
Good evening, everyone. You can’t imagine how exciting it is for me to see all of you here with me in this 

beautiful space at the Garden.  

Of all the ways that I have sent my books into the world, this one – a community celebration of young 

people’s dreams – is going down as my favorite.  

I want to start by saying that I will always be grateful to Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden – to Randee 

Humphrey, Kelly Riley and Katelyn Coyle, in particular – who took this project under their wing and guided 

me every step of the way. This generosity should not have come as a surprise. The Garden is not only 

beautiful – as you can see—but it is actually a quiet treasure in Richmond that has earned national awards 

for its innovation in community outreach. It turns out that these contemplative, mulching, weed-pulling, tree-

hugging professionals are serious community activists who love Richmond as much as they love nature -- 

and who want to bring our varied citizens together. That this little piece of Latin American art forms – the ex 

votive or milagro – can be part of their beautiful landscape is an honor, especially in this specific part of the 

garden, which is dedicated to specifically to children. Thank you, Lewis Ginter for this warm bienvenido.  

As you know, my novel The Girl Who Could Silence the Wind came out last month. It is the story of Sonia 

Ocampo and the story of people migrating, but at its core, it is the story of young people and their dreams – 

and the terrible consequences if those dreams are threatened.  

I got into the business of writing for children because I believe in the power of story in my own life and in the 

lives of children who might find comfort in the pages of a tale that speaks to them.  I believe that childhood – 

from cradle through adolescence – deserves to be a sacred time, even though that’s not how it’s treated 

sometimes. I got into this business because I believe that our job as adults includes opening doors for 

young people and fanning their dreams. If my books and my life’s work can in some way add to that, I am a 

happy woman. 

As you look around the Hope Trees here, you’ll see the dreams of students from eight high schools across 

Richmond. Purple-ribboned milagros identify the schools that created the works on each particular tree, and 



in most cases, we’ve provided a Wordle sign comprised of the phrases these student artists used to 

describe a hope or dream they have for themselves or for the Richmond community. A note: two schools 

opted to share their dreams anonymously, with my permission and encouragement. I hope you’ll take a 

minute or two to study each milagro to guess the private meaning.  Be creative; the students certainly were. 

One of the most crushed up little pieces represented this:  I want to be able to see inner beauty and outer 

beauty.  

What’s important is that the dreams around us here are those of future astronauts and barbers, of people 

who want to travel the world, own a good dog for once, cure cancer, raise happy children, find love…the 

dreams of people who want to see their families reunited again, the dreams of young people who just want 

to help. Large or small, their milagros are about personal aspirations and an emerging identity. They are 

about hope, which is essential to success. The fact that you are here to celebrate these expressions with 

me is so generous of you. It is itself a hopeful act and a statement about you, too.    

I want to thank very quickly the many people who are listed in your program:  

The teachers at Huguenot High School, Meadowbrook High School, L.C. Bird High School, J.R. Tucker High 

School, Hermitage High School, Henrico High School, Lee Davis High School, and The Steward School.  

Gracias for stepping up for your students and letting them participate. I know your day is filled with other 

obligations, and I am so grateful that you made the decision to mess with your schedules and join in.  

Thanks to Tanya Gonzalez and her team at the Hispanic Liaison Office for the City of Richmond. She is the 

woman I consider the Fairy Princess of Latino issues here in Richmond – a person of enormous integrity, 

intellect, and compassion for our community. Thank you for translating the press releases, for getting 

information about us on Latino radio, and for the years of our friendship, which I hope will always continue.   

Thank you Latin Ballet of Virginia for the wonderful performance you are going to add to this event. The 

dancers and musicians have volunteered their time for this celebration, and this, too, is an enormous 

kindness. 



Thank you Ana, Billy, Maria, Mary, Sandra Peterson, and my husband, Javier Menendez (who always gets 

the tough jobs), for helping me hang the milagros yesterday.    

Thank you VA Hispanic Chamber of Commerce for the chance to tell our community about the project and 

for your presence here today. I am hopeful that your new relationship with the Garden will continue to bear 

fruit. 

Thank you Diane Black and all my friends at Bbgb Tales for Kids for hauling my books everywhere so that I 

can sign. I will be signing after the dance performance if you’d like a book. Please support independent 

bookstores when you can, folks. They need us.  

And mostly, thank you to the student artists for not being zebras and blending into the herd. Thank you for 

your thinking and your talent and for saving me from another lonely, soul-crushing book signing. May 

everything you dream come to you. You’ve taken the first step.  

And now, our special treat, a performance of Verde by another treasure of Latin American art here in 

Richmond, The Latin Ballet of Virginia.   

 

 


