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Halfway to Honduras 

By Kaitlin Bartlett 

 

The postcard curls at the corners on the refrigerator, its home since the day I yanked it out 

of the junk drawer to scribble notes on. We’re always out of paper when I need it. The magnet 

covers its picture of the moon so it won’t remind me of yet another place I’ll never go.  

On its back reads “Carla + Jeff” and their new address in Brooklyn. Back in high school, 

Carla and I sat on the trampoline in her backyard, Malibu and Coke fuzzy in our brains, and 

pinky-swore that after college we’d backpack through Central America. We’d collect bracelets 

up our arms and scream when baby scorpions scurried down the wall of our bungalow.  

But junior year of college, she met Jeff. Jeff, who thinks New York City is the only place 

worth exploring, that enough adventure exists there to keep a man busy until he dies. Fuck Jeff. 

Ha. Carla did just that, and now there’s a diamond the size of a raisin on her finger and a 

save-the-date stuck to my fridge next to the postcard. She asked me to be a bridesmaid but I said 

I had to check my schedule—I might be halfway to Honduras by then.  

  

“Bay Islands, we have to go there!” Carla jabbed her finger at my laptop screen. 

Sophomore year, we were home on winter break, one of the few holidays when both our schools’ 

vacation times lined up. Our last good year. Before she met Jeff. Whenever her family drove her 

nuts with questions about internships and her five-year post-graduation plan, she hopped in her 

car and zipped across town to my house. We spent hours outlining our backpacking trip. 

Snorkeling, we decided, was a must.  

“See?” she exclaimed. “‘The second largest barrier reef in the world,’ Autumn, we need 

to go. The tropical fish are calling me—no time to lose!”  
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Sometimes when I need to be angry at Carla, I tell myself she’s punishing me for 

finishing school a year late. That her bailing on the Central America trip was just another way of 

saying, “Some people finish their degrees in four years, Autumn. And some people can’t keep 

their lives on hold forever while their best friend changes her major six times.” Even though 

she’s never said anything like that.  

Now she’s a teacher out in New York and I’m back with Mom, her empty nest full again.  

 

“Do you really still need this on the fridge?” Mom plucks at a curling corner of the 

postcard with two fingers. “Haven’t you added the number to your phone by now? I’m trying to 

keep down the clutter.” 

By “clutter,” she means my shit. All the stuff I acquired from five years in college that 

she already owns in a more expensive variety. A microwave, a Mr. Coffee coffeemaker, a 

vacuum cleaner, two floor lamps. We piled everything in the upstairs hallway when I moved 

back the day after graduation. I’d had every intention to go through everything soon. But soon 

kept straying farther and farther away. 

“Just leave it. I’ll take care of it later.” I lean against the counter and watch Mom sauté 

onions for a chicken dish I pretend to like more than I do. All summer she’s made these big 

productions of meals, even though it’s just the two of us. Dad left when I was thirteen because 

he’d rather be married to his work than his family. And no matter how much I bargained and 

begged during my elementary school years for a younger sister—or brother, when I started 

getting desperate—one never materialized. I’m stuck as the family baby, always and forever.  

Mom hands me two plates, two forks, two knives. “Set the table?” 

“Just us again, huh?” 
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“Just?” Mom turns back to the stove. “I think two intelligent women with sparkling 

personalities are more than enough to make a dinner eventful.” 

But we don’t sparkle. At least not around each other.  

Ever since Dad left I’ve crossed my fingers, wishing for the day she invites someone to 

dinner. Not even a guy, necessarily, just a new friend she met at the gym or in line at the deli. 

That person who’d bring out the adventure in her, who’d drag her around doing crazy things 

until she couldn’t imagine doing anything less.  

I wanted Mom to find her person. Instead, I lost mine.     

“So…” Mom prompts once we sit down at the table, our plates loaded with chicken and 

potatoes. “How was your day?” 

I spent my afternoon chewing on my hair at the library reference desk, occasionally 

reshelving some books, the same summer job I’ve had since I was sixteen. I have a dual degree 

in marketing and journalism, and yet my most useful moment of the day was when a little girl 

asked for books to help her learn magic and I directed her toward Harry Potter.  

Carla, on the other hand, had a teaching job waiting for her the moment she stepped off 

the stage on her graduation day. She and Jeff both have salary positions. He works IT for some 

billion dollar software corporation and carries around a company iPhone. And Carla’s got more 

credit cards than Mom and I combined and always pays them off on time. They've got money, 

but apparently not enough for both a wedding and Central America. So Carla chose.  

“Boring,” I tell Mom. “Money is money, though, right?” 

“You’re putting most of your paychecks into your savings, right?” 

“I’m not in the mood for a finance lecture.” 
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“Because,” she continues, like she didn’t hear me, “the whole point of you living at home 

is to save money so you can afford important things later—an apartment, a new car, a trip 

somewhere.” 

I can feel her pointed glance lasering into the side of my head. I keep my eyes on my 

plate. I’ve started paying for half the groceries and can tell she thinks it’s weird. Like I’m a 

tenant paying for utilities or an awkward date who wants to split the dinner check. But it’s not 

like I need to save up for airplane tickets anymore. I’m staying here.  

 

“Just take the train up here, it’s super easy. We’ll pick you up at the station,” Carla urged 

on the phone recently. She wants me to help her look at wedding dresses in a couple weeks. Her 

mom is coming to the appointment too, and she has her own ideas about what her daughter 

should wear on her wedding day. Carla needs an ally. “You know what styles I like and can help 

diffuse the mom situation when she starts nagging. She always listens to you more. Plus you 

haven’t seen our new place yet!” 

“If I can get off work,” I said, “we’ll see.”   

I had no intention of visiting her and Jeff and still don’t. I know what I’d see: a nicely 

decorated apartment with their engagement pictures framed on the walls and coffee table, 

matching bath and hand towels in the bathroom, a Keurig machine in the kitchen. Grownup 

things.  

Carla’s always been a grownup, carrying a purse around the high school hallways instead 

of a backpack. We took her car everywhere so I wouldn’t have to borrow Mom’s, and she taught 

me the perfect coffee-to-creamer ratio when we went to Wawa for caffeine before school.  
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Truth? I wanted to be her. Part of me still does. I should look up to my mother, but I’ve 

always strived to be like Carla.  

“My job is stupid,” I mutter. “I don’t know how you think I’ll be able to buy anything 

important with eight dollars an hour.” 

“Just keep sending out those resumes, honey,” Mom says, spearing a piece of chicken on 

her fork. “And quit giving me grocery money.” 

I’ve started skimming off the top of my Central America fund when we head to the store. 

Every time I swipe my card at the register, my stomach sinks and lurches at the same time. How 

I imagine growing up is supposed to feel.     

Mom plops a dinner roll onto my plate. “You’ll get there eventually. You’re a smart girl.” 

 

When my academic advisor told me I didn’t have enough credits to graduate on time, 

Carla was the last person I told. I even broke the news to my dad, the CFO of a major software 

company who displays his diplomas on his office wall, before calling Carla.  

“And there’s nothing you can do?” Carla asked for the third time, which just made me 

feel worse, like she didn’t trust me the first two times I said it. “Summer classes? Independent 

study?” 

“They aren’t offering the courses I need at the right time,” I just kept saying. Because as 

long as it was the school’s fault, it wasn’t mine. I hadn’t just fucked up all our plans. “It’s just 

not the right time.”  

Now Mom stares at me from across the table. “You could still go, sweetie.” 

“Hmm?” 
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“Your trip. The reference desk would let you off for a couple weeks, I’m sure. And you 

have almost enough money saved. An adventure might do you good.” 

I shake my head and push my potatoes around my plate, mashing them with corn. When I 

was in middle school, I used to whine to Mom whenever I was hungry. She’d suggest every 

snack in the pantry and I’d still shake my head. I always wanted something else, something just 

out of reach.    

“Things are too different,” I mutter. “It wouldn’t be what I wanted it to be.”  

One Saturday, the summer after her graduation, I met Carla for breakfast. We should’ve 

been watching the sunrise with our boots dangling from the top of a Mayan ruin. Instead my flip-

flops clung to syrup-sticky tile. My punishment for begging Carla to postpone the trip until I 

graduated so I could feel free, could stretch out on island sand with no assignments or exams 

hanging over my head. So I could feel like I deserved this adventure. I’d made her wait for me to 

catch up, but I only fell farther behind her.  

She brought Jeff to breakfast. Big surprise. Then, she ordered tea instead of coffee when 

the waitress came over with the pot fresh from the percolator. “I hate coffee,” she said with a 

shiver.  

I almost flipped the table. I almost poured her a cup myself and dumped it down her 

throat. I almost chucked my own mug at Jeff and screamed, “You ruined her!” But he was 

sipping coffee just like me.  

It was Carla. Carla who was invalidating our past, erasing those countless coffee-filled 

mornings at my kitchen table. Erasing us.   

 

After dinner I retreat upstairs.  
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I don’t spend much time up here anymore, and when I do I try not to look too closely at 

my walls. Carla bailed on our Central America trip seven months ago, but I still haven’t taken 

down the pictures. Some I printed out in the university computer lab with my leftover semester 

print quota. Others I clipped out of magazines and travel brochures.  

A cluster of twenty-somethings on the beach at Lobsterfest, one of Belize’s major island 

festivals. They all clutch bottles of Belikin, the country’s official beer. Carla and I hate beer, but 

we decided we needed to drink at least one Belikin during our adventure. Not just a sip, the 

entire bottle. Then we’d switch to rum.  

Tikal’s Jaguar Temple, the Mayan ruin on the cover of every Guatemala promotional 

booklet I could find, against a bright blue backdrop of sky. No one’s allowed to climb that one, 

so we’d scale Temple II across the plaza with our feet strapped into hiking boots and level our 

eyes with the Jaguar Temple’s doorway. I’d wonder aloud if we’d see the ghost of the king 

whose tomb was discovered inside, and Carla would roll her eyes but stay with me for hours 

while I watched for him. 

Effortlessly stylish backpacker girls with their long hair twisted into braids. We’d copy 

their hairstyles on days we didn’t feel like braving the icy bungalow showers. 

The picture taped closest to my bed is the view over a Honduras jungle. I know it’s 

touristy and cliché, but for years I’ve wanted to zip-line. I wanted to strap myself headfirst into 

the harness and Superman over treetops, Carla careening on the wire parallel. Heights freak her 

out a little, so I’d reach my fingertips out and just barely graze hers. And then her face would 

relax and she’d smile and together we’d whoop and scare the birds off nearby branches as we 

zoomed past.    
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I turn on my laptop. Carla’s email is flagged with a red tab, the kind that screams 

IMPORTANT! COME BACK TO ME LATER, ONCE YOU MAKE UP YOUR MIND. Carla 

had pasted a link to the David’s Bridal website.  

I click the link and type in the item number. A photo of a dress appears, knee-length, 

strapless, with pockets. It’s shown in navy blue, so I click the iris color swatch, magically 

transforming it light purple like I’m one of Sleeping Beauty’s fairy caretakers.  

I know you’re not a huge fan of strapless, Carla wrote in the body of the email, but I 

really think you’ll look beautiful. Let’s get real: you look beautiful in everything! Oh, and we’re 

thinking purple orchids for the boys’ boutonnieres…thoughts? J says too feminine, but what do 

you think?  

Purple is her color now. In high school it was pink. And I know she picked the strapless 

style because it flattered the majority of her bridesmaids, not because she wanted to alienate me. 

But I wonder if I’d been there, shoulder to shoulder with her as she perused the website, if I’d 

have been able to talk her out of it. I should’ve been there to talk her out of it. 

I scroll down to the bottom of the email and stare at the three letters she typed just above 

the Miss you! Love, Carla. Not even full words because I’ve known their meaning since we first 

planned our weddings as kids, before Central America took over our attention. 

MoH? 

I told her money was tight, but really my trip fund has plenty. I told her I’d check my 

schedule, but I know I won’t be traipsing around a jungle that day. I can’t go to Central America 

without her because I’m not sure I’ve ever led myself anywhere. I’ve always followed her 

footprints.  
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Fastening the buckles of her satin shoes, clasping her purple orchid bouquet along with 

my own, sweeping the gown train out behind her. Where she goes, I will always follow. 

Eventually. 

I click “Place Order.”  

 


