
What We Have Forgotten 

 

 I thought traveling would be a good idea. I wanted to go out of my comfort zone; I 

thought it would make me a more interesting person! Now all I want is a nice warm 

shower. I guess, if anything, I learned a little. Nothing too interesting though: like don’t 

buy overly ripe mangoes from street stands in Santo Domingo.  

Actually, scratch that.  

I did learn something important, something really, really important. It all started 

on a horribly humid day… 

 

…. 

 

“GAH! Are you kidding me!?” I squawked, hot coffee spilling all over my linen 

pants. Only 8 in the morning and the day was already looking like a bleak one. No milk 

left for my cereal at the hostel, I missed the early shuttle into town because of an alarm 

clock mishap, and now this; hot coffee all down my only pair of clean pants. 

“Le gustaría una servilleta?” said the small Dominican woman sitting beside me 

on the cramped chicken bus. 

I stared at her like a baby seeing the world for the first time, “Uuuh, I don’t, no 

hablo español?” I slurred. 

“Okay, okay,” she smiled pleasantly, “you come to my house and we get you 

clean!” 

“Oh, no it’s -” I tried to decline her offer as politely as possible but she cut me off 

by grabbing my hand and pulling me up to the front of the bus as it began to slow. 

Looking out of the musty windows of the old bus, I gazed upon miles and miles of 

sugar cane fields, dotted with workers hunched over large sheathes, holding the weight 

of the sky on their shoulders, wicker baskets overflowing with sugar cane stalks at their 

feet. 

In the distance, massive green mountains kissed the sky, standing like gods over 

the tiny villages surrounded by nothing but acres of fields. The sun shone high in the 

sky, casting a warm glow on the world below. People, crammed awkwardly onto 

bicycles, made their way down the side of the highway, children sitting haphazardly on 

the handlebars and standing on the backs of seats. On a small patch of grass outside of 

a ramshackle house, two little boys passed a baseball back and forth, smiles swallowing 

their entire faces.  

 The bus rolled to a stop in front of a small shack with a sign tacked to the front. 

“Bienvenida a Batey Las Pajas,” it read in a cheery shade of blue, now faded by the hot 

sun. Welcome to the Batey Las Pajas. A young woman with a child on her lap sat in the 

shade of a thick palm tree in a weathered, plastic lawn chair, and when we emerged 

from the chicken bus, she stood and made her way towards us.  

“Hola! Hi! We are just about to make lunch, we are so glad to have you!”  



 

I didn’t know what to say as the woman led me towards a small shed that served 

as a home made of tin roofing and green-painted wood. This was all a mistake. How 

had I ended up here? I had been headed up to the main city and now I was - where was 

I? Batey Las Pajas, a collection of small shacks, a clearly impoverished neighbourhood. 

“I’m sure there’s something for you to wear in here,” she said, stepping inside the 

damp, dim house. 

“Uuh, I’m fine really, I don’t need anything to wear, it’s almost dry anyway,” I 

stuttered, almost uncomfortable by the sheer kindness of a woman with so little.  

“Don’t be silly,” the woman said and handed me a long piece of brown fabric, a 

dress. “Here, this should fit fine! Oh and, how could I forget, my name is Ana! And that 

was my mother you met. Most people just call her Mama.” 

“Thank you,” I continued to stumble over my words. 

Outside, people came from all over the neighbourhood, flooding like rainwater to 

a table set up under a grove of trees. Some carried pots, some sat over hefty bowls and 

shelled peas. Mama stood over a big pot on top of a fire, stirring a fragrant combination 

of God-knows-what. As the community, young and old, gathered together, a feeling of 

calmness settled within me. The weight of the day was lifted off my shoulders and, 

finally giving into the tempting smells around me, I collapsed onto a dirty plastic chair 

beside Mama.  

“So how long have you been living here?” I asked her, trying to mask the 

bleakness in my voice. It was a shame to see so many good-hearted people living in 

such destitute conditions. 

“All my life,” Mama responded proudly, her smile widening. “My papa come here 

from Haiti for work and started a family right here. Family is the most important, you 

know? If you don’t got family and community, you don’t got nothing.” 

Again, I was at a loss for words. Not quite sure what she was implying, I just 

smiled and, dismissing her words, stood up to help her with the food. 

“You spoon this up onto everyone’s plates and I’ll be right back,” she said and 

handed me a ladle, nudging me closer to the pot. 

One by one, everyone came together around the table as I shoveled the stew 

onto each person’s plate. Young children laughed and hugged my legs, giddy at the 

sight of a stranger in their small community. Baseball games were abandoned and the 

adults lifted themselves out of chairs and made their way down the street towards us. It 

slowly dawned on me, the overwhelming perfection of the moment. Never in my life had 

I seen a group of people with so little, so happy. This was no World Vision commercial. 

Everyone was smiling and laughing and playing and celebrating. I had no cellphone 

reception, but right now, I realized I had something much better. 

“Ayuda! Help!” 

All heads turned at once, trying to find the source of all the commotion. Panic 

swallowed me whole as I realized Mama was nowhere to be found. Together, we 



abandoned our lunches and ran down to the bottom of a hill, where we found Mama 

laying on the ground, her left leg bent beneath her. Adrenaline and panic coursing 

through my veins, we hoisted her up and began to lug her back up the hill. 

“I was just going down to get the men from the fields, and the next thing I know, 

I’m face down at the bottom of the hill,” she says laughing. But as she got to her feet, 

you could see the pain in her eyes when she winced at the weight. 

We walked her back up to her home at the top of the hill and sat her down on a 

chair. Children peaked through the doorway and sat on the floors. People milled around 

outside, biting nails and twisting rings nervously.  

“We need to get you to a hospital right now,” I said nervously, beginning to pace 

the room. 

“No money for that,” a young man behind me said. He approached Mama and 

placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, her son, he must’ve been. 

“What do you mean? You have to take her to the hospital, I mean, her leg. It’s 

obviously broken!” I was dumbfounded. We couldn’t just leave the poor old woman 

here. Mama, a woman so kind, so willing to give, would spend the rest of her life 

crippled if we didn’t get her help.    

“Miss, you don’t understand. Our family can’t afford it. The closest hospital is an 

hour away in Santo Domingo. And we need Mama in the fields.” 

There is no way to explain how I felt upon hearing this. Can’t afford it? What were 

they going to do, make her work with a broken leg? She probably couldn’t even stand. It 

felt like a house had collapsed around me. The perfect paradise I thought this place had 

been began to reveal it’s true colours.  

I now noticed the children’s tattered clothes, covered in mud and too small. I 

noticed the dirt floors of the tiny shed-like homes. I noticed the worry in every mother’s 

eye, wondering how she was going to feed her family tonight. The world has a way of 

tricking you into believing that it’s something that it’s not. This was no paradise.  

“Wait,” a stranger called out, stepping into Mama’s humble abode, “let us help. 

My family can take over your work in the fields while you recover.” 

“And we can pitch in some money, too, for the hospital costs,” said another 

stranger. 

“Us too,” more and more people began to say, crowding inside, all willing to help 

in whatever small way they could. 

I couldn’t believe it. These people hardly had enough for themselves, what were 

they doing giving away their money to this woman who would never be able to pay them 

back or return the favour?  

Kindness, I realized. They were doing it for the sense of community, out of the 

knowledge that they could not be happy until all were happy. Tears began to well in the 

corners of my eyes and I tried desperately to hold them back.  

“I can help, too,” I spoke up then. “Let me pay for the bus or anything.” 



People came together, dropping the few pesos they had to offer in a dented 

metal pot. We finished our meals and sat in the sun, enjoying each other’s company 

and I realized that this, this sense of community, of caring for not just ourselves but for 

everyone, this is what life is all about. 

…. 

 

So, it was then that I found my faith in the world, surrounded by the most 

gracious group of strangers I have yet to stumble upon. I finally see it now. Here we’ve 

got it all backwards. We’ve started to value the wrong things, worrying so much about 

who can get the higher marks, who will make the most money, who has the nicest 

things.  

 

We’ve forgotten what it’s like to live for each other instead of simply living with 

each other.  

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


