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I started working as an interpreter in the New
York immigrationcourt inMarch2015. I convinced

my nineteen-year-old niece to come with me, at least for

the first day She had just moved to New York, was liv-

ing with us, and was waiting for her college application
results. Her life was—us it should be for anyonc at that

poinlia wild and beautiful messl
On our first day ofwork my niece and i took the

subway downtown in the early morning and walked

to the big, ominous building at 26 Federal Plaza, The
security procedures to enter [hf building are a little like

the ants at an airport: you haw to Show your passport;
take ofl'yourjackr-ts, scarv and shoes; (it-posit your
bags on an inspection belt; and go through a metal

detector monitored by police
Inside, the building branches vertically and hori-

zontally into hallways. oifioes‘ windows, t‘nurtrooms,
and waiting rooms

1 here are few signs and Few people

you can ask for assislmlct’ or directions, so it’s easy to

get lost. [ht building's labyrinthine architt't'lun' is, in a

way: a rt'plica oftht' Us. immigration system, And‘ as in
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any labyrinth, some find their wayout and some don't,
Those \tho don‘t might remain there fiircver, invisible
speeters vt ho go up and down elevators and wander the
hallwa , imprisoned in ei ular nightmares.

A lawyer from the Ann whom I had eontacted
by phone a ten months earlier met us on the ground
floor of the building. She led us to the eleventh lloor.
and there she introduced us to two lawyers from The
Door‘a Manhattan-based nonprofit that provides
kids and teenagerswith services ranging from legal assis-
tance to counseling to English and hip-hop classes
with whom we would be working that day and over the
following months,

Alter lhe official introductions. the lattyers from
The Door asked us to wait lor a while in the little room
adjacent to the one where the interviews are eondueted,
We had arrived too early; they hadn‘t finished planning
the agenda For the da), and no childrenhad shown up yet.
I picked a chair in the waiting room. and my niece went
to peek into the screening rootn where the lawyers were
preparing, through the door leli agar. She promptly
returned to report *u‘ith prideand enthusiasm in keeping
with her age ithat all the stall members from 'l'he Door
were youngwomen I respondedwith a stoit' ntnl. perhaps
in an ellitrt to display more fortitude and aplomb than 1

haye, to appear neithermoved 1)) her t'omment nor 1r
ened 1’! “hat awaited us on the other

ight-

tde ofthe dour.

ltti

Soon a! the. lawyers let us into the screening

room, where they outlined the procedure we would 10L

1'he plan on that lirst day was for each of us tolow.

shadow a lawyerr learning how to use the intake ques«

donnaire and how to conduct the interviews. Once we

were familiar with the process, we would inten'iew the

children directly, without it lawyer, But so many chil-

dren showed up that morning that the lawyers decided

to hand us packets with copi s of the intake question-
naire, and trust that \t'e’d do the joli well on our own.
We had no idea what we were doing; no idea of the
depth and magnitude ofwhatwe were dealing with,

Between the summer of 2014 and the first months 01'

,on-2015, when my niece and I began working in court.

slant t'overagt‘ of the childrens crisis had slowly made

the general picture a little clearer for everyone who lol-

lowcd the news
This much. at least, became clear. Most children

came from Guatemala. El Salvador. and Honduras rthe

three eountries that make up the Northern Triangler ,

and practically all of them were fleeing gang violence.

Although the How of youths migrating alone to the

United States irom these territories had been observed

for years, there had been a Considerable and sudden
itttrease in the numbers. From October ‘th13 to the

moment the erisis was declared in June 2014. the
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total number of child migrants detained at the border
approached 80,000. This sudden increase set off alarms
in the United States and provoked the declaration ofthc.
crisis. (Later, in the summer of 2015, it became known
that between April 2014 and August 2015, more than
102,000 unaccompanied children had been detained at
the border.)

The room where screenings are conducted in the New
York immigration court feels improvised, like a small
refugee camp occupied temporarily by local organiza-
tions and the children they screen tirelessly, every day
The space resembles a church: a rectangle, vast and
austere, furnished only with lrenchcs lined up one after
anothen At its front, a wooden balustrade with a little
door in the center cordons off an area with two large
mahogany tables at which the children, lawyers, and
interpreters sit for the interviews. Crayons and pads of
paper are set out at th ends of the tables to entertain
the younger children. During each interview, the child‘s
relatives sit on the benches on the other side of the bal-
usu-ade and wait, like spectators in a Silent mass. It‘s
against protocol for relatives tojoin thc children during
the interviews, since their presence could influence
the answers they give. Against the walls of the room,
instead of the statues of saints or paintings that would
decorate a church, are tum-ealile chulkboards on which

lavwers and interpreters make notes and children draw
and scribblewhile they wait their turn.

.

We didn’t quite grasp the bigger picture during

our [irst hours in court conducting screenings. Blindly,

we simply followed all the questions on the intake ques-

tionnaire, one by one, and translated the. answers.what

we were really doing there that morning was providing

backup for organizations dealing with an emergency.

Not the emergency at the border, detonated With the

surge of arrivals, but the quieter, more bureaucrat“?

legal emergency created by the federal governments

decision to create a priority juvenile docket in response

to that surge.
.

Before the immigration crisis was declared in the

summer of 2014, minors seeking immigration
relief were.

given approximately twelve months to find a lawyer to

represent their mm before their lirst court hearing. But

when the crisis was declared and Obama's administra-

tion created the priorityjuvenile docket, that windowwas

reduced to twenty-one days In real and practical terms,
what the creation of that priority docket meant was that

the Cases involving unaccompanied minors from
Central

America were grouped together and moved to lllt‘ top

of the list of pending cases in immigration court. Being

moved to the top ol‘a list, in [his context, was the least

desirable thingrrat least from the point ofvievt oi the,

children involved. Basically, the priority juvenile docket



‘
implied that deportation proceedings against them were
at‘celerated by 94 pert-rm. and that both they and the
organizations that normally providedlegal representation
now had much less time to build a defense.

Nonprofit organizationsaround the country reacted
immediatelywhen they heard about the priorityjuvenile
docket, ltiNewYork,forexample,as eat’lyasAugust20”.
some nrgani ations got together ztnd dl't‘idl’d to form an
emergeney coalition, called the Immigrant Children
Advor'ates’ Relief Effort (lCARE). There were seven organ
nizaLiuns in that coalitioni the Legal Aid Society, The
Door, (latholic Charities, Central American Legal
Assistance, Make the Road New York, Safe Pa. ago,
and Kids in Need ofDelenst' rand together theyjoint‘rl
t‘fliirts to figure out a way to respond quickly and well to
the dockett It was they who put together the questionson
the intake qu wtionnairc that my niece and I. along with
other volunteers.would be usingwhilewe conducted our
interviews

Ever sinee the priority docket was (’rflilt'tl, children
are being (and will continue to he) dt‘porfl'd in much
greater numbers and at a much laster rate. Many chil-
dren, though they should be given an equal right in dut~

process. are being deported before tht‘} can even find
lawyers who will take oit their cases.What child can [ind
a km yer in twenty-ont- d :7 And though iiorlprufils‘

reacted quickly and worked together to create a vscreen-

ing questionnaire that would channel t'hildren 5 Cases

as quiekly as possible to legal representatives, they are
understaffed and working against a ticking CIOCk. How

can a handful ol'orizanizationscome up with a good plan

to defend all those cases. given such little time?

The priorityjuveniledocket, in sum. was the govern-
ment’s coldesir Crut‘lest possible answer to the arrival of

refugee children. Ethically, that answer was more than
't was a kind nfbarkdoorquestionable. ln legal term

. 4

escape route to avoid dealing with an impending reality

suddenly knocking at the country’s front doors

During a short break that first morning, my nielt't:

pointed out a chalkboard pushed up against one of tit
walls in the screening room. On it someone had made a
list ol‘wnrds, divided into four categories “e revrewed
‘ their,u mgllStirdei‘:

coyote, migration police. ict'hox‘ shelter

Court: The Door & other organizations, lawyers

Home: family: guardrails
Ctiinmutiity' ?‘

.
. mThe words were written iii Spanish. To me ty

read like an ins(’l’l|l£\l)l€ haiku. l don t know what in)

nit-er made ufthr list. but she t'opied everything down
' ‘ ' - ETin a litth- mitt-book. I “as“ t carrying a nottbook. Lau
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that morning, one of the lawyers explained that the
list was there to ht‘lp children recall the phases of their
journey during the interview. She didn’t say, but in
some way, we understood that the words scribbled on
the board were also a kind of scaffolding holding all of
[host broken stories together.

I recall every nuance ol‘tbe first story I heard and trans-
latcd in court. Perhaps only because it was the story of a
boy I encountered again, a few months later, and have
ever since kept in close contact with, Or perhaps because
it ’s a story condensed in a very specific, material dctail
that has continued to haunt me: a piece of paper that
the buy pulled from his pocket toward the end of his
interview, the creases and edges worn. He unfolded it
gently, slowly, treated it with the same careful precision
a surgeon might have when making a decisive incision,
Ht‘ laid it in front of me on the table, As I skimmed
through it, still unsure about what he was showing me,
he explained that the document was a copy ol'a police
report he’d filed more than a yt'ar and a halfago. The
report stated, in three or four typewritten scntenrvs. all
in capital letters and with some grammatical mistakes,
that lht' subject in question raised a mmplaint against
gang members who waited for him outside ofhis high
school every day. frequently followed him homtx and
began threatening to kill him. It ended with tho \‘flgttc

promise to “investigate" the situation. After showing it

to me, be folded the document back up and put it “this

pants pocket, rubbing his palm now and then against

the denim. like he was activating a lucky charm.

When our first day ofwork in court was over, my
niece and I took the A train back home. As our subway

sped uptown, along dark tunnels, through stations, past
ghostly strangers waiting on platforms, the tmagerl‘ that

piece of paper came back to me, insistently, wtth the

strange power of symbols. lt was just a piece of paper,
damp with sweat, eroded by friction, folded and tucked

inside a boy’spocket. Originally, it had been a legal docu-

ment, a complaint filed by a boy hoping to produce a
changt‘ in his life. Now it was more of a historlcal docu-

meat that disclosed the failure ol‘tht- document’s original

purpose and also explained the. boy’s decisum to leave

that life In a less obvious but equally material way. the

document was also a road map of a migmtion, a test:-

monv of the five thousand miles it traveled inside a boy’s

pocket, aboatd trains, on foot, in trucks, across various

national borders, all the way to animmigration court in a
dismm city.where it was finally unfolded, spread ottt on a

mahogany table, and read out loud by a strangerwho had

to ask that boy:Why did you come to the United States?

News coverage of the immigration crisis eventuallypro-
vided a generalmap, and more precise numbets about its



magnitudcr but it did not clarify its deeper causes and
eonseqttences. It did not answer why. The very notion
of this "immigration crisis" referred only to the sud-
den surge in arrivals of Central American children to
the United States. From the beginning, the crists was
viewed as an institutional hindrant'e. a problem that
Homeland Security was “sufl‘ering” and that Congrt ,

and immigration judges had to solve. Few narratives
have made the eflbrt to turn things around and under-
stand the crisis from the point of view of the children
involved The political response to the cri '5. therefore,
has always Centered on one question, whit’h is more or
less: What do we do with all these Childrcn now? Or, in
blunter lcl‘ms: How do we get rid of them or di
them from coming?

'uade

Questions nine. ten, and eleven on the intake
questionnaire are: “How do you like where you’re living
now?”; "Are you happy here“: “Do you feel sale?" It’s
hard to imagine that these children, considered a hin-
drance to institutions and unwantcd intruders by a large
part ol'the society to nhirh Llie/ ‘rc just arrived, soon to
face a judge and defend themselves against a removal
order. indeed "like where they are living,” In the media
and ninth 0i~ the oilit'iai political dis )tu'se. the word
"illegal" prev' ils over “undoettmentcd and the term
“immigrant“ m'er "refugee." How would anyone who
is stigmatized as an “illegal immigrant" leel “safe" and

“happy”? But the children usually respond yes to those

three questions.
\Vtirlting early-morning shifts in court and stay-

ing up late together many, many nights *watching
good and had documentaries, reading reports, tits-

cussing research papers and news articles*my niece

and I slowly began to under and the crisis better, in
its hemispheric proportions and historical roots One of
the questions that we dug into most consistently had to

do with the gangs all the children talked about during

court 5 rcenings: the Mara Salvatrucha 13 (Ms-13) and

the Barrio 13(ur Calle 18).

lNe read. read some more, discussed, and tried

to make sense of all ol‘it, Both gangs originated in Los

Augeles in the 19805, a time when the Bloods, (Irips,

N zi Low Riders, and Aryan Brotherhood, among many
others.were alreadywell established in the United States
The, original Barrio 18 memberswere second-goneration

Hispanics who grew up in LA. gang culture. The sis-1‘3

was originally a small Coalition ofimrnigrants from El
Salvador who had sought (‘xile in the m. during the

long and ruthless Salvadoran Civil War (1979 1992), in

whirh the military-led government relentlessly massa-
cred left-wing opposition groups. We looked more deeply

into the war and the struggle bCl\\€E‘l| the left-wing gue.
rilla group Farttbundn Marti National Liberation Front

and the military government. The primary ally 0| that

__.l



government, we discover (and should have predicted),
was the United States. The Carter administration and,
perhaps more actively, the Reagan administration
funded and provided military resources to the govern-
ment that massacred so many and led many othcrs to
exile. Around one-fifth of the population ofEl Salvador
fled. Many ol'those who sought exile ended up as politi-
cal refugees in the United States—around three hun-
dred thousand of them in Los Angeles, The whole story
is an absurd, circular nightmare.

Later on, in the l9905, anti-immigration policies
and programs in the us. led to massive deportations
ofCentral Americans. Among them were thousands of
MS-l3 members-—thoseperhaps quite understandably
unwanted in the country. But the poliCiCs backfired:
gang deportations became more ofa metastasis than an
eradicationNow the gang has become a kind of trans-
national army, with more than seventy thousand mem~
bers spread across the United States, Mexico, and the
Northern Triangle.

The whole thing is a mess, a puzzle impossible to
piece together using common sense and logic But this
much is clear: until all the governments involved the
American,Mexican, Salvadoran,Honduran. and Guate-
malan governments, at least—acknowledge their shared
accountability in the roots and causes of Lllt' children’s
exodus, solutions to the c ' will be impossible.

Questions twelve and thirteen address some kind of

concern for accountability in its, territory. Not the gov-

ernment’s possible accountability for political crimes, of
courscgthose are always robed in a cloak ofinvisibiliry

or impunity, especially if they are committed abroad,

and especially if “abroad” is a tiny little country in the

Hispanic Americas, Rather, the questions address a

concern for accountability for crimes conunitted on U.S.

soil, in which a migrant’s cooperation with the govern-

ment might be generously rewarded: “Have your par-
cuts or siblings been the victim of a crime since they

came to the U 7” and “Was it reported to the police?"

Victims of certain crimes committed in the United
States, as immigration law has it, may be eligible for a
form of relief known as the U visa. if granted, the U visa

is a path to lawful permanent residency for both the

victims and their families (i.e., the highly coveted family

green card). Eligibility, however, hinges on the victim’s

successful cooperation with the government in the
prosecutionol‘thc crime in question.The subtext of this
is somewhat cynical and the terms of the barter a little

unequal: We'll give you a visa for the “substantial men-
tal and physical abuse" that you may have sufi'ered as a
result of a crime committed against you . . . but. Before

we do. you have to agree to assisting law enforcement

and government officials in the investigation and prose-
t:utiort oftht- crime,



‘
l'or victims of some crimes real and horrible

crimes, permission to stay in Amer-i an territory is prob-
ably insufficient recompense. But its better than noth-
ing. It’s certainly better than the right to a mass grave
in Tamaulipas or Veracruz. for iIISIanCCVlllc most
common “permanent residence” granted to Central
American migrants who travel acrossMexico.

Most children arrive looking {or their parents, who
(‘ame lo the United States years before. If not their par-
ents. they seek refuge with relatives who have kept in
close enough contact to still he reachable, relativeswho
may have been sending them money for years and who
perhaps helped finance or plan their trip These same
relatives are the ones who usually receive the children if
they’re able to cross the border without being deported
and once they have the children in

custody,
they

earl

declare themselves legal guardians.

.

The next questions open a window into how the
migration of children is reorganizing and redefining the
traditional family structure.

‘

Fourteen, fifteen. and sixteen are about the Child's
relationship with family members who stayed behind:
Do you still have any family members that live in your

, . .home tountry. , Are you in touch vuth anyone in your
home country1 . “Vito/how often

tniran‘ "‘g t hnuhes is always split into two trunks: lllOM‘

~ The family no or

48

who leave and those who stay. The ones who usually stay

behind are the youngest and the eldest, though children

as young as one or two. and some even younger who

traveled in the arms of slightly older siblings or cousins,

have shown up in court. The ones who leave are usu-

ally the oldest children and the teenagers, following the

adult relativeswho went before.

Seventeen and eighteen refer to family members

who might act as sponsors, or the people- under whose

care the children might now live: “Do you have any other

close family memberswho live in the t'.s 9”; “Immigration

status?" The immigration status of family members is

almost always “undocumented." This, of course, means
that presenting themselves in court in the company of a

sponsor exposes other members
ol‘ their family to a sys-

tem that they have been dodging. sometimes for decades.

This guilt weighs on some children noticeably. Many

ask during their interviews if their.guardians will now
be at risk for deportation. The new situation creates ten-

sions and Complications within families Sponsors have

to give all their details when the children are screened.

from their names [0 their exact addresses. They sud-

denly find themselves in a position of utter vulnerability

And yet thousands of children and their sponsors have

in tourt since the surge began.presented theinsrh‘t
The states with [h(‘ highest number ol'children released

was declared arc 'l‘exas (overto sponsors since lllt' cr'.



10,000 children), Califomia (almost 9,000 children), and
NewYork (over 8,000 children).

Nineteen, twenty, and twenty-one, on the ctLhcr
hand, refer to the family members the rhild lived with
before arriving in the United States: “Who did you
live with in your home country?”; “Did you ever live
with anyone else?"; “How did you get along with the
people with whom you lived?" The children’s answers
vary, and it’s almost always necessary to reformulate the
questions and ask them again, because upon entering
the country many prefer not to speak ofthe familial sit-
uations they are ilccing, either to avoid the pain and
humiliation they entail or out of loyalty. But in many
answers, it can be inferred that "the people with whom
you lived“ are precisely the reason the child was driven
out ofhis or her home and community in the first place.

And finally, question number twenty-twoaddresses
the very nucleus ofa family unit: “Did you stay in touch
with your parents?”Most children give the same answer:

No
No, they say, they did not keep in touch and have

no idea where their parents are. Others didn’t keep in
touch for years but then were, suddenly, living with
them again: familial reunification of absolute strangers.

As the months go by l interview dozens of children.
”lhc stories they tell me bleed into each other, get

confused with one another, shuffle and mix. Maybe it‘s

because, though each story is different, they all come
together easily, pieces of a larger puzzle. Each child

comes from a different place, a separate life, a distinct
set of experiences, but their stories usually follow the

same predictable, fucked—up plot.
Which goes more or less as follows: Children

leave their homes with a coyote. They cross Mexico
in the hands of this coyote, riding La Bestia. They try
not to fall into the hands of rapists, corrupt police-

men, murderous soldiers, and drug gangs who might

enslave them in poppy or marijuana fields, if they
don’t shoot them in the head and mass—bury them. If
something goes wrong, and something happens to a
child, the coyote is not held accountable. In fact, no

one is ever held accountable. The childrenwho make
it all the way to the us. border turn themselves in

to Border Patrol oflicers and are formally detained.
(Often by ollicers who say things Like “Speak English!

Now you‘re in Anterieal") They are then placed in

the icebox. And, later, in a temporary shelter. There
they must start looking for their parentSiif they

have parents -or for relatives who will sponsor them.
Later, they are sent to wherever their sponsor lives.

And finally, they have to appear in court, where they

can defend themselves against deportationiif they
have, a lawyer.
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Tht‘re is one exception, however, one littlt‘ twist
to the part of the plot wlwre children are formally
detained by Border Patrol officers. The exception is:

being Mexican. hiexican children detained by Border
Patrol can l)(‘ deported hat'k intmt‘diatttly. They don’t
have to he given temporary shelter. are not allowed to
attempt contact with parents or rclatives in the 1'.S.. and
are certainly not granted at right to a formal hearing
in court where they could defend themselves. legally,
against a deportation order.

ll'a Border Patrol officer, upon detaining and
screening a Mexican Child, determines that this Child
(1) is not a victim ofa severe form oftrallit'king in per-
sons, (2) is not at risk oftrafl'it‘kingupon return. (3) do 5

not have a “t‘rediblt‘ fear" of persecution. and {4) is
able to make an independent decision about returning,
than the officer is entitled to deport the t'hlld. A Border
’utrol officer can base a decision to deport a Mexican
child on any (‘V‘ldCllt‘t‘ no matter how substantial
or insubstantialiand is nol required to document a
rationale behind it.

The prot‘r‘durt' by which Mt‘xican t'hildren arr-
rlcporled in this way is Callt‘d “voluntary return." And.
as unhclievablt- as it may seem, voluntary return is the
must common “’let‘l. ()tht-r than a handful of lucky
exceptions, all Mexican children are deported under
this procedure. This *irrnllunal. if not mmplctely

absurdipractict‘ is legally backed by an amendment

to the 'l‘ralficking \‘ietims Protection Reauthorizntion

Act, which was signed by PresidentG. \V. Bush in 2008.

The amendment states that children from countries llml

share borders with the tas. can be deported without Ibr-

mal in'unigraLion proceedings. 'l'hat is, if a child comes
from eiLher Mexicoor Canada, he or she is immediately

"deportalxlf‘i'a "removable alien." This amendment

was Bush's last gilt to Amerit‘an immigration law in his

vast 1c acy Lil‘rhingadt-ms, in urban hit-xit'an slang, (tr
misty-shitty policies. in approximate English translation.


