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Dedicated to my family. I love you… always.
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Nelson de Witt
May 3rd, 1998
Assignment #11
Response to: “For you o democracy” by Walt Whitman
My perfect world
I would live with both families
There would be sunny weather everyday
It would be warm
We would live in a place like Costa Rica
There would be no violence
No unnatural death
No bad temptations
It would be the best life ever!
However without this imperfect world
I wouldn’t be writing this poem about
My perfect world
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Preface
Newton, Massachusetts - October 2015
Utterly drained, frustrated, and still fuming, I dump my sports bag by
the door and sit down at the kitchen table. I had just returned from my
weekly Sunday pickup game of Ultimate Frisbee, where the yellow team had
lost 13 to 15. Despite pouring every last bit of energy I had into the game, I
could not prevent our side from losing.
I was staring out into the yard, fists clenched and jaw tight, when I
thought, You can’t go on like this. For the third week in a row, I had reached
a state of complete exhaustion, unable to move hours afterward. The problem was that no matter how hard I pushed myself during the game, I was
unable to outrun the anger, hurt, and confusion I was feeling. But I wasn’t
pissed off about losing. I was furious at my father.
Over the past few years, our relationship had soured, upending life for
my brother and me. On top of that, I had recently learned some disturbing
news about his conduct that made me question everything I knew about
him.
As I was brooding, I recalled a song by one of my favorite rappers Eminem, called Kim. In it, Eminem screams into the microphone about all the
horrible things he wants to do to his ex-wife. What came to mind was not
the lyrics, but the way he poured all his pain and rage into the song, at times
sounding like he might break down in tears. It occurred to me that making
art was Eminem’s way of dealing with those toxic emotions and that I had to
find a new path forward. A path that did not involve running myself into the
ground.
Floating around in my head were these fragments of memories and conversations that seemed to be related to my current situation. I vaguely
sensed that these experiences fit the pattern of a Hero’s Journey, a story6

telling technique I had been learning about at the time. I could see how my
‘ordinary world’ as an American high school student had been upended by
an event that happened when I was sixteen. So without knowing what I was
getting myself into, I began writing in January of 2016.
Growing up, I often felt ‘lost at sea’ or that I was being pulled in six different directions at once. I had a hard time communicating with friends and
family about what I was going through. It wasn’t until I found the tools of
storytelling, and more specifically, The Story Grid, that I was not only able
to make sense of these events but find a way to share them with others.
What follows is not a memoir per-se, but a story constructed from conversations with family members, literary techniques, and imperfect memories. I encourage you to think of this book not as a factual account of what
happened, but a representation of the truth, that like any family portrait is
both real but not always accurate.
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Chapter I: Your Family

Key West, Florida - March 1997
Dad appears to be lost in thought as he plans out our first day of spring
vacation. He scratches his mostly gray beard while scrutinizing a map of local attractions. My brother Derek and I lean on the stone wall outside of the
historic Banyan Guest House, waiting to receive the day’s instructions.
Mom looks up from the six-page itinerary she put together for our trip, and
upon noticing Derek and me standing together, pulls out her camera.
“Now, get close like you love each other.” She looks at us expectantly,
her piercing blue eyes and warm smile encouraging us to get close.
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Derek rests his head on my shoulder, and I make a half-hearted attempt
to smile. Mom snaps the picture, and then I poke Derek in the ribs causing
him to flinch. He scowls for a second, smiles, and then returns the favor.
“Ok, Fort Zachary is a mile and a half to the West,” Dad says, pointing in
the direction we are to walk. “From there, it’s a straight shot south to the
Hemingway House and the Southernmost Point.”
“Sounds like a great photo op,” Mom says.
I clear my throat and ask, “Do you think we can look for a place where I
can play some pickup basketball later?”
Dad considers this, “We’ll see. Our schedule is fairly packed today.”
“You don’t want to go to the pool later?” Mom asks.
I shrug, “Got to stay in shape. Lacrosse season starts when we get back.”
“Ok, everyone ready?” Dad folds up his map, adjusts his NPR-Radio
baseball cap, which he uses to cover his balding head, and takes off. Mom
and Derek fall in line behind him. I linger at the wall for a moment longer,
basking in the morning sun, like one of the little lizards that darts around
the shrubs. Derek, who is obsessed with reptiles, corrected me when I called
it a salamander. Finally, I move to rejoin the family when I notice that
Mom, Dad, and Derek are walking perfectly in sync, the family resemblance
unmistakable. That stops me in my tracks.
Derek has Dad’s lean build, Mom’s pale complexion, and a combination
of both their mannerisms. With my black hair, brown skin, and dark eyes,
I’m the only one who doesn’t belong in this picture.
My parents have always been open about my adoption, but they haven’t
been able to tell me much. All I know is that Mom and Dad adopted me 14
years ago, at the age of two, from an orphanage in Honduras, called La
Guarida. The nuns who ran the place told my parents that I had been
through a traumatic experience, but could not, or would not, tell them
more. They knew so little about who I was or where I came from, that Mom
and Dad had to choose a date of birth for me so an official record could be

9

created. All they can tell me is that I was about two years old, shy, malnourished, and temperamental.
Of course, I’ve always had questions about where I come from, but I’ve
never bothered to ask them. I trust my parents, and I know they have told
me all they can. But still, life’s unanswered questions have a way of eating at
you. With no birth record or family history, sometimes I feel as if I had not
been born but instead appeared out of nowhere.
How lucky is Derek? People don’t look at him funny when we enter a
restaurant as if there is no way the four of us could be a normal family.
They don’t, because it’s obvious that he is their son. When I look at them
now walking, the three of them seem like peas in a pod. But where are the
people who look like me?
A pang of sadness washes over me as an image of my bedroom window
pops into my head. It’s late at night, and I’m sitting on the edge of my bed
staring into the night. Tears trickle down my face as I whisper into the
blackness four barely audible words, “Mom, where are you?”
“Are you coming?”
Dad’s voice pulls me back into the present. I swallow hard, hide my face,
and try to push the painful memory away. Mom, Dad, and Derek have
stopped and are now staring back in my direction.
I blink a few times as I try to refocus on the world around me.
“I… Umm... yeah… I’m coming.”
Newton, Massachusetts - May 1997
I walk the tracks of the T, an above-ground trolley that Derek and I ride
every day to and from school, like a they are a balance beam. My brother
stands well behind the yellow line and says, “You really shouldn’t do that.”
“Lighten up, Derek, have some fun. Besides, the electricity in is the
wires above, and you can hear the train coming from a mile away.”
“But, you could get your foot caught or something.”
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“Ugh, you sound like Dad.”
“I’m serious. It’s not safe.”
I sigh and step off the tracks.
“Two more weeks, Derek! You excited for camp?”
My brother looks a bit unsure, “Yeah, I guess so.”
“Don’t you want to go?”
“I do, I just hope they put me in the Junior Unit this year.”
“Don’t worry, you will be.”
“How about you?” He asks.
I rub my hands together. “I think this is my year to win a plaque, I can
feel it.”
The tracks begin to vibrate with a high pitched whine, and kids gather
their belongings.
“Like I said, you can hear the train a mile away.”
East Brookfield, Massachusetts - August 1997
“Promise you won’t forget about me.”
Carolina and I sit shoulder to shoulder on a bench next to the Senior
Unit basketball court at Camp Frank A. Day. The enormous pine trees that
surround us seem to be gently waving goodbye to the campers who are being reluctantly dragged back home by their parents.
“I won’t,” I say.
“You didn’t say it!”
“What are you talking about? I literally just said it!”
“No, you need to say, ‘I promise.’”
I roll my eyes, Carolina can be a real pain sometimes.
She has been driving me half-crazy since the start of camp when we
were placed on the same sports team, which I captained. During our first
basketball game, she refused to participate until I agreed to give everyone
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equal playing time. We lost, and that was the last time I let her “help” with
the lineups. That didn’t stop her from continually offering her opinion.
I spent most of the summer ignoring or avoiding her as best as I could,
given that we had twelve athletic periods a week together. That is until one
evening when I stumbled upon her sitting alone on a picnic table crying. I
almost kept walking, but something compelled me to stay. I sat there for
what felt like hours until she felt better. It turned out that her boyfriend in
Colombia hadn’t called and she was worried that he wanted to break up
with her. Since that night, we've been inseparable.
“You think I’m being intensa.” The word rolls off her tongue in a beautiful Spanish accent.
“Intensa? You mean Intense?”
Carolina slaps me on the arm, “Don’t laugh. I’m serious. I don’t know if
I can come back next year, and then, and then, we are going off to college
soon. What if I never see you again?”
“Don’t be silly. Of course, you’re coming back.”
“Ugh, you stupid Americans, you think you have it all figured out. It’s
not that easy for me to come back, you know. You have no idea how lucky
you are.”
I shrug, as a girl with curly light brown hair walks by our bench with
two friends. The three of them, juniors from cabin 15, are giggling as they
exchange cassette tapes.
“When are your parents coming?”
“In the next half hour or so, if not sooner,” I say with a big yawn.
Carolina looks dismayed. “So soon?”
“I mean… it is the last day of camp.” I’m trying to play it cool, but I’m
dreading the arrival of my parents just as much as she is. I let out a big another big yawn and ask, “Why did we stay up all night?”
Carolina looks skeptical. “What do you mean, ‘we?’ I was playing Egyptian Ratscrew with my cabin, and YOU fell asleep on the picnic table.”
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“Oh yeah…” I say, remembering how I had lost interest in the game as
soon as my cards had run out.
“What time is your flight?” I ask.
“2 p.m. I should be in Bogotá by ten. Hopefully, my mother remembers
to pick me up. I had to give her my flight info three times.”
This stirs something in me.
“Did I tell you, I’m thinking of searching for my mother… my birth
mother, I mean.”
Carolina looks confused, “When you get home?”
“No, no, in a few years. My high school requires a senior project, and I
was thinking of using that time to start the search.”
A few campers are organizing one final game of ‘Knockout.’ They ask me
to play, but I’m far too exhausted. Instead, Carolina and I watch the game a
sleep-deprived haze.
After a few minutes, Carolina asks, “Are you ever going to say it?”
“Say what?”
“That you won’t forget about me.”
I sigh, but secretly I’m enamored by her tenacity. When I turn to face
her, Carolina stares back with a pained expression that reminds me of that
night on the picnic table.
“I promise I won’t forget about you.”
Harrisville, New Hampshire - August 1997
“Nelson?”
Somewhere in the sleepy recesses of my mind, I am aware of someone
whispering my name. It takes me a few seconds to realize that it’s not part
of my dream. I open one eye to see Derek standing timidly in the middle of
our room.
“What?”
“It’s dinnertime.”
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I stick a hand out from under the covers and wave him away.
“I just want to sleep. Tell Mom and Dad I’ll eat later.”
Derek shakes his head, “Dad said he needs to talk to us after dinner.”
“About what?”
“I don’t know… but it sounded serious. You better come down.”
“Fine…”
Derek heads downstairs, while I linger in bed for a moment longer. As I
wait for the dull fog that clouds my mind to lift, I wonder why I let Carolina
talk me into staying up with her. Then, with a groan, I toss aside my Disney
alphabet themed covers and scoot down the ladder of the wooden bunk bed
that I share with Derek. I’m so sleepy that I miss the last rung and almost
fall.
I stare out the windows of our New Hampshire vacation home as the
evening sun dances across the surface of Lake Skatutakee. We’ll be here another week before heading back to Newton for the start of school. In the distance, a Loon croons a lullaby, as if it is enticing me to go back to bed.
Dad’s voice cuts through this peaceful scene, “Nelson! Dinners ready.”
I groan and yell back, “Coming!”
Before I even reach my seat, he says, “Don’t go anywhere after dinner,
your mother and I need to talk with you both.”
“Yeah, Dad, Derek told me…” I respond wearily.
“Did you have a good nap?” Mom asks.
“I guess so.”
I take my usual seat, across from Dad, at one end of our oblong dinner
table. Derek sits to my right, waiting patiently, as always. Mom brings the
last dish to the table and takes the seat to my left.
“Boys, can you say grace?” Dad asks. We all bow our heads. Derek and I
recite the German prayer his mother, our Oma, taught us when we were little. “Komm, lieber Herr Jesu, sei Du unser Gast und segne, was Du uns bescheret hast. Amen.”

14

As we eat, Mom and Dad ask us about camp. I motion for Derek to go
first. He excitedly recounts how his team, Hobart, was the volleyball and
softball champs, which allowed them to win the sports award for the Junior
Unit. Derek even got to hold the plaque during the awards ceremony.
I start to wake up as I bitterly explain how my sports team, The Blue
Jays, lost the Senior Unit plaque race by a single volleyball match. The
worst part is, we could have won the game. We crushed our rivals, the Devil
Rays, 21 to 10 in the first set. Then we lost the next two sets because our
team was goofing off and having too much fun together. It wasn’t until a few
hours later that we learned the match had actually decided the sports
award. After eight summers of trying, it was a crushing defeat for me personally to discover my name would never appear on a plaque in the dining
hall.
After dinner, I carry my dirty dishes to the kitchen and clear Mom’s
plate on the way.
“Don’t go anywhere. We still need to talk.” Dad reminds me a second
time.
I can’t help the slight edge in my voice as I reply, “Yeah, I know.”
I get some more juice and trudge back to my seat. Dad and Derek clear
the rest of the dishes, while Mom hurries off to retrieve something.
“How about you slide over next to Derek so we can all sit closer together,” Dad says while we are waiting.
Annoyed that I have to give up my usual seat, and eager to get the hell
out of this talk, I sit facing the lake in silent protest. Mom returns, placing a
white FedEx envelope in front of Dad and sits down.
While removing some papers from the envelope, Dad takes a deep
breath, then exhales loudly. Mom reaches over, places a hand on his arm,
and gives him a reassuring ‘go-ahead’ nod.
“We have some important news to share with you both.” Perhaps picking up on Derek’s visible uneasiness, Dad continues, “Don’t worry, Mom
and I aren’t getting a divorce.”
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He places what looks like a church newsletter in front of me and points
to the man on the front cover.
“This is Dr. Robert Kirschner. He does human rights investigative work
in El Salvador.”
As soon as the words leave his mouth, I know we are going to talk about
my adoption. All of a sudden, I’m wide awake. I spin around in my chair
and lean in so that I can take in every detail.
“He works for an organization called Physicians for Human Rights.
They partner with a different organization based in El Salvador, called ProBúsqueda. Together they are trying to reconnect families that were separated during the country’s 12-year civil war. About a month ago, I received a
phone call from Dr. Kirschner, who told me they might have located your
birth family.”
Oh my god, they found my mother!
Dad continues. “I was skeptical at first, but after discussing it with
Mom, we asked Dr. Kirschner to send us a copy of their report. We have
been trying to take it in ever since. Mom kept a journal when we were in
Honduras for the adoption, and the name of the judge is the same. And they
included photos of family members. We looked for any resemblance.”
Mom chimes in, “Dad and I were waiting until after camp to tell you.
We felt it was too much to bring up during Visiting Day.”
I sit motionless, clasping my hands together as if in prayer, trying to
make sense of everything they are telling me.
“Based on their findings, they believe your birth name is Roberto Alfredo Coto Escobar and that you were born in El Salvador, not Honduras, on
May 22nd, 1981.” Dad pauses to glance over at Mom.
Roberto? I don’t feel like a Robert. At least Escobar is a cool last name.
“As for exactly how you came to be orphaned and then adopted, well,
the history of your birth family is a bit... complicated, but this is what we
know based on their report. Your birth parents, Luis Coto and Ana Milagro
Escobar were both revolutionaries in the Salvadoran civil war. After the war
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ended in 1992, your maternal grandmother, Mamá Chila, as the family calls
her, contacted Pro-Búsqueda. They have spent four years digging through
newspaper archives and government records trying to locate you.”
Dad clears his throat. “Pro-Búsqueda believes that sometime in 1981 after you were born, Ana Milagro’s picture appeared in a Salvadoran newspaper. She had been exposed as a revolutionary and had to flee the country
with you. At that time, she was sent on a mission to Honduras, with eleven
other guerrillas, to kidnap a wealthy businessman for ransom. This is how
the revolutionaries made money to pay for weapons and supplies. The Honduran government found out the location of the group’s safe house and
stormed it. You were found lying in a crib, in a backroom, after the Honduran police recused the businessman.”
Mom seamlessly transitions into college professor as she explains, “That
might be why we received so much help from both the U.S. Embassy and
the Honduran government when we adopted you. There are a lot of aspects
of the adoption that never made sense to us. Like how we were able to get
FBI clearance of our fingerprints in only a few days and how all of the paperwork was taken care of for us once we got to Tegucigalpa. We saw the
judge in charge of your case in her chambers but never appeared in court. If
this report is true, which I believe it is, then it makes sense why they wanted
you out of the country so fast.”
Anxious to receive the news I have been waiting my entire life to hear, I
lean forward and ask, “after the raid, what happened to my mother?”
Dad takes another deep breath and flips to the next page of the report,
which reveals a Xerox copy of a newspaper photograph. A woman is lying
facedown on the floor, a pool of blood collecting next to her.
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“Unfortunately, none of the revolutionaries survived the raid. ProBúsqueda believes that this is your mother.”
Dad’s words knock me back with the force of a lacrosse body check. I
can’t speak and struggle to find my breath. There is a sharp pain in my heart
at the site of the impact. Tears begin to form, but I do everything in my
power to hold them back.
I compose myself in time to hear Dad say, “Your birth father was in
Cuba at the time of the raid and is still alive. You also have an older sister,
Eva, who lives in Costa Rica with your grandmother, and an older brother,
Ernesto, who lives in Panama with your birth father. After the war, Luis
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moved to Panama and remarried a woman named Miriam. They have a
daughter, your half-sister Estéfany, who is now six years old.”
I stare blankly at the table, still trying to get my bearings, unsure what
to make of this news.
It’s Mom’s turn. “We are fairly certain that this is your family. Just look
at these photos. Ernesto looks so much like you. But the only way to know
for sure is to take a DNA test. Dr. Kirschner has informed us that Physicians
for Human Rights will pay for this, and all they need from you is a laboratory sample of your blood. If you choose not to do the test, or if it comes back
negative, this family will not be told anything about you, about who we are
or where we live.” But if it is positive, any contacts will also be entirely up to
us.“
Now, Dad. “We were waiting to respond to Dr. Kirschner about the DNA
test until we spoke with you. You will be sixteen in two days... well legally
anyway, and we felt that you are old enough to make this choice for yourself. We want you to know that your mother and I will support you, no matter what you decide.”
Now Mom. “If the test comes back positive, and you want to have a reunion, then we can fly down over Christmas break to meet them. Dad has
already spoken with our travel agent about possible flight options.”
They wait for me to respond, but I remain frozen in place. After a few
seconds of silence, Dad clears his throat and simply asks, “So, do you want
to take the DNA test?”
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Chapter II: Reunion

Newton, Massachusetts - October 1997
A month later, almost to the day, the DNA test comes back positive.
Mom and Dad scramble to book our flight and make the necessary preparations. A letter from my maternal grandmother, Mamá Chila, arrives with an
English translation provided by Pro-Búsqueda. A week later, two more
handwritten letters come in the mail, but without a translation. Mom takes
them into Wellesley College, where she teaches German, so a colleague in
the Spanish department can help us make sense of them. They are from two
maternal aunts.
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One afternoon, in mid-November, a new letter is waiting for me. I rush
up to my room, open it, and spend the next hour scrutinizing the typing,
trying in vain to make sense of it. In the middle of my examination, I hear
Dad call up to me from downstairs, “Hi Nelson, how was your day?”
I step out onto the second-floor landing, from where I can yell down,
“Great! Another letter came today. It’s from my Dad!”
There is a brief pause before he responds, “What does it say?”
“I’m not sure. It didn’t come with a translation. I’m going to bring it to
school tomorrow and see if I can get someone to read it to me.”
I study the letter for the remainder of the evening, trying to guess what
all the strange words mean. It’s only when I climb into bed that I realize I
have forgotten to do my chemistry homework.
The next day, I’m walking through the Middle School wing of my school
with my best friend Eric, when I spot my brother in class. I try waving at
him, but he is so engrossed in the lesson that he does not see me. A few moments later, Eric and I arrive at the classroom for our conversational Spanish class, which I am auditing in preparation for the reunion.
As we enter the room, I ask, “Family gathering this weekend?”
Eric looks surprised, “Cousin’s birthday party, how did you know?”
I point towards his head, “Your freshly cut high-top fade gave it away.
Since Beaver’s not having a dance this weekend, I figured it had to be something with your family.”
Once we and I have taken our seats, I hand him the letter. He adjusts
his wire-frame glasses and begins to read.
“So, this is from your real dad?” Eric asks.
“Cool, huh?”
“Do you know what it says?”
“No. That’s why I brought it in today.”
“Kid, you know this is a conversational Spanish class.”
I scowl at Eric, “I didn’t mean in class, I was going to ask one of our
Spanish speaking friends to translate it for me.”
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He laughs and says, “I know what you mean, lighten up. So… how does
your adoptive family feel about this?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, aren’t you worried that they are going to feel left out? I mean,
they have raised you since you were what three…”
“Two,” I correct him.
“Whatever, the point is they have been taking care of you since you were
little. Here they are, working hard to give you a good education, and now
this whole other family shows up out of the blue.”
“I told you we were separated during the war.”
“Even so, if I were your parents I would be worried that you are going to
turn your back on them.”
“I guess I hadn’t thought about that.”
“Do you know what you are going to say to him?”
“Not really…”
“Kid! Are you prepared for this at all? This is like a major life event.”
“I know, I just…”
“Joven, estas listos?” Ms. Cocozza glares at us from across the room
with her hands on her hips.
Eric sits up straight, “Lo siento profesora Cocozza. Estoy listo para empezar.”
“Si,” I respond.
Ever since we became friends in the 7th grade, everything has been a
competition between us. From grades to who scored the most points during
a basketball game, we are always trying to one-up each other. I can see right
through this blatant attempt to gain brownie points with the teacher, and
I’m not going to let him get away with it. As soon as profesora Cocozza turns
around, I whisper, “Kissass.”
“Shut your face!” he hisses back. “At least I can say more than two
words.”
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I slump in my chair, annoyed that he has gotten the better of me, for
now.
After class, I find someone to read me the letter to me, first in Spanish,
then in English. I have a hard time concentrating because I keep picturing
my father writing me this letter. The truth is, my birth father could have
sent me a grocery list. I’m just happy to hear from him at all. There is one
line that sticks out to me, though.
“We will have to work harder and spend more time together
to enjoy ourselves and make up for lost time.”
As the days tick by, my excitement grows. Mom and Dad have indicated
they want the reunion to take place in Costa Rica, not El Salvador, because
Mamá Chila lives there with my sister Eva, an aunt, and several cousins,
and they think it will be safer. We are expecting a small reunion, but then
Pro-Búsqueda informs us that twenty or more family members may make
the three-day bus trip from El Salvador to Costa Rica to attend. We’re not
sure if my father will be coming from Panama, though. By the beginning of
December, the number of possible attendees has jumped to thirty. It becomes harder to pay attention in class, as I begin to count not just the days,
but the hours until our departure. Derek and I get out of school on Friday,
and that night we all scramble to pack for our early-morning flight.
San Jose, Costa Rica - December 1997
The single baggage carousel of the Juan Santamaría International airport creaks as another suitcase that does not belong to us glides by. I frown
as Dad paces back and forth beside me. After months of waiting, a four a.m.
wake-up call, two fights, and a three-hour drive, all that stands between my
birth family and me is our stupid luggage.
“They must have lost our suitcases,” Dads says.
“Just be patient,” Mom urges.
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Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a gate agent on the other side of
me, who is speaking, apparently in my direction. I’m listening to music with
my headphones on, so it takes me a moment to realize that she is talking to
me in Spanish, of course. She is holding a clipboard, but I can’t understand
her. I try to play it cool and continue to stare at the spinning baggage
carousel. Maybe if I pretend not to notice her, she will go away. My plan
doesn’t work. She keeps directing her conversational stream right at me,
and I just continue to stare straight ahead. After a minute or two, she gives
up and storms off in a huff. I frown.
“You idiot,” I tell myself. “You must be the only Latino in this whole
country who can’t speak Spanish.”
“I see Derek’s bag,” Mom says.
Sure enough, it's his. I pass the suitcase to my brother, almost knocking
him over.
“Careful!” Dad scolds.
“Oops, sorry!”
More of our bags appear, and I hand them to Derek one by one, taking
great care not to throw them at him in my excitement. Once I have collected
all the luggage, we turn toward the exit, where three customs agents are
chatting next to a giant X-ray machine. They sit reclined in their chairs, entirely uninterested in us.
“So, now what?” Mom asks.
“I suppose we are meant to put our bags on that,” Dad responds.
Derek is about to put his suitcase on the machine’s conveyer belt when
one of them holds up a hand and says, “No funciona.” I try to remember
what that word means in Spanish, but Derek beats me to it, “He says the
machine is broken.”
How does Derek know more Spanish than I do??
Dad waves us forward. “All right, then, let’s keep moving.”
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As Dad walks past the agents, he tries to give one of them our customs
declaration forms. The man, who has been sitting with his hands behind his
head, waves us on, taking great care to move as little as possible.
Exasperated Dad says, “Why do they make us fill this out if they aren’t
going to collect it?”
Mom tries to calm him down. “It’s fine. At least we are here.”
As we gather our belongings to head outside, I ask, “Mom, how many
people are going to be there?”
“Last I heard, around forty. I believe an aunt on your mother’s side is
even flying in from Mexico with her disabled daughter.”
When I don’t respond, Mom asks, "How are you holding up, sweetie?"
"Me? I'm fine."
"You're not nervous about meeting your family?"
I look puzzled, “Why would I be nervous? It's my family.”
Eager to get outside, I lead them towards a tinted sliding door, which I
assume is the exit. The second it opens, I am greeted by a wall of people,
which forms a giant semi-circle around the doorway. I scan the crowd, desperately trying to find a familiar face, but it’s no use. How the hell are we
going to find them? Did we ever agree on a place to meet? From the look
on my parents’ faces, I can tell they have no idea what to do either.
“Keep walking,” Dad suggests.
Timidly, I push forward when a man in the front row says, “Taxi?” Waving him off, I keep moving. I only make it a few more steps when a different
man asks me the exact same question. A wave of panic washes over me.
What if they aren’t here. Then I see someone walking towards me, a man
who is my mirror image. No, not my reflection, but the man I will become.
Behind him, I can see a whole gaggle of people. Many of them I can now
recognize from the photos supplied with the investigative report. There is
my grandmother, my sister, my brother, and many others, probably unknown cousins. It’s hard to tell who is part of the overall crowd and who is
part of my family.
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With his eyes already watering over, my biological father walks up to
me. He takes a second to look me up and down before pulling me close. It
occurs to me that this is the first time we have ever hugged. Then I detect
arms being wrapped around my waist by a little girl, awkwardly wedged between my father and me. This must be my half-sister Estéfany. I try to move
so that I’m not squishing her, but it’s no use. The two of them are holding
me so tight as if they will never let go. Finally, I give in to their embrace. I
place my head on my birth father’s shoulder, and my body relaxes. Then,
my eyes flood with all the tears of my childhood.

***
I blink.
I’m riding in the second row of a white minivan, the little girl from earlier sits on my lap with her arm around my neck.
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Next to me sits my birth father, and behind him, my grandmother. Mom
is upfront, but I have no idea where Dad and Derek are. I’m not even sure
how I ended up in this van. The last thing I remember was meeting my birth
father, and then it was all a blur.
We drive past row after row of cinder block houses with red-tiled or tin
roofs, as dim street lamps cast spots of light on narrow pothole covered
roads. I have no idea what time it is or where we are going, but after about
forty-five minutes, we pull into the roundabout of a gated hotel overlooking
San José. The sign above the entranceway reads “Bienvenido a Hotel
Bougainvillea.”
Three red taxis carrying the rest of my adoptive and biological families
pull in behind us. The hotel staff looks a bit overwhelmed, but my American
Dad explains at the check-in counter that we aren’t all staying here, and
then asks if we can get something to eat. The receptionist informs him that
the restaurant has a limited menu this late, but they would be happy to accommodate us. I play hand games with Estéfany as the staff sets up. Exhausted and starving, we finally take our seats at two long tables put together that stretch the length of the dining room. The waiters bring out platters
piled high with ham and turkey sandwiches. We dig in.
Mom, Dad, and Derek are sitting together in the middle, surrounded by
my birth family. Dad is talking in English to one aunt who looks familiar,
but I can’t remember who she is. Mom has brought photos of me as a child,
which she promptly shares with Mamá Chila. Derek huddles beside her, a
little unsure about what to do. Still, in a daze, seated between my birth father and older sister, I’m trying to decide if the scene in front of me is a
dream, real life, or a bit of both.
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