Journal - SOS Aldea, La Ceiba, Honduras
Thursday, we're on our way, leaving two hours late, and having paid an extra $91.00 for being 'overweight', the tools we brought made the baggage 13 kilos too heavy.  We were told we could have contacted sky service to ask permission to go overweight, particularly when it is a charitable thing, next time we'll know. We'll be much lighter on the return flight.  We collected $1150. US dollars for the electricity fund, I can’t say thank you enough to the generous people in our lives, and I am so proud to be able to give this. Our suitcases are packed with art supplies, lots of pencil sharpeners, gel pens, paper and mandalas. Michel has a suitcase with a drill, hammers, screw drivers, and lots of other needed tools that we will leave there. I have been practicing my Spanish fervently all day, using a grammar book to really work on my verbs, hoping I might be able to speak as well as I read and write, big dream.  Sure thing, though, I'll be more fluent at the end of this week. 


I am bringing two Brave Bart books (kid’s book about a cat going through a very bad, sad and scary thing) with Spanish translations to read with the kids, and to leave behind. I am kind of wishing we could have brought Jean-Luc and Joseph though, a bit lonesome already, but I know they'll do fine with Richard at home and Kathy and Cyndy nearby.  It is apparently not easy to phone from or to Honduras, but they seem well connected, so emails will work if we have access at the hotel.  Michel is pouring over the Honduras MoonBooks, there are so many interesting things to do, a week surely isn't long enough, we'll have to pick two or three adventures besides the orphanage, and leave time to relax.  We have rented a car, but could only get one from Sunday - Thursday, so we have Friday and Saturday - we could relax, at the hotel, sightsee, or take a bus to the orphanage, for the adventurous they say. We will not arrive at our hotel until midnight; kind of lost a day with the delayed flight.  We want to check out some hotels in the area, and on Roatan Island, the prices are so very cheap, we may come back in March break with the boys in tow if we find we haven't had enough time to do what we want.


David Ashby, who is a full time volunteer, retired Dole employee, and seems in charge of all volunteers, fundraising and sponsors, keeps the sponsors well-informed of all the activities, and all the needs through weekly emails. The kids appear to be very well cared for and well fed in the photos.  Some have said they don't look 'poor' enough to sponsor, my guess is they look healthy because they do have sponsors and dedicated people like David who ensure this, we'll see more when we get there. David's last email suggested there was a need for some plumbing jobs to get done, Michel is curious about the state of the electricity, but willing and able to plumb if he must.  I'm not sure how my Spanish will be for the debriefing, but pictures and mandalas are universal and cathartic at the least. We arrive at the beautiful hotel around midnight, just enough time to have a cold beer after a very long trip, check into our room and wait for daylight to see the sea and the mountains.

We arrived finally at the hotel, about twenty five minutes from he airport, a nice ride, comfy bus, the hotel is absolutely gorgeous, main rooms overlooking two pools, another building behind resembling the main with bar, meeting rooms upstairs and huge covered patio and bar down, the weather is phenomenal, shorts and t shirt at midnight. Can’t see the sea well, so dark.  Our room is standard, a good walk away from the main hotel, where music of the bar can be heard and new people checking in etc, we are so much in a better place (being old and boring and such).  

Friday morning, we awaken too early, are instantly inspired by the hot weather, the view of the mountains out our front door, the sea view out our patio doors, the grounds are lush green, adorned by beautiful red and yellow flowers, immaculately kept by underpaid hard workers. We walk the five minutes to the buffet restaurant, a beautiful open air place with lots of choice, coffee is strong, thick and black, and the fruit is the sweetest I’ve tasted in years. We decide to go into the city of La Ceiba, about a 25 minute drive from here, this hotel is located in isolation and could keep one prisoner. We negotiate a cab for a small fee of $40.00 round trip; it’s worth it as we are more intrigued with local life than tourists (although they seem nice too!) I practice my Spanish, not bad, I am understood, and I understand once I say: Tenga la bondad de hablar mas despacio! (please speak slower). We are dropped off at the mercado, local people selling wares and food, typical of many of the islands or islands, shoe stores everywhere, I can’t believe it! I buy a pair of flips for $1.00; we wander around and around looking for a coffee maker for our room and good Honduran coffee.  We stumble upon a store called something like “Elektra”, easy to get credit, reminiscent of a future shop store, find our coffeemaker for about $15.00, Michel waits in line to pay, both lines are long, no one seems to actually be buying, but we figure they are paying their monthly payment on something bought on credit. It amazes me that a country this poor has managed to be bombarded by North American civilization credit mentality, along with Wendy’s, Burger King, Popeye’s and Pizza Hut!  We stop for a cold beer in a local outdoor bar, pay about $1.50 for two cold “Salva Vida” – the local beer (“Life saver” literally!) It is so hot here, and the beer so cold, we love it! I ask for a washroom, pay 2 lempira for toilet paper, and am given a key, directed down an alley to the back, where I unlock an old wooden outhouse door, wondering why it is kept locked? We then find a supermarket and buy some good Honduran coffee very cheap. 
Back at the hotel, we discover a pool, bar and snack bar at our end of the hotel, paradise, no one here. We call the orphanage and arrange to go tomorrow around noon, we can’t wait!
Saturday morning: We start with good coffee in our room, go for breakfast, and then relax at the pool; it is so hot and beautiful. We pack up tools and art supplies, all the donations from so many people, and negotiate a taxi there and back for $60.00. We have a car rented for tomorrow, but the way people drive here is worse than Montreal, I’m not sure I want that responsibility; it will cost around $200.00 for the four days, I’m thinking we can spend that in taxis and be worry-free. It’s about a 45 minute ride, we arrive at the orphanage, located at the base of the mountain, security guard lets us in, and we meet David. We put our supplies in his locked truck, and he begins a tour of the orphanage, first to a small dance room where Conchita and other girls are practicing a dance for this evening’s program. She is so cute, a huge smile appears on her face, she is very shy, but seems glad to meet us, the other kids are all smiles too, proudly showing us their dance, Conchita’s bio brother; Rene comes up, and sticks like glue, quiet and very well-mannered. Conchita takes us to her house, number 14, where we meet her bio sister, Melba, and her house mother, Marie. All the houses are yellow, very small, ranch style, each bedroom holds two sets of bunk beds, and there are three bedrooms, very small living room and very small kitchen. Clothes washers are on the front porch, they are filled with water by hand, and drain into the yard, and plumbing is possible but has not been done. While all houses have stoves, most of them have only one burner that actually works. I can’t imagine caring for ten kids in this milieu, but the kids all seem so happy and well-cared for. David continues his tour, showing us a row of rooms, one for school, a computer room, an art room, an empty room for dance (there was a volunteer who taught choreography and dance). They are all small, hot and very basic. The 15 houses encircle the large grassy middle, there is a swing set with broken swings and a sand box, donated by a sponsor awhile ago. We visit the burned house, which the government has undertaken to repair, David says they will probably spend enough money to fix all 15 houses on this one house, and they will still re-wire it in a way he feels is not safe, but they have no control over this one. Volunteers have already started on one house, a group of electricians from Roatan Island (American owned) will do a model house, and another group of Florida volunteer electricians will do a model house, they will then decide which model to use for the other 12 houses. 

The burned house is bad, David explains that the Tia (house mother) was doing washing on the porch, a 16 yr old girl was doing homework at the table, and Luis was in his room when the girl noticed the smoke and fire. She could not get Luis out; his bedroom door was locked and would not open, so she ran out yelling for help. It was the Tia who got the door opened, and a boy of 14 (a child living there) who carried Luis out. It is clear there is still much sadness over this.  David says the kids are scared to go near the house, they think something will pop out at them, and in Conchita’s house, the kids insist on sleeping with all the windows closed up tight, the heat must be stifling. 

As we tour the grounds, David points out that all the roofs also need replacing, tin roofs that need painting, which will cost about $1600.00 per roof. One is done and painted, one is done and needs painting, and the others are still leaking. We go off the right, behind the houses, to find a storage shed, and another ‘cabin’ recently built to house a sewing centre, again, equipment donated by a sponsor. There are about ten machines set up, and six wall fans that need installing, they have been sitting there for the last six months, donated by the sponsor specifically for the sewing cabin, so this is job # 1 Michel. He cannot work on the houses as there are no supplies yet for this. David is sure kids will want to learn sewing when they see this is the coolest place in the orphanage. 

I leave David and Michel to finish the tour, and open the art cabin, bringing in beads, gel pens, pencils and plastic pencil sharpeners (which I will give to David to mete out – a luxury here as limited pencils up to now are sharpened with knives). I give Conchita a small gift (bracelet) which she very shyly accepts, she says next to nothing, but smiles and hugs. I give my Canada cap to Rene, and lots of hair doo-dad things to Conchita, which she immediately shares with Melba, each picking out different barrettes. I ask for Nicole and Luz, two kids sponsored by Barb Dorrington and her mom, who have sent gifts with me. The kids run to get them, they are so well-behaved and respectful, we talk all in Spanish (I am proud of this), and Conchita reminds others to speak slowly for me, which they happily do. Luz arrives, a beautiful young girl who is so thrilled that there are gifts for her. She opens a beautiful necklace, and asks me to translate the card that was sent, this I do. She asks me to help her put this on, she is very proud, and tells others that her ‘madrina’ lives in the same city as me. She hugs me so hard and thanks me so much. I am told that Nicole is busy and cannot come now. 


There are by now about 12 kids in this small cabin, poring over beads, making bracelets and necklaces, drawing and colouring mandalas, they absolutely adore the gel pens (thank you so much, Claudette!), share very well, and are intense in their colouring, heads bent very seriously over various mandala. I ask some kids about the fire, Angel tells me they are all scared of Casa 11, don’t want to go near there. I ask if anyone would like to draw a picture of what happened and get some kids eagerly begin to draw, Melba, Conchita and Angel draw meticulous drawings, the roofs are all tiled, and there is a tree to the left of the house. Melba’s drawing includes Luis and many kids helping to throw water on the fire, it took about 20 minutes for the fire truck to arrive, and there were no fire extinguishers or smoke alarms (there are now). There is an ambulance, two people carrying Luis on a stretcher, and a locked front door. The water system is poor in terms of pressure, there are plans to have their own water tank on grounds since the fire, but all of this takes not only money, but capable people to install and maintain. 

Conchita’s drawing is pretty, bursts of fire around the house, and wavey yellow smoke lines, much pressure of coloured pencils over the tree, the paper is almost torn. She quietly hands me this, does not want to talk about it and goes directly to the beads where she concentrates with every bead strung. 

Christian draws casa 11 full of smoke, and fire coming out the roof, Luis is on the ground outside the casa, doors are locked, windows are open, this drawing done mostly in pencil, with the fire in gel pen, the smoke in pencil crayon. Rene draws a pretty picture, using coloured pencils, a tree to the left, the roof meticulously tiled, grass all around, mountain on top with the sun peeking out. He then draws the fire, using mostly pencil, the fire is yellow encircled with red pencil crayon, his windows and doors are shut. 

Luz’s drawing is very different, an a-frame house, with penciled in smoke coming from all over.  There is a tree to the left. Only the tree, two clouds and sun are coloured, the house and smoke are pencil. Other kids continue with beads and mandalas and castle colouring. This first day here we are all just getting to know one another, I am so impressed with all the kids, they seem genuinely happy, clean, respectful, they appear to be loved and feel loved, and they do like the attention of strangers. 

Eventually, the kids leave for lunch, I find Michel and David – there is enough work here in maintenance to stay a good month or three, I can see Michel itching to get going, David points out the stage where he would like the popcorn machine fixed. This is a small luxury for the kids, and they put on many shows and celebrations (as sponsors know from emails). There are also four dryers that are not working properly without blowing fuses, these are mostly important during rainy season (months on end) when Tia’s cannot dry their clothing outside.  The list grows, Michel tells me later that evening that he also met the director, Olman, who would like lights put up in the stage area for the performances, and then David points out that the main large outdoor lights that light the parking lot have not worked in years, it gets dark here around 5:30, and it is hard to see your hand in front of your face at this time. 

At 4:30, the New Year’s Eve program begins, we sit in plastic chairs facing the stage, covered by a roof, open air, and watch kids proudly lip sync, see a troupe of older girls in beautiful costumes dance, joined by a troupe of younger girls in equally beautiful dresses (donated by the dance teacher), they dance proudly with big smiles.  The show continues, there is much Garifuna dancing – Garifuna are Hondurans descended from Africa, very dark, and the new rage in Honduras is this sexy kind of dance that the kids are quite big on. 

There is then the parade for “Nina de SOS 2006”, some lucky girl will be crowned for the year. Nicole comes over to me (finally), I give her her packages, and she is utterly smitten, hugs me and runs back to her Tia to open the gifts. She returns minutes later with the necklace to be put on, more hugs and more gracias. It does feel good to give simple joy. One little boy does not stop pointing out Michel’s arm muscles to those around him, Michel lifts him in the air and others come for their turn. Laughter and joy in abundance.  Our taxi is coming around 6:30, we will come back Monday and work from 10 – 5:00, when the sun goes down. Domingo is a sacred day, and no work is done here. We leave with the yearning to stay, for a few months at least, not because we worry for the kids, but because there is so much we could do just physically around the place to improve their lives. It really does feel like a loving community, with normal kids playing, riding bikes, laughing and loved.

Back at the hotel, we shower, nap and head out for dinner; we eat in the small restaurant in our side of the hotel, very good food, and wine in abundance. We ask a waiter if it is possible to buy a bottle of wine, he says no, but he will pour all that we want into glasses, we can take this back to our room, but they can’t put a bottle of wine out. No problem, we sit with another couple, sipping wine, forgetting it is New Year’s Eve, and we are the last ones here. Just before this bar closes at 10:00 pm, a waiter comes out and puts four large plastic glasses on the table, we wonder what’s happening, he then fills them from a wine bottle, with a big smile wishes us a happy new year. We stay and sip and talk until a little after eleven, the other couple goes to the main hotel, we return exhausted to our room, full of wine and sun and good feelings.
Sunday, New Years day, we have good coffee on our patio and talk about the orphanage, Michel recounts what he heard about the fire, and, once removed, the full impact of what they have gone through is felt, he is so sad and moved by the resiliency and simplicity of these people, he chokes up talking about it.  We meet a Honduran woman with her German husband, they spend 6 months in Canada, and 6 here, they talk about the state of things in Honduras, it is not legal now for kids to beg in the streets, there are elite and poor here, an average salary for a hotel worker would be around $200.00 equivalent a month. We see many people washing their clothes in the river, and these are the poorest of the poorest. For us, the lucky ones, this will be a full decadent day at the hotel, no plans, nothing to do but relax. Internet is down, can't get in touch with the kids they say it will be fixed tomorrow morning, we'll see. Beautiful weather, so hot with a very slight breeze, did the pool, siesta, and the sea, ate and drank to our best, stayed up too late. We decide to do the canopy trip, horseback ride up the mountain, and swing across 18 cables through the trees, visit the hot springs on the way down. This will be great for someone (me) who doesn’t like heights – the great challenge.
Monday morning, we arise at eight, call our cab at eight thirty so he will be here by nine-thirty, we hope. I do this all in Spanish, over the phone (which is not easy as anyone learning a language knows!) I think I got it ok, he speaks no English.  We go for breakfast, good food, hot eggs and toast, the fruit is so good, I could live on that. Our cab arrives at nine forty five or so, he is from El Pino, very close to SOS, he drives all the way here, one hour, to pick us up, then deliver us back toward his city, we make plans for him to pick us up at SOS later in the afternoon, he is ok with this, I would rather give him our money than the big companies who get it all.  We arrive at SOS, the kids are all over the place, it is their 'pay day', allowance once a month for chores and behavior, they are so happy, we see Conchita, she is so shy, and Luz is very comfortable, the boys clamour to see Michel and his muscles, he lifts them up, the girls and little boys see me for hugs, I speak to a German man, six foot six he must be, there are two young men from Germany who will volunteer for about three months here. I tell him I am interested in working with some of the kids that may be upset by the death of Luis and the fire, he will talk to Olman, the director and get back to me.  David meets us and we go to the sewing centre where Michel and a volunteer will put up six fans, they are thrilled with the tools Michel brought and most certainly with Michel himself. David then takes me to the art cabin, I set up shop and am inundated with kids trying to escape lessons, we make it clear lessons first, then art, they acquiesce begrudgingly. Other kids stay, they are crazy for the mandalas, and colour them with concentration. After awhile I ask if they would draw the fire, some do, others ignore me. I ask if they would like a story, and read Brave Bart, but cannot finish as lunch is called. These kids seem to respond well to the rules and to directives, they seem happy and it is clear they love and crave more attention. I close shop for lunch, find Michel who has finished the fans and is trying to find the trouble with the outdoor security lights, none of which have worked for years. 
I meet Olman, the director, who invites me to talk about trauma and art. We go to his office and he tells me his story of what happened – he was not at the orphanage when the fire happened, he expresses sadness, and recounts the series of events.  He asks me about the trauma work, and I explain that it is education about what trauma can do, it is witnessing a person’s story, and helping them to connect to the sensory memories, I tell him what I learned at TLC about the mind playing tricks and the body remembering, and he seems to relate to this.  I tell him about working to survive the trauma, about getting in touch and staying in touch with the other good parts of our life; I tell him it’s about getting it out, externalizing, and reassuring them that their experiences are normal. It seems to me he has tears in his eyes, and I know this is already helpful for him. He informs me that they had a debriefing just after the fire, and he believes there are many kids that could benefit, we agree it may be best to work individually with any kids who may need an outlet, identified by him. I ask him, though, about the Tia, and then we decide it is best to start with her, if she is willing.  My time is limited here, and as much as I would like to spend my entire week here, it is not possible or prudent, I’d be burned out. I believe it’s important to take care of those will be taking care….


 Tia Cleo arrives with Olman who will translate for me, my Spanish is intermediate, but not that good- she is nervous, and not sure she wants to talk, I talk to her about what trauma can do, and see she is interested, she has not spoken to anyone, and really, this is her baby who died. She says she tries not to think about it, but when she feels heat, she feels what it must have been like to be Luis and feel the heat, and she cries, she sees people panicking and trying to put out the fire, much smoke, she smells the smoke, she did not hear Luis cry out in pain, but hears his voice as he walks to the car after being rescued, black with smoke, she feels this bad feeling in her stomach. Olman tells me that Luis was unconscious when he was brought out, but did regain consciousness and walked to the car that would bring him to the hospital. Cleo says she has a little boy of ten who since then will not sleep alone; she has been doing her best, telling him to pray, and to not think about Luis, this is not working. Another boy, Daniel who is maybe four, wants all of Luis' clothes, do not give them away, he tells Cleo, I will wear them when I am bigger. She is afraid people think she is at fault for the fire; she was the mother and was supposed to protect her children. I ask her to draw Luis, and she is wary, she asks how, I tell her any way she can, so she begins, I ask her to tell me her story, and with the translation, I listen and encourage details. I tell her it is good to talk about this, and it is also good to remember Luis alive, there will always be sadness when she thinks of him, but the pain will be less. I explain that we think if we ignore this it will not be so bad, but while our mind may block this, our body will remember, and sights and sounds and smells will trigger feelings. She cries and talks and I tell her she will feel a bit better after talking, even if it doesn’t seem so now.  

I feel that she trusts me, and she talks more, I tell her she is a very brave woman to take care of all of these children in such a hard time, I tell her many people here feel that it is their fault, this is very normal, but she must know it is not her fault, it was an electrical fire that she could not control, I tell her she was very brave to help keep others safe. She is grateful that the children's memory of Luis is he walking to the car, she went to the hospital the next day, and saw Luis dead, swollen from fire and smoke, this picture is in her head. 

She has chosen to draw Luis alive, we talk about a living memory of a person we love, who he was, what he was like, what we got from him and what he gave others. Sadness will stay when we think of him, but the pain may lessen if we can express it. I encourage her when she is able, to talk about this with the kids, we read Brave Bart, she takes the Spanish copy I made with her and she seems comforted by this, clutching it to her chest, it is one tool she has that can help her with her children. The director says they had a psychologist who came and debriefed after the fire, and told them if it hurts and is too sad, not to talk about it. He asks me what I think of that, and this is a hard question because I do not want to negate someone else’s well-intentioned and maybe perfect advise, I am not feeling much like an expert now - I explained that maybe for some it is necessary for awhile, but they all need to find a safe place or person with whom they can talk, they can realize that sad things do happen, but that they can survive them and remember the good only when the pain is expressed and externalized. The timing must be right. Olman seems to agree with this, and he too, again has tears in his eyes.  He tells me it has been three months and nine days since the fire. 
I ask Cleo survivor questions, advice she would give another, how she got through it, and how she is getting through.  She tells me her children help, her faith is good, god does only what he has plans to do, and she has the other Tias with whom she will talk, and they support her.  This is not easy going with limited time frames, I do not want her to feel overwhelmed and flood, but I want her to experience some relief in talking and in having a witness to her story. I wish we had more time. Cleo told details of her story, cried, talked about her guilt and sadness, she begins reading Brave Bart and nodding her head. I ask her if she thinks this has helped, and she says she does feel better now, it was hard to talk, but it is better.  She is a brave woman.  This has been so sad for me to hear, I can only imagine how these people feel the loss. Olman tells me he has a number of kids he would like me to see tomorrow, I guiltily tell him we are not coming tomorrow (Tues) that we had made other plans for that day, and that we are leaving on Thursday. He asks me to reconsider if possible, could we come Wednesday, I tell him it is definitely possible, I will check with Michel. 

When Cleo leaves, we open up for more art, more kids avoiding lessons, many bigger boys making beads and necklaces, kids grabbing up mandalas to take to the casa, they cannot take crayons or pencil crayons. Every time I ask if a child would like to draw the fire, they take -pencils, not gel pens, some use the pencil crayons later, but mostly they do not yet want to go there. Michel has been working away fixing and trying to figure out why the large outdoor lights are not working. Nothing electrical makes sense; he is shocked more than once (literally and figuratively) by what are supposed to be dead wires, no rhyme or reason. He has already installed the fans and gives David a list of supplies needed to fix the lights, we all agree that if there are materials, we will come back on Wednesday. David volunteers that if we can get to La Ceiba, where he lives, he will drive us out to the orphanage himself, and this saves us half the money it normally takes, a good thing.  We get in our cab around 5:00, hot, tired and drained, but happy. 
Tuesday, up early again, we relax in the morning, and get ready for the canopy trip. We arrive with 7 other people, gear up with harnesses and helmets and gloves. The horses are scrawny, mine the skinniest, I think, but turns out to be the spirited one, lucky me. I hold on tight as we pass from last to first galloping through wet clay up the mountain. From the top we see the sea, the green and the hotel in the distance.   I’m told I go first, boy this is my lucky day! Away I go, not looking down at first, hugging the tree when I land on the first platform, what a thrill, I love this, the others follow behind, and Michel has a grin from ear to ear, loving this too! It is a great diversion. We do about 15 of these cables, hit the hot springs, which are truly hot springs, we bathe in the springs, rub mud on our faces, go up hand made stairs to another, another and yet another hot spa, the water hotter with each level, the waterfalls cascading with more and more force as we climb. It is truly a hidden paradise. One of the guides has my camera, and is not shy about shooting everything he sees, I am glad for this. We do the last three long cables, and arrive happily and proud at the end. What great fun, worth every penny!  The evening brings more good food and drink, good conversation, and even some dancing! We call David and indeed, he has turned heaven and earth to find enough ballasts, photocells and whatever else needed for Michel to continue his good work – he knows a good thing when he sees it, we will go tomorrow at noon and leave when David leaves.

Wednesday morning, we get another cab for La Ceiba, only $25.00 this time, and meet David to drive to the orphanage. The kids are all glad again to see us, we are glad to see them. I am sure now that this is better than the white-water rafting we were considering. Michel gets to work, I get to work. I go to Cleo’s house; she is smiling and says she feels good today. She asks me to talk to Tony, the boy who has difficulty sleeping since the fire. Four year old Denis is by his side, asks if he can go, Tony says yes, so he, Denis and I walk to the art cabin, and this time I have no translator. I have decided to use the book Brave Bart with the Spanish translation, and have him draw his experience along with Bart the cat’s experience. This leads us through all of the themes of trauma, one, some or none may apply to Tony, he will tell me which, and draw them.  He appears eager. I ask him first if he would draw the fire in the house, he does with no hesitation, uses all pencil although there are colours available. Denis is at the table too, I give him paper and pencil, as if he wants to draw, he says no, he can’t. That’s ok, he watches Tony. Tony puts in much detail in the tiled roof, the fire coming out of the top of the roof, he draws the inside, with Blanca sitting at the table, Tia on porch with the washer, the bedroom he shared with Luis, the stove, and he explains who was where doing what. He ran to get the firemen while Cleo got the door open, and Melvin carried Luis out, the fire truck is in the picture as well. I ask him many questions about details, he answers readily.  We begin to read the book, with each page I ask Tony if it is like this for him, sometimes he says “si”, sometimes “poco”, sometimes “mucho”. 

 On page 7, Bart talks about being afraid to sleep, afraid of nightmares and scary dreams, Tony says he too is afraid of this. I ask him to draw his scary dream, he draws himself small in his bed, then draws a bubble with a house on fire (tiled roof), and the words “fuego” (fire) written four times in the bubble around the house.  He explains he is in a bunk bed, on the bottom, Luis’ bed was next to his, a single bed, and is now empty. 

On page 8 Bart says he does not like to be away from his house and the people who take care of him. I ask Tony, he says “mucho”, I ask who he feels safe with, he says Tia, and I ask him to draw Tia and himself, he does, with some detail, and says the thing he likes best about Tia is her hair, he feels safe and feels good when she is around. I ask him to tell me about a safe place, any place he can go where he can feel good and not scared, he immediately draws casa 15, used to be the guest house, is now where everyone from casa 11 lives, until their house is repaired. The picture of this house has no tiled roof, has two windows and a door, he identifies everyone’s cuarto (bedroom) and draws that he feels safe in cuarto with Tia, and also with Niltin, a 15 year old boy who lives with them. 

On page 12, Bart describes his stomach hurting, his throat tight, not liking his favourite things anymore, I ask Tony where he feels this most in his body, he says in his stomach, and draws intestines. I ask him to draw the hurt, he draws many little circles, and calls them ‘animelitos’, to the best of my knowledge it would be dimunitive of animal, like little bugs swarming around, I will ask my Columbian friend next week.  On a scale of 1 – 10, mostly Tony’s hurt is a 5. At night, it is a 10, in the morning, a 1, and in the afternoon it is “suave” – smooth, or gentle. Page 13, Bart talks about sounds scaring him, Tony remembers when a plate dropped, he was in his room with the door open, and the sound of the broken plate scared him, made him nervous. Also, sometimes when he walks to the kitchen for something, noises like mice around make him nervous and scared. We go through the rest of the book, 

Tony does not have trouble playing and doing things he likes, his friends do not laugh at him or give him grief, he cried one time, when Luis died, and only one time. I tell him he too, like Bart, is a survivor, and that this is a bad, sad and scary thing that happened in his life.  We talk about good things in his life, his Tia, his friends, what he likes to do. I remind him again that he is courageous to have gone through this, and that it is good to talk to Tia or someone he feels safe with, he can even draw when he is scared. He smiles, and agrees. I think he is tired, we have so little time, and again, I want to leave him feeling strong and a survivor, resilient, and not full of sadness, and leave him with some coping strategies should he choose to use them. I ask him if we can show Tia his drawings, he agrees without hesitation, and we finish the book.  

As Tony and I are discussing and drawing, Denis eventually on his own picks up a pencil and draws a casa too. He fusses over and over with the roof, erasing, redrawing, and pressing hard, I ask him what it is, he says ‘mi casa’, but gives me the idea that he is not keen on talking, so mostly I let him do what he will, checking in only once in awhile. He listens to the story and to Tony, and does his own drawings when he chooses. The second one he does is a tree, and third is a self-portrait, first in pencil, which he later colours in with brown and yellow pencil crayon, a person typical of a four year old, with a head and two limbs extending from this. His fourth picture is a casa again, this time in pencil, all scribbled in with brown lines, and a scribble circle under this. He does not want to talk, and this is okay.  It’s time to leave, Denis very neatly stacks his drawings and holds them close to his chest, and he is taking them with him. I ask if I can take pictures of him with his drawings, he happily says yes, they all love being photographed, and want to see the shot right away, which I do. 

We go back to the Tia’s house, and I share with Cleo the pictures Tony made. She is touched that he feels safe with her, when she sees the picture Tony drew of she and Tony, she has tears in her eyes, a smile, and says “muy bonita”, surprised he has drawn her so pretty, and proud of this. These women work twenty four hours a day, have four days off a month, an incredible dedication. The art cabin opens up, and kids come in for more drawing, teenage boys participate with the beads and the colouring, they are so nice with the little kids, one girl comes in to bug the boys, harmless annoying, I ask if he she wants to draw, she says no, I say ‘afuera’ (the boys taught me this word) She smiles and leaves, only to return ten minutes later to draw. Pammy, who is leaving in February, helps me clean up, there are some gel pens without covers, she really, really wants these, smiles, asks, smiles, tells me I am pretty and smiles, I smile and laugh, tell her she is very good at this, but that it is hard for me to give some to her and not everyone. She makes me a necklace with a D for my last name, a Y for ‘and’, and a P for her first name – she wins, we finally agree, I give her one, and give one to Conchita and two others that are there. She is happy.  After an hour or so, Michel arrives, we give a t shirt from Kensal Park School to one of the girls, he gives his ball cap, and mine too to other kids, we take lots of pics, and then lock up. David though has not finished with Michel, we go back to where the dryers and the popcorn machine are, and Michel sets to work again, happily.  

I go visit Conchita’s house, there is an older girl there who used to live in this house, she is now in the capital city, in her third year university, and studying English and Italian. She speaks very well in English, and has come home to visit her ‘mom’. This, for me, speaks volumes for the lives of these kids here, they really do seem happy, this is their family, they have all been abused or abandoned, but seem to find this orphanage a safe haven with strong family binds. Three children are there because they contracted meningitis; their mother could not care for them, and left them on the street. One has difficulty seeing, another difficulty hearing from the disease. Here they are off the streets, fed and clothed, educated, clean, and loved. The sun has set, the lights outside the main entrance are working, a tia comes out and is thrilled with this, we sadly say our goodbyes. 


When we arrive in La Ceiba, we get a cold cervasa at Appleby’s, and talk about our day. We wander around this mall, very expensive shops, and wonder who can shop here, an elite few, I expect, wanting Tommy Hilfiger and Nautica and other big name brands, at prices comparable to here in Canada. We stay only long enough for Michel to buy some Honduran cigars, and get a cab back to the hotel. We head directly for food, some wine, and a quiet evening watching the sea, tired, and not really in the mood to small talk. 
Thursday, we leave today. I think we did pretty well, without counting the day we arrived, which was at midnight anyway, and the day we leave, we worked three out of six days in the orphanage. This is a nice balance, we should get home nevertheless rested. I spend the day in and out of the sea, in a hammock, in a chair, sipping coke with lime, Michel does the same. We know checkout is at 5:30; we go for lunch at 2:00 and are told the flight has been moved up; we need to check out at 3:00 and will go to airport at 4:30. We rush to eat, head back and pack up quickly, when returning to the lobby, suitcases trailing, we’re told the flight has been delayed again, they will bus us to another airport, in San Pedro Sula, a three and one half hour trip, we will get a plane at 1:30 in the morning, arrive in Toronto at 6:30 a.m.  Perfect. Plans change three or four times, final word at 4:30 is that we will definitely be bussed to San Pedro. This is not what I had hoped for. I sit on the beach sipping a cold beer, Michel naps, we eat some supper, and leave promptly at 7. After a long day, a long bus ride, and a long airplane ride, we get in our car and arrive home, happy to see our own little orphan boys, who seem to have fared well enough. Their advice for next time we leave is to buy lots of paper plates, they ran the dishwasher with dish soap, and had to mop up the kitchen floor, it really hadn’t dawned on them to wash dishes by hand. They did do a good job though picking up before we arrived, we’re all glad to see each other. About going in March, we have already checked prices for flights, they are prohibitive, we will probably wait for next Christmas, or maybe Michel can go alone in March, he has such good practical and concrete help to give. We’ll see…
