 

and start her chores.  Carlos started clearing the table and washing the dishes.  He saved a 

plate of food for his little sister and put the rest of the food away.  Working together was 

a familiar routine for them, and helped them to begin to feel at home.  The day passed 

quickly as they completed many tasks for their mother.  They spent time playing with 

their little sister and even watching some programs in English on the television.  Some 

words sounded like Spanish, but the actors talked too fast.  They understood a little, but 

Gabi knew that school would be very difficult.  She had never really studied much 

English and she worried about whether she would be able to do it.  In a couple of weeks, 

she and her brother would be ready to start at the public school a few blocks from their 

house.  Gabi’s stomach fluttered nervously whenever she thought about going to school 

and trying to speak English. 

Gabi was setting the table and Carlos was playing with Mariana when her parents 

arrived home from the hospital.  Gabi was relieved to hear her parents say that Juanito 

was doing better and would come home from the hospital in a couple of days.  Soon, they 

would all be together, even Juanito.  Gabi looked forward to holding her little brother for 

the first time. 

 

La escuela 

The first day of school for Gabi and Carlos had finally arrived.  Juanito had been home 

for a week and was making a speedy recovery.  Her parents had decided that it was time 

for Carlos and Gabi to start school.  Yesterday they had gone to school to register for 

classes.  Gabi would be in 9th grade and Carlos in 5th grade.  Even though Gabi had 

completed 9th grade in Mexico, the principal thought repeating 9th grade would be good, 

so that she could concentrate on learning English.  She was very nervous and clutched her 

backpack tightly.  The high school secretary walked her to the ELL room, where she met 

her English teacher and the other students.  Gabi sensed that the teacher was very kind 

and helpful.  She took a deep breath and entered the room. 
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Several Hispanic students were already seated at desks or standing together in small 

groups, chatting about their weekend.  Their conversation stopped when Gabi entered the 

room and all eyes were upon her.  The teacher introduced her to the class.  and showed 

her where to sit.  Some of the students greeted her enthusiastically.  Most seemed to be 

much more advanced in speaking English and Gabi felt extremely self-conscious and 

uncomfortable.  For the time being she would spend her days in this classroom, learning 

English until she was proficient enough to start studying in other classes.  She stored her 

backpack beneath her desk and waited for instructions.  Gabi knew the tasks ahead would 

be difficult, but her goals were to learn English and graduate from high school.  She was 

determined to succeed. 

Later that evening, Gabi described her first day to her parents.  They were pleased that 

she seemed comfortable with her teacher and were impressed with how many English 

words she had acquired in just one day.  Gabi’s brother was also placed in an ELL 

classroom to begin learning English.  Their first day had gone well.  The only concern for 

both of them seemed to be lunch, where they sat by themselves.  None of the other 

students went out of their way to befriend them, and some of the Hispanic students, who 

already spoke English fairly well, were deliberately rude.  After dinner, Gabi excused 

herself from the table and headed to her room to begin studying.  She was very motivated 

to study and knew that learning English as quickly as possible was the best way to start to 

fit in at her new school. 

 

La iglesia 

One Friday, Gabi and her brother were walking home from school.  The wind blew 

chilly air, but now that March had arrived the sun seemed to shine more and the cold 

wasn’t as extreme.  Several weeks had gone by since they first started school.  English 

lessons were going very well for both Gabi and her brother.  They had already learned a 

lot of English and were more accustomed to the routines of their new school.  They had 

begun to make some friends, but mostly with students like themselves who were fairly 

new arrivals with limited English skills.  They had little contact with the English-

speaking students and were often the target of ridicule by other Hispanic students who 

were no longer newcomers.   The negative encounters with those students made school 

unpleasant at times.  Gabi dreaded lunch and walking in the halls, but enjoyed the time in 

her classroom.  

On their way home from school, Gabi and Carlos talked about their weekend.  Their 

family was planning to attend the Spanish church services held at the Iglesia Cristiana in 

a nearby town.  Her parents had gone regularly before Gabi and Carlos arrived, but 

hadn’t been for several weeks because of Juanito’s illness.  Now that Spring was on the 

way and Juanito was completely recovered, her parents planned to attend the church 

service again.  Gabi and Carlos were looking forward to going.   

Sunday morning arrived quickly.  They ate a hurried breakfast and dressed for church.  

Gabi was excited to wear her new skirt and sweater.  She spent extra time on her hair.  

The family piled into the car and drove about 20 minutes to a neighboring town. 

At the church, many people were already seated.  Her parents were greeted by many 

friends as they walked up the aisle.  They found a pew on the left and took their seats.  

Attending church altogether after their long months of separation was a special moment 
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for their family.  Gabi had many things to be thankful for and she was so happy to have 

the chance to be in church and say her prayers. 

The church service seemed to pass quickly for Gabi.  Afterwards, the congregation 

gathered in the basement for coffee, juice and pan dulce.  Gabi’s parents proudly 

introduced her and her brother Carlos to many of their acquaintances.  What a warm 

feeling to be surrounded by friends and family!   

After the introductions, Gabi went to sit with Ana, the daughter of her parents’ friends.  

Ana and several other young people sat in a small group, chatting and laughing.  Ana 

introduced Gabi to her friends, who made her feel welcome and included.  They talked 

about work and school, and Gabi discovered that several of the young men were already 

out of school and working.  Gabi spent a lot of time in conversation with a handsome 

young man named Paco, who had come to Northwest Iowa about three years earilier from 

Baja California.   They seemed to share many similar experiences and later on, as Gabi 

and her family were leaving the church, Gabi realized she was really looking forward to 

seeing him again. 

 

Los novios 

Gabi stood before the mirror beside her dresser touching up her make-up and hair one 

last time.  Paco would be picking her up in a few minutes and she wanted to look her 

best.  They had met several times at church services, and a few weeks later had begun 

spending more time together with each other’s families.  Tonight would be their first 

official date. They planned to eat at a local restaurant and then meet friends to go to a 

dance in a neighboring town.  Gabi was looking forward to continuing their conversations 

about Mexico and their experiences in Iowa. 

Gabi smiled in anticipation as she walked down the hall towards the living room, just 

in time to answer the knock at the door.  Her smile widened as she opened the door and 

saw Paco standing there, his hair still slightly damp and curling, wearing jeans, a yellow 

collared shirt and his gold necklace.  She felt butterflies in her stomach at his shy smile.  

Gabi said a quick goodbye to her mother who was standing in the kitchen preparing the 

evening meal and they headed out the door to Paco’s car, washed and waxed for this 

special occasion.  After a brief discussion they decided to eat dinner in the neighboring 

town so they would be close to the dance.  They pulled away in Paco’s car, already 

chatting about their journeys to Iowa.  Gabi felt so comfortable with Paco, knowing they 

had so many similar experiences to share.  A deep feeling of contentment and 

anticipation for a future together filled her heart as she listened to his story. 

 

Part 2:  Paco’s Story 
 

Baja California 

Chirping birds and the crow of a nearby rooster roused Paco from a deep sleep on the 

small cot in the back corner of the bedroom.  Groggily, he recognized that day was 

breaking just over the horizon and groaned with the effort of waking. The small house 

was silent except for the stirring of his father, who would be heading out to work soon, 

and the rustling sounds of his mother preparing their light breakfast of tortillas and beans.   
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After only a few short hours of sleep, Paco felt a deep weariness, his constant 

companion.   Working each day in the fields from sun up to sun down was gruelling and 

tiring enough, without the added burden of trying to attend school and study by night.  

More than anything, Paco wanted to finish school.  He was a good student and dreamed 

of becoming a doctor someday, but their family needed money to feed the children.  

Everything he earned he turned over to his mother to buy food.  He spent nothing on 

himself, even though he had long since outgrown his school uniform and desperately 

needed a new one.   

Paco slowly swung his feet to the floor and pushed himself up.  He pulled on his work 

clothes and hunted around on the cement floor for his shoes.  Ah, there they were, buried 

under his schoolbooks. He had been studying well past midnight.   Sometimes it was 

really tough to keep going, but he was ready for quinto (fifth level) and determined to 

make it through.  He headed to the kitchen for a much needed cup of coffee.  

Paco found a clean cup near the kitchen sink and turned to the stove to pour the coffee.  

Through the window near the front door he noticed his father heading down the street, 

carrying his pack with his lunch and jug of water.  He hurriedly grabbed a plate and ate 

his breakfast.  He splashed some water on his face, picked up his lunch and headed out 

the front door.   

When Paco stepped onto the porch, he heard muffled sobs.  He turned and saw his 

mother crying, a frequent sight these days.  His older brother, Roberto, had left for the 

United States over a year ago and they still had not heard anything about where he was. 

Not long after he left, a message had come that he had crossed into California safely, but 

they hadn’t received any other information since then.  Paco’s mother worried constantly 

about his whereabouts, whether or not he was safe, and what he was doing.  Her sadness 

and bouts of crying became worse day by day.  As the second oldest son, he felt a deep 

sense of responsibility to try to help her.  

Paco gave his mother a hug and headed to the fields.  As he made the familiar trek to 

the outskirts of his pueblo (village), following the worn and rutted path leading to the 

hillside beyond, he pondered what he could do to ease his mother’s worries.   Over the 

last few weeks, he had wondered how they could find Roberto, but only one option 

seemed to make any sense.  He would go to the United States himself and try to track his 

brother down.  Although he knew it was the only way, it would mean dropping out of 

school and sacrificing his education.   If he could find his brother quickly then he could 

return to finish his education.  Tonight he would talk to his parents and see what they 

thought of his plan.   School would take a break for Christmas holidays soon.  Maybe it 

would be a good time to make a trip. 

 

The journey to California 

Shivering in the damp, cold January air, Paco and his traveling companions were 

completely hidden under the spiny branches of the Jesse tree.  They huddled together for 

warmth and protection from the drizzling rain that had drenched their clothes and 

backpacks.  After 24 hours and many harrowing situations, they finally crossed the 

border on foot from Baja California into southern California during the wee hours of the 
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morning.  They would hide in the grove of trees until nightfall,  then resume walking 

north to Arvin, California. 

Arvin was Roberto’s last known location and Paco was hoping to find him there.  He 

quickly found a place to stay and work in the fields, but tracking down his brother proved 

to be more difficult.  Finally, after several weeks of asking everyone he met about his 

brother, he met someone who had worked with Roberto and had his phone number.  He 

made a phone call and at long last was able to talk to his brother.  His brother was now 

married to an American, and living and working on a farm in Iowa.  He offered Paco a 

place to stay and a job working with him.  They made plans for his brother to come to get 

him the following month.  Paco was excited to have good news to report to his parents 

back in Mexico, and to hear the relief in his mother’s voice.  He continued working in the 

fields, anticipating the arrival of his brother. 

Several weeks passed and arrangements for the trip to Iowa developed through phone 

calls between Paco and his brother.  Finally the day arrived for their meeting; Roberto 

would get to the work camp in Arvin around noon.   Paco was up early to shower and 

pack the last of his few belongings in his backpack and a worn duffel bag borrowed from 

a new friend he had made while working in the fields.   As planned, Roberto arrived 

shortly before noon.  Paco watched him drive up slowly and climb out of the car.  It was 

hard to believe he was finally seeing his brother after all this time.  They hugged and 

clapped each other on the back.  Roberto hardly recognized Paco; it had been so long 

since they had seen each other that he confused him with one of their other brothers.   

They picked up Paco’s bags, tossed them in the rear seat of the car and took off.  They 

had many miles during the long trip to Iowa to catch up on all the changes in their lives 

and to discuss Paco’s future. 

 

Part 3:  La graduación 
 

About a year from their first date, Gabi and Paco were married.  To be close to Paco’s 

work and to his parents, who had also made the journey to Iowa from Mexico, they 

moved to a house in the town where they had met and attended church together.   Gabi 

had completed her first year of high school in the neighboring town where her parents 

and siblings lived, but now she would need to continue her education in a different high 

school.  Both she and Paco highly valued education, and determined that he would 

continue working his current construction jobs while she attended school to learn English 

and to receive a high school diploma.   They both understood the value of learning 

English if they hoped to build a better life for themselves and have opportunities for 

advancement. 

Early in August, Gabi went to her new high school to register for classes for the 

upcoming school year.  Based on the transcripts, she was enrolled as a sophomore and 

scheduled for classes to help her continue learning English.   When classes began in the 

middle of August, she found herself placed in a teacher advisory group with the Spanish 

teacher, an E.S.L. teacher, and other students learning English in a small room off the 

library.   Gabi settled into the routine of school and life with her husband.  Through hard 

work and diligent study, she continued to make progress in learning English.  While she 

made strides in her education, she still felt isolated and frequently rejected by other 
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students.  In spite of support from her teachers and fellow English language learners, it 

was often hard to relate to other students due to language and cultural barriers.    

Although there were challenges to overcome, Gabi continued to pursue her studies 

with diligence.  Achieving her goal of learning English and graduating from high school 

were highly important to her.  During her junior year, Gabi discovered that she and Paco 

would become parents the following July.   This was an exciting moment for them as a 

couple, but it motivated Gabi to study even harder.  Her English skills were improving 

and she was successful in completing more rigorous classes.   Graduation from high 

school during the next school year was an attainable goal.  

In July, Gabi and Paco were blessed with the arrival of their first son, Francisco, born 

with dark hair and deep brown eyes like his parents.  With daycare help from both of 

their parents, Gabi continued her high school studies that fall.  During her senior year, she 

took more difficult science and history classes, and passed high school government, while 

maintaining a grade point that placed her on the honor roll.  “I can do this!” Gabi 

frequently said to herself. 

During her advanced Spanish class, the students were asked to write a poem in 

Spanish.  Gabi pondered her topic and finally decided to write a poem about a dove.  She 

spent a great deal of time writing and Paco helped her to illustrate the poem by drawing a 

beautiful white dove.  Her teacher loved her poem and hung it on the wall of the 

classroom, along with the poems of the other students.  For Gabi, this poem reflected 

both the hardships of the journey that had brought her to this point in her life and her 

strong desire to someday return home to Mexico. 
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La Paloma--The Dove 

 

Dove, 

You fly high in the sky 

And know the wide sea, 

You fly from here, to over there. 

Dove, 

You, with flight, have forgotten your home 

And don’t know what awaits you 

in the new place where you will arrive. 

Dove, 

So much you have suffered when you are far from your home, 

And you have defied the winds, the rain and the snow. 

Dove, 

Some day you will triumph 

and all of those birds that laughed at you, 

because you didn’t know how to fly, 

will realize that you already know how to fly. 

And when the end arrives, you will return to your nest, 

Where your parents saw you be born, 

And you will be happy forever. 
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In May of her senior year, Gabi achieved her goal.  Juggling the responsibilities of 

both wife and mother, she successfully graduated from high school with honors.  During 

her senior year, she had completed several health classes and discovered an interest in 

health care occupations.  It was her dream to pursue a nursing degree at the local 

community college.  Paco, her 10-month old son, and her family proudly attended her 

graduation.  Gabi knew that her poem had come true; she had succeeded in overcoming 

great obstacles to triumph and, like the dove, had learned to fly.  

 

July, one year later 

Gabi worked in the kitchen quietly while Francisco napped in his crib off of the living 

room.  As she finished preparing the beef enchiladas and chopping the lettuce and 

tomatoes, she reflected happily on the special occasion of this day.  Towards evening, her 

parents and Paco’s, and their extended families, would gather to celebrate Francisco’s 

second birthday.   

It amazed her that Francisco was going to be two already. It seemed like only 

yesterday when he was born during the summer heat of July in Iowa.  So much had 

happened in two years; it was hard to believe her little baby was already two and 

developing a mind of his own. He no longer played with his over-sized blocks or carried 

his blanket with him everywhere he went.  She recalled the long hours of studying at 

night during his first year of life and the hard work that had resulted in her graduation 

from high school.   Francisco’s birth and obtaining her high school diploma were two of 

the highlights of the past two years. 

Gabi moved to the table and began setting the dishes out in stacks for their buffet style 

meal.  She placed Francisco’s birthday cake in the center of the table. Ordered special 

from the local bakery, it was a yellow cake richly soaked with cream and decorated with 

whipped cream instead of frosting.  It had the words “Feliz Cumpleaños, Francisco” 

scrawled across the top in bright red. A large candle in the shape of the number two was 

the focal point.  The fresh strawberries, pineapple and bananas to be served with the cake 

were already cut and chilling in the refrigerator. This dessert, called pastel de tres leches 

(three milk cake), was a traditional and family favorite.  As she looked over the table, 

Gabi was pleased with the food preparations.  

Since everything was in order in the kitchen, she headed to the living room.  She 

straightened the chairs, fluffed the pillows and picked up her dust rag to finish the job she 

had started earlier.  As she was dusting the family pictures sitting on a small table near 

the window, she paused at the one of herself in her cap and gown in a special graduation 

frame she had received as a gift from one of her teachers.  The thought of her high hopes 

of attending college and working as a nurse brought a lump of disappointment to her 

throat. 

Without proper identification and papers, Gabi had not been able to work as a certified 

nurse assistant.  She had taken a couple more classes at the local community college, but 

she and Paco really couldn’t afford to spend the extra money and pay the daycare unless 

she would be able to work part-time and add to their monthly income. Things hadn’t 

really worked out the way she had hoped.  Over the last year, immigration officials had 

raided some of the local packing plants and even local police were being more vigilant in 

asking for documents. She just could not pursue working at this time.   
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With an inward sigh, Gabi wondered if her future would ever include finishing her 

nursing degree.  In following the footsteps of many other immigrants throughout 

American history and leaving her home country to seek a better life, she had believed that 

hard work and an education would be what she needed to achieve her dreams.  She had 

never expected the difficulties she would encounter by not having her documents in 

order.  She and Paco had often thought about their eventual return to Mexico, but now, 

the political climate toward immigration and the difficulty in finding work might make 

their return a necessity.   

 Gabi heard Francisco stirring in his crib.  As she returned her picture to the table and 

headed to the bedroom, she gave thanks for her son and her husband.  No matter what 

difficult choices were ahead of them, they were a family and they would survive together, 

even if, like the dove, that meant returning home to their nest.  


