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          Immigration has become a hot button issue across the United States. Television

newsmen dedicate hours of time to excoriate the “illegal invasion.” I viewed the

immigration debate as something not directly concerning me. I am a legal citizen

of Hispanic descent. My mother is a naturalized citizen from Mexico. However,

as the government conducted raids looking for illegal immigrants, my mother became

more aware of her place as a Mexican woman living in the Midwest. She wondered

whether people would assume she was illegal because of her accent and appearance. Our

discussions prompted me to think about of my place in the story, and about my lack of

connection with the Hispanic culture. I set out to interview migrants living

in South Florida, and to document my and my mother’s experience with immigration

and assimilation.
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Prologue

Pocho (POH-tcho), n., m/f., 1. a Mexican person assimilating to the culture of the United States.

2. a person from the United States of Mexican descent, but who grew up in the States.

The term has a negative connotation of being materialistic. Often used by Mexicans offensively

about Chicanos. “Hey pocho, go back to California.”

          It was Sunday afternoon and I didn’t have a single photo assignment to attend to,

which meant I needed to take the initiative to hunt for a photo on my own.  The drill was

simple enough: drive around until I found a CLO (an abbreviation for Cut Lines Only—a

stand alone feature picture), and once I found it, I was good for the rest of my shift,

barring any shootings or house fires.  Finding a CLO can take hours, so all the

photojournalists at the newspaper have spots they visit regularly when looking for one.

We start at spots where we know there is a good picture to be made (such as a beautiful

mural on the side of a building), but the chance of finding anyone at this “visual” location

is slim, and as the day goes by, and our desperation for a picture increases, we progress to

visiting the spots where we know people will be, but the images are likely to be cliché

(such as a park).  It was late afternoon on a Sunday with occasional drizzle; I skipped

over all my spots with unusual photographic potential and went straight to where the

people were: Okeeheelee Park.
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          I liked Okeeheelee Park. It was one of the first places I visited as a photojournalist

when I moved to Florida, and I’d had great luck finding offbeat images there.  I turned

into the park entrance and saw golfers to the right and men playing with toy boats to the

left. I made a mental note to return to the boaters if nothing else panned out. I drove

slowly, eyeing bicyclists, inline skaters, and speed walkers.  Nothing jumped out at me,

which was to be expected since I’d photographed the place so many times.

          I arrived at a stop sign, turned, and crawled further into the expansive park, looking

to the right and left.  There were fewer and fewer people as I drove in this direction.

Finally, at the top of a hill, near a pavilion, I saw a man deflating an enormous caterpillar.

It appeared that a party had ended, and he was collecting the inflatable rides the party

throwers had rented.  I smiled at my good fortune and quickly pulled into the parking lot

to assess the situation. It looked like he’d been there a while, as most of the rides were

packed away in his truck.  However, he was still working on this bizarre caterpillar ride,

so I grabbed my cameras and jogged up to introduce myself.

         When I got closer, I saw he was Hispanic, and wondered if he’d speak English.

“May I take some pictures while you’re working?” I asked, pointing at the caterpillar.

“No comprendo,” he responded.  The one Spanish phrase I always understood. The

caterpillar was fast deflating and he continued working on it as I struggled to speak with

him, so I stopped trying to communicate and started taking pictures without his explicit

permission.  I’ll ask him for his permission to use the pictures once he’s done packing the

ride, I thought to myself.  I’ll have more time to explain myself to him then, and I don’t

want to miss the picture. He glanced at me when I started snapping, and smirked as if to
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communicate, what are you doing?  But he didn’t stop his work, and paid little attention

to me, and that’s the best kind of situation to be in as a photojournalist.

         Once I’d taken a dozen pictures and the caterpillar had deflated to an

unrecognizable blob, I tried to get his information again.  “Me llamo es Shannon.  Yo

trabajo en…un…periódico.  Soy journalista.”  I held up my press badge.

“Un…una…fotographía.” I held up my camera. I knew I was mangling the Spanish

language at this point, or at least the Spanish syntax, but I was hoping he’d recognize

words such as journalista and fotographía, and understand what I was trying to

communicate (assuming I said the words correctly, or that there is such a word as

“journalista”).  He said a few words in response, but I didn’t understand what they meant.

“Te llamo?”  I asked while showing him my notepad and pen in hopes that he’d write

down his name.  He didn’t. Instead he returned to work.  “Gracias,” I said and he smiled

and said, “Buenas tardes.”

          As I walked back to my car, I contemplated my options. Technically I could turn in

a picture without the name of the subject, and if the editors liked the picture well enough,

they’d use it. But I hated the idea of turning in a picture of this guy without getting his

name; he was easily recognizable, and it didn’t seem fair to publish his picture without

giving him the option of declining, simply because we didn’t speak the same language. I

sat in my car for several minutes and watched him work. The prospect of driving around

aimlessly, looking for another picture to replace this one didn’t appeal to me either,

particularly since it was drizzling. Fuck it, I thought to myself.  I asked him. He didn’t

understand. It’s not as if he’s participating in criminal activity, and it’s not as if we’re

not in the middle of a public park.  The picture is innocent enough.  I’ll turn it in without
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his name. As I drove out of the parking lot, I could already hear my editor chirping in my

ear about not getting the worker’s name.  Damn it.

          I called my mom, whose first language is Spanish, to see if she could help translate

the few words I gleaned from him.  Perhaps those few translated words would give me a

hint as to whether or not he cared about getting his picture taken.

           “I think he said ‘no tiendo,’” I told her, “but it could have been ‘no entiendo.’ I’m

not sure.”

          “Is he still there?” she asked.

          “No. I’ve driven away, but I can turn around.”

          “If you want me to talk to him, I will,” she offered.

          “That would be perfect,” I said as I did a u-turn and sped back to the worker.  “I

just want to explain to him who I am, and why I’m taking his picture. I need to get his

name, the city he’s from, and the name of his employer.”  I parked in the same lot and left

everything behind except my notebook and pen. As I approached him he stopped working

again, and waited for me to say something. I held out the phone and said, “Es mi madre.”

He looked at me and then at the phone, and I wondered whether he was going to take it.

His hesitation made me realize how bizarre I must seem. I was shoving a phone in his

face and saying, “It’s my mother” (at least that’s what I was trying to say), as if he had

any clue who my mother was.  He slowly reached for the phone and their conversation

began with his uncertain, “Hola?”

          He took a seat on a nearby picnic table and the two of them chatted.  I watched

with my notepad and pen in hand, and paced back and forth while listening to him speak

in Mom’s mother tongue. Their conversation was punctuated with laughter, and he
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occasionally glanced at me while speaking with her; I took the opportunity to smile

during those glances in an effort to be in on their joke, but I wasn’t.  I was the joke in this

scenario, and I was okay with that as long as I could get his name for my picture. Finally,

he took my notepad and pen, wrote down his name and the city he was from, as well as

for whom he worked.  He handed me the phone, shaking his head as if to confirm I really

was nuts, and went back to packing up rides.

          “What’d he say?” I asked while dashing back to my car.

          “He didn’t understand you worked for the newspaper, and was confused as to why

you would want pictures of him,” she explained.  “I told him it’s just what you do.”

          “Mom, I need you to move down here and serve as my translator.  You can live

with us. I’m not kidding! My job would be so much easier if I had someone to translate

for me all the time.”

          She knew what I meant when I said “easier.” I had mentioned it to her before. I had

told her about my occasional discomfort with traversing an area rich with Hispanic

culture, and with looking the part but not speaking the part. In response, she would

lament that she should have taught me her language.  That day she simply said, “Well, if I

lose my job here maybe that’ll be my back up plan.”
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Nuance

           It really was a compound. We drove past barbed wire and fencing, and stopped to

speak to the guard at the entrance gate. He let us in. We weaved through narrow drives,

making tight turns until we found the Public Relations office for the El Paso Sector

Headquarters of Border Patrol.  My aunt dropped me off, and I went in to meet Ramiro

Cordero, a spokesperson for the agency. He greeted me with a firm handshake—he

looked like a military man, cropped hair, posture stick-straight, direct in his questions and

comments. His directness came through in email as well. When I wrote to confirm I’d be

there this Monday morning at 9:00 a.m., he wrote back, “We’ll be waiting.” An odd

response, I thought. We entered a conference room where a slide projector was prepared

for us. He peppered me with facts about immigration on the Texas/Mexico border.

   • Even if you’re a U.S. citizen, you cannot enter the country at an undesignated entry

point. If you do, you’ve broken the law. So were I to decide to swim across the Rio

Grande, from Mexico to the U.S., just for fun, I’d be arrested for illegally entering the

country as quickly as a resident from Mexico. This was news to me.

   • There are 20 sectors of Border Patrol in the country, but the El Paso sector is the only

one with a river and land border.

   • There is 180 miles of land border, and 88 miles of river border. There are 2,452 agents

to watch this border, with eleven stations scattered throughout.
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    • In 2007, Border Patrol stepped up their proactive approach to law enforcement and

made 75,000 apprehensions. In 2006, they made 122.

   • Juarez, Mexico and El Paso, Texas is the largest metroplex in the world according to

the 2000 census.

           I asked how a single border agent would deal with a group of illegal immigrants if

he came across them in the desert. “I’d say 95% of the people we come across are

economic migrants. They don’t want to cause trouble, and will give themselves up

without struggle when found by an agent,” Cordero said. He continued on to say

sometimes there will be one or two instigators, who try to cause trouble for the agents by

not going gently. They instigate so as to make an escape from the crowd, but they don’t

get far, considering they are in the open desert, and an agent can call for backup.

          I was pleased to hear the term “economic migrant.” It added nuance to the word

“migrant.”  Before meeting with Cordero, I was under the impression that one was either

against migrants, and referred to them as illegal aliens, or was supportive of migrants,

and called them immigrants. Attaching “economic” to the term brought attention to the

fact that they are migrants for a reason. They do not cross simply to be in the United

States. They cross with a purpose in mind—to support their families by finding work

here.  Cordero even appeared apologetic about the situation, saying, “We can’t change

immigration law. Only Congress can do that. We have to enforce the law.”
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The Sun
El sol es más grande que la luna

The sun is bigger than the moon.

(Literally: The sun is more big than the moon.)

When comparing two unequal things, use this formula:

más (menos) + adjective + que

          In Jupiter, Florida, El Sol is the sun and life-saving source for many migrants of

uncertain U.S. residency. In 2005, the town of Jupiter passed a law that made hiring day

laborers from the street illegal. The town’s solution was to create a space where the

workers could gather safely, and sanitarily. Where they could still be hired for work, but

without interfering with traffic, or gathering en masse in front of their apartment

complexes.  When the workers come to El Sol, they are not asked for documentation of

any kind. If they live in the area, they can register as workers and be hired for day labor.

While they wait for jobs, they are offered coffee and pastries for breakfast, and a hot meal

for lunch. They have toilets, books, computers, and classrooms where they study English.

          There are a total of four resource centers in South Florida now that follow the El

Sol model. This solution has brought praise and ire from residents of Florida and beyond.

However, those most vocal are those against this model. A small group meets each

Saturday to stand at the corner outside of El Sol, and chant things like, “Shut down El

Sol.” They videotape the building and try to make people using the services—both

laborers and employers—uneasy.

          The volunteer coordinator of El Sol spoke to a man who came there to hire workers

for the first time. He needed help with his lawn. She asked for his address, phone number,
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required information for anyone hiring workers, in case someone from the center needs to

reach them. He hesitated—became nervous, fidgety. “The Gestapo is watching,” he said.
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Colors

          Isadoro and I stood outside the Palm Beach County Municipal building, waiting to

take part in a pro-immigration rally. The setting sun threw long shadows on the sidewalk

as we watched people arrive.  A group of activists sat in the back of a pickup truck,

making signs to use during the rally. We held unlit candles in our hands, waiting for the

sun to sink lower before lighting them. Conversations and laughter blended, lending an

upbeat atmosphere to the event. Isadoro turned to me and said, “Being out like this,

surrounded by people, makes me nervous.” I was surprised. He didn’t appear nervous. He

was shaking hands, and maneuvering through English and Spanish depending on whom

he talked to. “Why?” I asked. “I don’t know,” he replied while observing the people.

“The white skin, the language…” he trailed off.

          I knew what he meant. The white skin. The language. Once before, during our first

interview, he had mentioned that he had no opportunities in Guatemala, his home

country, because he was a dark-skinned Mayan. Now, being surrounded by fair skin

made him that much more aware of his dark skin.  It was an experience I understood.

*

          The first time I wished for blue eyes, I was standing in the laundry room. I must

have been 16 or 17, just a few years younger than Isadoro is now. My father’s driver’s

license was on the sewing table, and I picked it up to read his physical description: hair

brown, eyes blue, 6’, one hundred and some pounds.  Eyes blue. I hadn’t thought about
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the color of his eyes before. Had never paid attention, never looked at him so intently that

I took in his eye color.  But as I stood, studying his license, I cursed the luck that left me

lacking blue eyes. If I’d had blue eyes, I would have been one step closer to looking

white. Perhaps then I would have looked a little less ridiculous when I streaked my hair

blond during my first year of high school (a blond that quickly turned orange when

washed in iron-tainted water, and that was described as looking “nigger bleached” by a

white girl in my homeroom on the first day of school).

         When I learned about dominant and recessive genes, I was irked that the color

brown was dominant and it smothered recessive traits, such as blue eyes and light colored

hair. Blond hair was another trait I coveted. To be blond and blue eyed meant you were

beautiful, and the American ideal. In hindsight, I don’t know how I could have desired

such physical traits at such a young age; I don’t know how I could sense that I’d be better

accepted by classmates if I were white, or at least blond and blue-eyed. But one day, as a

young child playing with the children of family friends, I repeatedly vocalized my desire

for blond hair, over and over, until one of the family friends said, “It will never happen,

kiddo.”

          So, that day at the immigration rally, I empathized with Isadoro. I knew what he

meant about skin color. And I knew what he meant about language, though our struggles

were in different tongues.
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Odysseys

Nosotros no estamos en el lugar correcto. Mirémos de nuevo el mapa.

We are not in the right place. Let’s look at the map again.

Estar is used to express location.

          Before beginning their struggle through Mexico, the Guatemalan boys would need

new names—Mexican names to blend them into the brown landscape.  The coyote

christened them Isadoro Cruz and Ulises Velasquez.

          I wondered whether this coyote knew what he was doing when he named one of his

wandering Guatemalans after Ulysses—the most famous of wanderers. Did the coyote

read classical literature in his downtime from smuggling people through the countryside?

Did he carry a worn copy of the Odyssey through the Mexican mountains and desert as

he led economic migrants through the terrain? A prophetic name, for the young men from

Guatemala would face the 21st century uncertainties one finds when sneaking across two

country borders: hunger, sickness, cruelty, unexpected kindness.

          As the crow flies, San Juan La Laguna, Guatemala is approximately 1108.7 miles

away from South, Florida.  However, if one travels without wings—metallic or

feathered—1108.7 miles gets you to Monterrey, Mexico, with 1,999 miles left to traverse

before reaching Palm Beach County. Isadoro and Ulises left on December 14, 2007, just

five days before Isadoro’s 19th birthday. They and their families paid the coyotes 42,000

quetzals a piece—approximately $7000 for each boy. “In the U.S. you can work and pay

off your debt in one month,” the coyotes told the families. But the families had to pay
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15,000 quetzals before the boys could even begin. And, just to be safe, the coyotes took

possession of property deeds that belonged to Ulises’s mom, and Isadoro’s family.

Regardless of whether the boys could pay off the debt with U.S. jobs and dollars—or

whether they even made it to the U.S—the coyotes would get their money.

          In Guatemala, Isadoro dreamed of being a doctor. He attended high school two

hours away from his home, and focused on the medical sciences.  He arranged an

internship with the Red Cross by scoring well on an exam that tested his knowledge of the

sciences: biology, chemistry, physics, anatomy. While with the Red Cross, he watched as

a doctor worked on an athlete’s broken leg. “Please, can I come closer?” Isadoro asked,

and the doctor said, “I suppose next you’ll ask to help with the operation.” Permission

was granted, and the doctor identified the bones and tendons, the splints and medications

for Isadoro.

          Isadoro wanted to go to college, shared this idea with his teachers.  He visited the

university, took more science tests. But when he graduated from high school, reality sunk

in: his family could not afford college.  They simply couldn’t.  His family needed

financial help to survive from day to day, and he wanted to provide it for them. His father

made his living as a day laborer, and his mother, a house cleaner. His dad considered

making the trip to the U.S., but he wasn’t in the best of health. Not only did Isadoro have

his youth and his health, he spoke a little English, thanks to a couple of visiting

Americans who tutored in Guatemala. So, if he arrived in the U.S., he would be able to

communicate better than anyone else in his family. He finished high school in November

of 2007 and left for the United States the following month.
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          Ulises was only thirteen at the time he and Isadoro left.  His mom planned to make

the journey with Isadoro, and Ulises was to stay and take care of his sister, who was then

two-years-old. His dad had been dead for many years—a teacher, he was shot by a group

of “friends” he hung out with, leaving a 19-year-old widow and an unborn son. “My

sister needs a mother more than she needs me to take care of her,” Ulises told his mom,

hoping to convince her to let him go in her place.  She acquiesced, and the two families

made the financial arrangements with the coyotes for the boys’ passage.

*

          Maria Meek (née Fryre), my mother, worked at a factory called Holophane, located

in Newark, Ohio.  She has worked at this factory almost as long as she has lived in Ohio,

which is where she moved after meeting my father in 1969. He was a recently returned

Vietnam veteran stationed in Texas.  She was born and raised in Mexico, and living in El

Paso, thanks to a green card, when she and he met.  They fell in love and six months later

she found herself in the cool, fall air of Ohio.

          This was in 1970 and there wasn’t a large Hispanic population in Ohio, specifically

not in Newark.  Her family had warned that she would hate it there, that the residents

would hate her, and boasted that she would return home within six months.  “You’ll

never last up there in the country,” they said, and this steeled her determination to prove

them wrong.  It was hard in the beginning because they were right; she did hate Ohio.

She hated the gray skies and the cold air.  She had replaced an active city life with slow

moving country life, and she wasn’t impressed. She missed her family, but she had her

in-laws now, and they took her in and tried to make her feel at home.   Their efforts were

sincere, but even they were so different from the people she was used to; she was a
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foreigner and felt like one every day. She didn’t speak the language well, and was

randomly reminded of this by strangers she would talk to—at the stores, or at prospective

jobs—who didn’t hesitate to tell her they couldn’t understand what she was saying.

          My brother was born in 1971.  She spoke Spanish to him when he was very young

and he retained it.  One day, after returning home from spending the day with his great-

grandmother who lived next door, Maria spoke to him in Spanish, to which he remarked,

“Grandma says no one speaks Spanish around here.” It seems he had been asking for

“agua” while Grandma was babysitting him.  I’m sure she was caught off-guard by

hearing her great-grandson speaking foreign gibberish, and she responded by

encouraging him to speak the right way.  “Not agua, water.” When my brother reported

this to Mom, she took it as truth and chose not to spend any more time teaching him her

language.  What was the point?  There was no Spanish-speaking community there, and

she was concerned he might develop an accent that would create for him the same

problems it had created for her. In fact, when she took him for his pre-Kindergarten

check-up, the speech therapist initially thought my brother had a speech impediment, and

as he conversed with Mom about possible therapies, he determined he was wrong.  “He’s

just mimicking the way his mom talks,” the therapist said to his assistant, within earshot

of Maria.

          By the time I came along, English was the official language of the household; not

that Spanish ever stood a chance in our neck of the woods.  It never struck me as unusual

that I couldn’t speak directly to my grandmother from Texas.  She spoke only Spanish,

and I only English, so our conversations, which were minimal, always included

translators.  She scolded Mom for not passing on her language, but that didn’t change
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anything.  When we took the very occasional vacation to visit mom’s family in Texas,

Grandma Francesca was the only person I couldn’t speak with, outside of physical and

visual communication, such as hugs and smiles.  Everyone else—aunts, uncles,

cousins—spoke both languages.  I remember standing in her kitchen as a child listening

to Grandma Francesca talk, but not being sure as to whether she was talking to me. So I

dumbly nodded my head as she spoke to indicate I was listening, in case she was

speaking to me, though I understood nothing of what she said.  I wondered how one

could get along without speaking English.

          My brother had trouble with his studies in the fourth grade, and Mom met his

teacher, Mr. Porter, for a parent/teacher conference. When Mr. Porter learned Mom spoke

Spanish and wasn’t teaching it to us, he assured her she was doing us a disservice.  This

was in 1980. In hindsight his comments are prescient, particularly coming from a teacher

who taught in a small, homogenous town such as ours.  She did try to teach us again, but

by then we weren’t interested, and the words weren’t penetrating our gray matter. She

rationalized away our need for Spanish while living in Ohio.  Why would we need to

learn Spanish in the Buckeye state? We spoke “unaccented” English, which was

something she desired for herself. Surely we would never leave Ohio since that was

where our family lived.  Everything would work out fine.

*

Yo te estoy pidiendo un gran favor.

I am asking you for a big favor.

The presente progresivo (present progressive) is formed with a conjugated

form of the verb estar, plus a gerund (add –ando to the stem of –ar verbs

and –iendo to the stem of –er/-ir verbs).  (Note: the stem for pedir is irregular: pid-)
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          Isadoro and Ulises met with their coyote in Gracias A Dios, Guatemala. A fitting

name for their starting point considering Isadoro found himself fluctuating between two

prayers during his journey: Please, God and Thank you, God. It was here where they

were christened with new names, and sent on their way. It was here where the coyotes

explained everything to the travelers: what Mexican money looked like, what Mexican

Spanish sounded like. They planned out the next steps they would take: which bus they’d

ride, who would go with whom.

          Ulises and Isadoro went in two different groups, each group led by its own coyote.

They left the bus station on different buses destined for the same place: Cardenaf. Once

there, they would board another bus and continue on to meet in the mountains, where

their first safe house was located. When Isadoro’s bus crossed the Mexican/Guatemalan

border, there were police everywhere. The bus pulled up to a small border office, but the

police inside didn’t ask for any identification from the travelers on the bus. The vehicle

entered the country, and they made their way to Cardenaf, then boarded another bus to

the next small town. There Isadoro and the coyote met a guy with a truck who drove them

to a house near the mountains where they were to meet Ulises’ group. Isadoro and his

coyote were late though, and the other group had continued on to the safe house. Isadoro

and the coyote followed suit, and after walking for thirty minutes, they found themselves

at the safe house. The Mexican family that lived there received payment from the coyotes

for being part of the transportation route. Reunited, the boys fell asleep at 11:00 p.m. and

were woken two hours later to begin their nighttime march through the mountains.

          There is a legend that when Hernán Cortés returned to Spain to report on the New

World he had “discovered,” the King asked him to describe the land of Mexico. “Cortés
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picked up a piece of paper, crumpled it, and tossed it on the table. ‘This is Mexico.’ he

said.” 1 The paper represented the mountainous quality of the country’s landscape.

During their crossing, the boys journeyed through a mountain range called Sierra Madre

de Chiapas. They walked through forests and climbed steep terrain. After a couple of

hours of walking, Ulises’ body couldn’t tolerate the sudden demands being made on it, or

the demanding topography he found himself in. He started vomiting. By the light of the

full moon Isadoro could see blood mixed in with the bile. They couldn’t stop their

forward progress, but the cousins started walking much slower than the rest of the group.

And when Ulises said, I can’t walk anymore, Isadoro dragged him along. When they

arrived at a bus station in San Diego, Chiapas, Mexico, they had been walking for 5 1/2

hours.

          There would be no rest. When they arrived at their destination, the coyote gave

them directions for their next stop, and then went his own way.  Isadoro and Ulises

boarded a bus to Tuxtla Gutierrez. With their fake Mexican identification cards hidden in

their shoes, the boys said silent prayers to God whenever Mexican immigration officials

boarded the buses to check paperwork. Officials boarded often.  They jabbed mirrors

attached to poles underneath the bus carriage in case a desperate but illegal soul

wrapped himself in the guts of the vehicle. They questioned travelers at random. Perhaps

they decided on whom by the color of his shirt, or the color of her hair. Perhaps they

used numbers, and counted back five rows, then questioned the people in that row. The

only certainty is that they never questioned Isadoro and Ulises.

                                                  
1 Mexico: the Land by Bobbie Kalman, p. 4
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          The boys feared being questioned. One mistake in their back-stories and everything

would be in jeopardy. Both needed to remember they were from the Mexican state of

Chiapas. Both needed to remember they had reasons for traveling, had places they’d

been, and places they were going. But when they saw officials board their bus, their

nerves frayed the back-story, and made their stomachs flip and flip again. They had

worked out what they would do if detained by immigration. Isadoro told Ulises, “If

immigration takes me, you keep going and if you arrive in the United States, you call

Guatemala and tell them I’m with immigration. If the immigration takes you, I’ll keep

going.  If immigration takes us, we don’t speak and we hope in God.”  Their

unquestioned passage through Mexico was nothing short of divine intervention.

*

          I left Ohio at the first opportunity. When my mom, aunt and I arrived at my new

apartment in West Palm Beach, Florida we couldn’t find anyone in the office to retrieve

the apartment keys from. The door was locked, even though we were there during normal

office hours.  We stood in the stifling heat, unadjusted to such temperatures, and looked

around the complex. I took in the overgrown grass, the run down cars in the parking lot,

the broken gate at the entrance, and I immediately regretted choosing this apartment. I

had reserved it over the Internet and chose it based on price.  The adage “you get what

you pay for” came to mind; however, I was paying $575 a month, which was just short of

breaking my bank, and the highest rent I had ever paid in my life, so to learn this complex

was what one gets for that amount was disappointing.

         “I hate this place,” I said without having laid eyes on the actual apartment I’d be

living in.  Two maintenance men drove a golf cart to the front of the office and stopped to
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ask what was wrong.  They asked in Spanish and Mom replied in the same language.  I

stood on the sidelines of their conversation, trying to recognize words using my four-

years of high school Spanish.  Only one word stuck out: “gordita.”  Gordita? Is he calling

someone fat?  What does that have to do with getting the keys to my apartment?

          After they left, I asked whether he had used the word “gordita” and if it meant fat.

Mom explained that it was an affectionate term, a diminutive form of the word fat,

indicated by “ita.” It could be translated as chubby, and he used it to describe the

appearance of the lady that worked in the office, the one we should be keeping an eye out

for. “He wasn’t calling her fat,” she said, but I was skeptical.  Even if “ita” indicated

affection, I couldn’t imagine a young woman not taking offence. Perhaps it was my

knowledge that “gordo” translates to “fat” in English.  To me, adding “ita” did not add

affection or lessen the description because I couldn’t get past the root word.

          Understanding Spanish words had become important to me only when I learned I

was moving to South Florida.  Having lived in the Midwest my entire life, I didn’t realize

there were places in the United States where people didn’t speak English. I knew people

could be bilingual, or that one person in a family may not speak English, while everyone

else did (like my Grandmother in Texas), but it never occurred to me that groups of

people could live in the United States—drive, work, shop—and not learn English.

          My paternal uncle was the first to open my eyes to the situation: “You know you’re

going to have to learn Spanish when you move to South Florida.  Every one speaks

Spanish there.  You may as well be moving to Cuba.”  I had not known this and thought

it ridiculous that I should be the one compelled to learn Spanish.  This was the United

States, right?  An English speaking country the last I checked. However, the prospect of
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not being able to communicate with large groups of people didn’t appeal to me either, so

I started quizzing Mom over the ins and outs of Spanish, as if I could quickly make up for

all the years I hadn’t given it a second thought.

*

Nosotros tenemos hambre. Hay que comer algo.

We’re hungry. We have to eat something.

When the verb phrase hay que is used

to express “one must,” it is always followed

by a verb in the infinitive form.

          At the safe house in the mountains, the wanderers had been given information

about where to meet the coyote in Tuxtla Gutierrez.  They were to meet at a park called

La Marimba. Mexico is an enormous country to traverse. It stretches for 758,449 square

miles, and approximately 108,700,891 people live there. 503,320 people reside in Tuxtla

Gutierrez.  The boys made their way through the city, and found the park. However their

coyote never showed up. Hours passed. Isadoro and Ulises waited, not knowing what to

do if the coyote didn’t arrive. After waiting for as long as they could, they took a taxi to

Oaxaca, the next planned stop on their route.

          The boys went to their designated hotel in Oaxaca, and at the hotel was another

coyote. Isadoro and Ulises arrived at the hotel around 2:00 p.m., and got their room.  At

8:00 p.m. that night their other coyote arrived from Tuxtla Gutierrez, furious. “Why

didn’t you wait for me?” he screamed, and emphasized his anger with bursts of

obscenities. Though Isadoro and Ulises had been where they were told to be, when they

were told to be there, they didn’t fight back with the coyote, didn’t argue. The coyotes

carried guns; it was not wise to anger them. The guns, however, didn’t deter the
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wanderers from finally inquiring about food. When the traveling arrangements were

being made with the families in Guatemala, they were assured the coyotes would have

food for the boys. They lied. Isadoro asked, “Where’s our food?” The coyote replied,

“Where’s my money?”

          Once he cooled down, the coyote told them how to get to their next bus. The

following day the boys left Oaxaca and continued through Huajuapan, Puebla, and into

Mexico City. At the safe house there, the lady gave them water, but no food.  They were

grateful for the water, for any act of kindness at all.

          From Mexico City they boarded a bus for San Luis Potosi. When they arrived,

arrangements had been made for them at another hotel.  They slept on the floor of the

servants’ quarters. “We needed food, water, to wash, but…nothing,” Isadoro remembers.

When the coyote met them here, he finally offered them some food.  Food he had brought

from Guatemala. Food that was a week old. It was a mixture of tomato slices, French

fries, boiled eggs, and other rancid ingredients. It had been exposed to the same heat and

elements as the travelers. It was old, spoiled, inedible. The coyote couldn’t buy fresh food

in Mexico because doing so might have drawn attention to himself. Though they had

traveled for so many days with next to no sustenance, the migrants couldn’t bring

themselves to eat the rancid food the coyote provided.  They continued on with only water

in their systems.

          The boys boarded a bus for Monterrey. The old vehicle was full of people, and it

wound its way through the Mexican mountainside where it got a flat tire. The driver

pulled to the side of the road and made everyone exit the bus. Isadoro and Ulises were

famished at this point. They sat on the side of the road and watched as other passengers
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unpacked their lunches and started eating. Desperate for food, Isadoro thought to

himself, “Help me God, please.” He walked over to a Mexican woman eating tacos and

chili peppers and said, “Excuse me. We are from Guatemala and we are trying to get to

the United States. Can you spare some food? We are very hungry.” “Of course,” she

replied. Ulises and Isadoro sat close to her and they shared sustenance next to their

broken bus.

*

¿Cómo se siente María hoy? Tiene la cara triste.

How is Maria feeling today? She looks sad.

The reflexive pronoun se agrees with the subject Maria.

          When Maria Fryre was 18-years-old, an old woman—a homegrown mystic of

sorts—was visiting with Maria’s mother, and told her that Maria’s heart had been broken

since she was a child. The mystic sensed sadness, but the teenager dismissed the old

woman’s comment as geriatric nonsense.

          Maria was born in Torreon, Mexico and was baptized at birth because the doctor’s

didn’t think she would live. She was born in January, during a cold spell. The family

wasn’t prepared for the baby; they didn’t know the mother was pregnant. The lack of

preparation meant they didn’t have blankets available, so the first few days of her life

they kept her wrapped in newspapers. She was born out of wedlock, and her mother left

her to be raised by her grandmother, Adela, a hard Mexican woman and devout Catholic

who had taught herself how to read and write, and who ruled the house with an iron fist.

For the first year of Maria’s life, when wealthier family members came to visit her

grandmother, Adela would hide Maria out of sight.
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          During her childhood, Maria had her share of odd and, sometimes, unfortunate

experiences. When she was a toddler, she was left in the backyard for a short time, and

when the family came back to get her, they found her playing in the yard with a snake.

Around the age of six, she was looking out a window, enjoying the sight of a

thunderstorm—“We were not used to seeing them”—when she was struck by lightning.

Her younger brother was standing next to her, but was not hurt. At eight-years-old, she

broke her left leg while playing with the dogs, and a family member made a splint for her

leg; this leg would bother her for the rest of her life. She doesn’t know whether or not she

was taken to the doctor; she just knows she grew up hearing the story about how she had

broken her leg. At the age of 10, she contracted Typhoid fever. She did nothing but sleep.

All of her hair fell out. She would wake up and hear her grandmother crying, fearful that

the child may die. People speculated Maria got Typhoid from undercooked pork. After a

month, she came out of the illness.

          When Maria turned 18, her mother was living in El Paso, Texas with her husband,

and together they’d had five more children.  Maria’s stepfather was an American citizen,

so when she decided to apply for a green card, his citizenship was useful. The application

process for a green card was tedious and long. To be considered, she needed to provide

police records and a certificate of health.  She had to have three letters of reference from

businesses that knew the family. The people from a local grocery store, and a local

furniture store wrote letters for her.  She doesn’t remember the third company that helped

her. The whole process took a year, and each time a letter from the government arrived in

the mail, rather than an approval or denial for the green card, it was a request for more

information. Maria speculates that the reason so many migrants choose to come illegally
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to the country today is because they wouldn’t be able to withstand the scrutiny their

histories and records would go under if they filed an application for admission into the

country.

          After a year, she received permission to enter the United States to work. She

eventually found employment with a factory, which was her aim in moving to the U.S.

She knew factory work paid well, and she wanted to make as much money as she could.

As a child, seeing the Indian women on the street begging, she would pull close to her

grandmother and ask, “Will we ever end up like that?” Her grandmother shooed away

such childish worries, but they haunted her, and she knew she wanted to find a job that

would keep her financially secure.

          Maria had taken only the basics of English while attending school in Mexico. “I

didn’t have any use in it. People would say, ‘If you’re smart, you’ll learn English.’ Yeah,

whatever.” However, after moving to El Paso she took English classes at night school to

help her with job applications. El Paso is very much a bilingual place; her mother, a

resident of the city, never learned to speak English.  In the family household, Spanish was

the dominant language, but in the schools, where her half-brothers and sisters spent their

days, and in the workforce, one was expected to speak English.

         It was while she was ensconced with life in El Paso that she met the friend of a

friend who would change her surroundings, completely. Her older cousin was dating an

Army man stationed in the area. This Army man had an Army friend that her cousin

wanted to introduce her to.  Gary O’Brien had recently returned from Vietnam, and was

stationed in El Paso. He was twenty years old, and smoked a pipe—a trait Maria found

quite intriguing. Even though he didn’t speak Spanish, and she spoke halting English,
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they clicked. After six months, he asked her to marry him. They were married at the

courthouse—her cousin and his Army friend served as witnesses—with a small family

reception following.  He wanted to take her away to his hometown in Ohio. He told her if

she didn’t like it there, they would return to Texas. A week after their ceremony, they left

for the Midwest.

*

Ellos se lavaron en el río.

They washed themselves in the river.

When an action is being performed on oneself,

it requires a reflexive pronoun.

          Ulises and Isadoro made it to Monterrey. They took another bus to Reynosa, a

border town where there was a safe house for them to stay in, and where they received a

new coyote—one that would get them across the Rio Grande, and into the United States.

The boys stayed in the safe house for five days. A family lived here and they were very

kind to the migrants. They provided them with food and drinks, so Ulises and Isadoro

were finally satiated. When the boys arrived, they were supposed to leave the next day.

However, the new coyote decided it was a bad idea because he could see U.S.

immigration officers patrolling the borders with helicopters. It took five days before the

coyote felt comfortable leading the boys across, though the migrants didn’t mind waiting

because they had the comforts of home in this safe house. When the coyote decided it was

time, they all left the house at 1:00 a.m. and headed in the direction of the Rio Grande.

          The Rio Grande snakes its way between Mexico and Texas, and eventually turns

north into New Mexico. At 1,885 miles, it’s the fourth longest river in the United States.

For economic migrants traveling to the United States, it’s the obstacle that visibly
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separates them from their goal. The coyotes had told the boys and their families that they

would have boats or kayaks for the river crossing, but this turned out to be one more lie.

The wanderers walked to the edge of the river, stripped off their clothes and put them in

plastic bags. They entered the frigid water, balanced the plastic bags on their heads and

necks, and began swimming across. The current fought with them as they pushed

through, swimming for one minute, four minutes, eight minutes, eleven minutes, fifteen

minutes. Their skin burned from the water’s icy touch. The nights in the desert are

brutally cold, and the Rio Grand water matches that night air. When they emerged on the

American side of the river, the feeling was gone from toes and fingers. Quickly, quickly,

quickly! the coyote snapped, as they fumbled for their clothes, shoving legs into pants,

feet into shoes. Quickly, quickly! and the group began running through the dark desert.

They tripped over stones, and stumbled on uneven ground. They ran for 150 minutes.

They ran because they were in America.

¿Conoces la Estatua de la Libertad?

Do you know the Statue of Liberty?

Conocer is used to express acquaintance

with a person, place, or thing.

          When they finally stopped running, they were in a place to meet yet another

coyote—one who would help them across land. He drove a sports car; Isadoro climbed in

the front and crouched under the passenger seat; Ulises climbed in the back and

crouched between the front and back seats. Two other migrants climbed in the small

trunk. The boys remained crouched for what felt like a long time, miserably long. Even

though he had walked through the mountains, suffered from hunger, and swam through
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the frigid Rio Grande, Ulises remembers crouching in this car as the worst part of his

travels.

          The coyote drove them to a safe house in McAllen, Texas. The house had

electricity, but no running water. Another coyote would arrive each evening and bring

them food. He would sleep overnight and leave them in the morning. The house had no

furniture. They stayed here during Christmas week and slept on the floor.  The first night

Isadoro and Ulises spent their time getting to know the other two migrants who were

journeying with them. They talked about their hometowns, how they met the coyotes,

where they were going, and compared how much each of them was paying to be taken to

the Unites States.

          After that first night of conversation, life at the safe house in McAllen became

boring. They waited, looked out the window, wished they were already at their

destinations. They spent two days sitting around. Then, on the third day, the coyote gave

them access to a small television he kept in the room he had claimed for himself. He told

them they could watch it for a few hours while he was gone. The travelers were thrilled

for the distraction. “I don’t know what we watched,” Isadoro says, “because it was in

English, but we were happy to have a TV.”

*

          After living in Florida for a few months, I started carrying around a Spanish cheat

sheet. It didn’t help a great deal in my pronunciation, but I could at least pull it out and

point to a question when I was trying to communicate to someone in Spanish. On a

different day of CLO hunting (we hunted CLOs a lot), I drove down Dixie Highway,

scanning both sides of the street, looking for something to catch my eye. I must have
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been looking for a while—I can’t quite recall—because I stopped to photograph two guys

playing basketball. Not the most unusual scenario, but useful when a scenario is needed. I

parked my car and observed. The guys looked Cuban, which meant they might not speak

English, but I needed a picture, so I was willing to take the chance and approach them.

          When they saw me walking toward them, one of them stuck the ball under his arm,

and both strolled over to me. “¿Hablás Ingles?” I asked and they said no. I began to

blather on in my Spanglish way, told them who I was, why I stopped, asked them if I

could take their picture. During my jumbled soliloquy, I saw them glance at each other,

smirks emerging. Once I finished, they laughed outright, didn’t even give me an answer.

Just turned around, walked back to the court with their ball, laughing the entire distance.

          I was furious. Indignant. As I walked back to the car, I thought, how dare they

laugh at me when I’m only trying to speak their language as a courtesy to them! They

should know how to speak English. They are living in the United States, after all. From

that point I decided I wasn’t trying any longer. I was fed up with trying to speak Spanish,

feeling like a fool with my efforts, knowing I sounded ridiculous to the native ear, and

then being laughed at to boot. I would restrict myself to “No hablo español!”

          This was a difficult motto to have, considering I looked Hispanic, and I often

wondered whether the people thought I was lying:

   • Walking through the parking lot at Dunkin Donuts on Dixie Highway, a rough

looking character, possibly homeless, approached me and began speaking in Spanish.

“No hablo español,” I said and continued into the coffee shop. He looked puzzled, and

continued shuffling down the street. I hope he wasn’t in need of help, I thought to myself

while standing in line, feeling a tad guilty over how quickly I brushed him away.
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   • Perusing items at a Goodwill, a young woman walked up and began speaking to me.

In Spanish. “Lo, siento. No hablo español,” I replied. She gave an awkward smile, shifted

her eyes to the floor, and said “sorry” as she walked away.

   • One evening I was sent to cover a fire at a photo studio down the street from the

newspaper. I chose to walk, and on my way I passed a couple of guys—Cuban, I

assumed—and I kept my eyes down, not wanting to encourage conversation, not even a

passing ‘hola.’ I arrived at the scene of the fire and began shooting from across the street.

I was in a bit of a rush, and spot news events are always stressful. You never know if the

police are going to reprimand you for crossing boundaries, or if the victims are going to

scream in your face for taking advantage of their bum luck. I was discreet and firing

away with my camera when a guy walked up to me and began speaking to me in Spanish.

More than a little agitated to have my work interrupted, I turned to him and said, “No

hablo español!” I saw his friend standing a few feet away, hands in pockets, watching. I

raised the camera back to my eye to continue photographing the scene. He tapped on my

shoulder, and when I turned around, he held out his hand to give me my work notebook.

The one with all my caption information in it. The one with many of my contacts’ phone

numbers in it. The one that would have been terrible to lose. The one that fell out of my

photo bag when I walked to the scene of the fire. The one he picked up to return to me. I

thanked him profusely in English and Spanish. He smiled and walked away. I continued

working, feeling much smaller than when had I arrived.

*

          After five days in McAllen, a man in an SUV came to the house to pick up the

coyote and migrants. He drove them to a section of desert and dry farm land to continue
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their journey. They climbed the barbed wire blocking the entrance to the desert and

began walking. After a distance, the sand started sucking out the energy from their legs.

They grew tired, and the ground they walked upon became one more element working

against them. As they walked onward, they spotted immigration officers patrolling the

area on horse and by SUV. Isadoro’s breath caught as he and Ulises ducked behind a

collection of trees, scrub brush, and cacti. Isadoro covered Ulises’ body with his own as

they waited—prayed—for the officers to pass by. They waited with hearts beating in ears,

as the officers perused the deserted desert, looking for anything, yet not seeing the people

that were there. It felt longer and scarier than five minutes. To have made it so far, then

be in plain sight of immigration officers, in daylight.  The officers moved on, not seeing.

          Quickly, quickly! The coyote prodded the group to walk again. During the heat of

the day they shed the thin sweaters that didn’t keep them warm in the cool night. The

boys lugged three gallons of water with them, a gallon in the backpack and one for each

to carry. The coyote had given them the water before they left the safe house in McAllen.

As they pressed through the heat, the coyote demanded a drink of the boys’ water.  He

had his own water.  He was the best prepared of all the travelers—he had sweaters and

gloves for the frigid nights, and water for the heat of day and traveling. “I need water,”

he commanded the boys.  “Why? This is our water!” Isadoro retorted. Even in the

present, the memory brings angry cracks to Isadoro’s voice. “If you can’t give me water,

you can stay here,” the coyote replied.  The boys had no argument for this; they

surrendered some of their water. Everyone continued on.

          At 1:00 in the afternoon, they had been walking for hours when something under a

tree, near some rocks, caught their eye. It looked like someone lying on the ground.
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Bones. Human bones—skeletons of travelers who didn’t make it to where they were

going. Perhaps they had been injured, or dehydrated, or sick, or exhausted—there were

many reasons to succumb in the desert. As they walked past, Isadoro prayed silently,

“Please God, I need to arrive.”

*

          Ohio wasn’t the kindest place for someone conscious of her inability to speak

proper English. When Maria decided to look for a job, her foreignness became more

pronounced. Employers had a hard time understanding her and didn’t hesitate saying so.

When she started working at Holophane, the factory she would stay with until the present

day, she met more people who were willing to point out her otherness.  She worked in an

assembly line, and was packing finished light fixtures—the last step in the line, and often

the hardest work. A woman, similar in age to Maria, but blond with blue eyes, turned to

her and said, Hey, do you know you talk with an accent? Maria was baffled by this

remark, and responded simply with, yes, I know, and continued working. A little while

later, the woman said, did you know I don’t like Mexican food? Maria, again baffled,

didn’t stop working as she said, yeah, a lot of people don’t. She wasn’t going to let the

woman’s passive aggressive behavior get her. This interaction happened in 1978 when

Maria was 29 years old. 30 years later, in 2008, during a disagreement with Maria over

the procedures of their work area, this same woman said to her, I can’t understand you

anyway.

          This attitude—this statement—heard numerous times over the years in more

diplomatic ways than that, is what chipped away at Maria’s confidence in her speech.

“I’ve been here for nearly 40 years, and I still have an accent,” she says, sounding
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mournful of the fact.  She describes a recent incident when she visited a flea market in a

rural area of Ohio. She came across an item she was interested in that had a different

sticker price than the price advertised by the sign on the table. When she asked which

price was correct, she got The Look. “I know the look when they don’t understand what I

say,” which is when she starts pointing, and gesturing with her hands.

          “The most difficult thing is getting enough nerve to just talk, or when people don’t

understand you when you feel you’re talking just like them,” she says. Another colleague

from works laughs at her whenever she says the name “Judy.” To her ears she’s saying it

the way she hears everybody else say it, but this guy’s laughter indicates otherwise.

“Sometimes it hurts your feelings, makes you self-conscious. It’s a good way to put me

down, I think.”

          While speaking to her, I’m reminded of an English class I attended for migrants at

one of the resource centers in South Florida. The students were working on the th sound.

Together with the teacher, they repeated it over and over:

birthday

birth date

Thursday

thirteen

thirty

thirsty

The teacher emphasized the th—her tongue tip rolling against the back of her front teeth,

creating the thick th sound. The students, native Spanish speakers, repeated after her:

birtday
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birt date

Tursday

terteen

tirty

tirsty

Thursday and thirsty sounded nearly alike. She returned the words with the proper th

sound, and they echoed her, minus the th. Just t. To them, it sounded the same. To the

teacher and me, it was missing the th. However, I could still understand what they were

saying, in the same way I can hear the difference between Maria’s “Judy,”—the j

pronounced more like a y—and the way her coworkers say “Judy,” but the difference is

negligible, and certainly not laughter inducing, except to be malicious.

*

          In the heat of desert day they walked; in the freezing night they walked. When they

walked in darkness, it was total. There was no ambient light in the desert, except for

when the moon was bright enough to lend some help. Ulises unwittingly walked into a

cactus, needles puncturing up and down his legs. The pain brought him to a halt as the

others continued forward, not seeing he had stopped. “Help me, please!” he cried out.

The coyote wanted to press on—no stopping for any reason. “Please, can you wait?”

Isadoro asked the coyote. “Let me go and help my cousin.” The coyote relented. Quickly!

Quickly! Isadoro ran back to Ulises. Ulises took down his pants and Isadoro felt his legs

for needles. He couldn’t see anything—he could only feel. As fast as he could, he

removed the thin needles from Ulises’ legs, needling his own hands in the process. It took

him ten minutes to remove enough needles that Ulises could keep walking.
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          Their legs were tired. Their bodies were chilled. They had been walking for hours.

As a group, they decided to rest, to lie down on the cold ground and close their eyes, to

be still for 20 minutes. When it was time to start again, they were too weak to stand up.

Even the coyote struggled a little, and he was a veteran of this experience. Their legs felt

like bags of sand that were impossible to lift and lift again—impossible to use for upright,

forward motion

          They came to a barbed wired fence, and on the other side was a man waiting in a

sports car. It was the same coyote who had driven them to the desert in an SUV and

dropped them off. They grappled their way over the fence and climbed in the car; the

boys squeezed back under the seats for the five-hour drive to Houston.

          When they arrived in Houston, they were taken to an apartment. The boys thought

the coyotes were going to drive them to Florida—at least that was the original plan. They

listened as the coyotes talked about money, about the migrants, and about who would

drive them to Florida. Finally, the coyotes told the boys that they needed to buy a bus

ticket for the rest of the trip: $500 a piece. The coyotes called family members in

Guatemala, who called an uncle in South Florida. The uncle would pay the money once

they arrived in town. The coyotes took the boys to the bus station and made arrangements

with the bus driver to take them to Florida, C.O.D. The coyotes threatened the boys, told

them if the money wasn’t waiting for the driver when he got to Florida, bad things would

happen to their families in Guatemala, and then they left them at the bus terminal, where

they waited four hours for the final leg of their journey to begin. There were a lot of

Hispanics on the bus: Guatemalans, Nicaraguans, Mexicans, Salvadorans.  On the side

of the bus was the company name: Transportes Latinos. Roughly translated: Latino
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Transportation.  After days of walking, and hiding, and trying to blend with the

surroundings, the boys boarded a bus that proudly proclaimed that it transports Latinos.

It made them a little nervous.

*

          Maria’s awareness of her speech and accent took a turn for the serious at the start

of 2007. During one of our weekly conversations, she said, “I applied for a passport

today.” I was surprised. I knew Mom was not a fan of traveling, and she had lived this

long without needing or wanting a passport. I imagined her having a sudden burst of

wanderlust; her need for a passport indicating a sudden desire to go out and see foreign

places. “Where are you going?” I asked.  “No where,” she said. “I just wanted to see

where I stand with everything. I saw on the news that in some small town in Ohio, they

raided a house in the middle of the night looking for illegals. I figure if I can apply for a

passport and receive one, then I know all my paperwork is in order.”

          Mom had been a naturalized citizen since 1982, but the recent rise in targeting

Hispanics for immigration purposes had made her nervous. What if her papers were not

properly filed?  What if someone came knocking on her door at 3:00 a.m., and she

couldn’t identify herself, or couldn’t find the words to speak, or they wouldn’t listen

because she has an accent, and, therefore, must be illegal. “You’re a legal citizen,” I said.

“I really don’t think you have anything to worry about.” She didn’t hesitate with her

response. “But I look and sound like a foreigner. I can see myself getting sent back to

Mexico because there’s a mix up in my paperwork. I figure if I can get a passport, then I

know everything is in order. Besides, now you have to have one to go to Mexico, so I’ll

need one anyway.”
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*

          Listening to Lou Dobbs on CNN, I knew he had a point. He was railing against

“illegal aliens,” and how they take American jobs, make demands on American

government, take advantage of the American health system, etc. I could acknowledge a

certain black and whiteness to the immigration debate. The country has immigration

laws, and when they’re broken, the perpetrators, once found, should be deported.  I

couldn’t, however, get past his rhetoric, his tone.  I listened, and I heard him talk about

“illegal aliens,” and I knew his words danced a fine line between inflammatory, fear

mongering, and outright racism. He and his correspondents connected all American ills to

“illegal aliens.” They were bringing leprosy to the country, forming gangs, selling drugs,

robbing neighborhoods, drinking and driving. They were streaming across the border

from Mexico to infiltrate a neighborhood near you. He sounded preposterous. I lived in a

community with a very large economic migrant population, and I still knew Lou’s

blathering to be exaggerated.  What unnerved me, though, was the invitation to

discriminate against this group, to fight against them because they were taking America

down the tubes. Illegal aliens, specifically from Mexico, were a scourge that we, as

American citizens, needed to rise up against. It unnerved me, not because U.S. laws

shouldn’t be upheld, but because the rhetoric leant itself to fine-line crossing. It felt as

though CNN was sanctioning angry actions toward illegal immigrants, but indicators for

whether or not someone fell into the category of “illegal” were based almost exclusively

on visual identifiers, with the primary identifier being brown skin.

*
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El cielo es como una seda azul.

The sky is like blue silk.

Como without an accent is the relative

pronoun as or like. (Note: cómo with

an accent is used in the question How…?)

           On the drive south, when the bus driver entered Florida, he eventually made his

way to the turnpike. Isadoro and Ulises were scared when the driver came to a stop at the

tollbooth window. They had made it this far, and now they might be busted, might be sent

back to square one. They waited and listened as the driver interacted with the booth

operator. They exchanged money, and the bus rolled on. The boys breathed easier. It was

only in hindsight that they realized it was a tollbooth the driver went through, and not an

immigration check. The bus eventually dropped them off in Palm Beach County, Florida.

As they walked off the bus and onto the streets of South Florida, their final destination,

Isadoro said one more prayer: Finished. Thank you, God.

          Their uncle met them at the stop and paid $1000 to the driver. While in Guatemala,

the boys had been told that their uncle lived in Miami. When they looked around Palm

Beach County, they thought, “Where are the skyscrapers?” It was good to have arrived

though, to be with family again, to have the journey behind them. When recalling his

arrival, Isadoro says, “It was kind of exciting, it was kind of homesick, it was kind of

everything.”

*

          The fact that brown skin was the most prominent identifier as to whether someone

was labeled a foreigner became more pronounced to me when I started volunteering with

a resource center for day laborers in South Florida. In my mind, I had always self-
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identified as a Midwesterner, “feeling” more white than Mexican. I grew up surrounded

by white folks, with the exception of my mother. The only reason I didn’t claim to be

white was because other people saw me differently. As a teen at a predominantly white

school, I was reminded of this difference with slurs such as wetback, spic, nigger lips,

nigger nose. Eventually I grew to embrace the difference, and decided that though I had

little connection to the Mexican culture, I would describe myself as Mexican, simply

because that seemed to make the most sense for those looking at me.

          I felt fraudulent, considering I couldn’t even communicate in the language. When I

started volunteering at a resource center for day laborers, I became known as the Chicana

who couldn’t speak Spanish. But I also knew that to those driving by the center, who saw

me walking through the parking lot, I could have been just as undocumented as any other

dark-skinned man or woman entering the building. That’s an interesting place to be,

knowing that I blend in with a group of people that others actively come and protest

against. The protesters say they protest illegality, but illegality is an assumption they

make based on visual identifiers. Not everyone that walks in and out of the various day

labor resource centers in South Florida is undocumented.

          Maria negotiates this place of blending too, with a little more concern considering

her accent is one more identifier that people can use to make assumptions. She tells me

stories about going into restaurants and people looking at her for a little too long, or with

a little too much interest. “They’re probably wondering what that foreigner is doing

here,” she says with a laugh. I tell her not to be so paranoid and negative. Her English is

fine, and the people are probably staring because of her good looks. But she still hesitates

too much when speaking on the phone, trying to make sure she’s speaking as clearly as
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possible when all her hesitated effort makes her less clear (Just talk like you’re speaking

to me, I tell her, don’t hesitate or over think what you’re saying. You speak perfectly

fine.) She compares herself to Inspector Clouseau from the Pink Panther films, and

wishes she could have the righteous indignation he displays when someone

misunderstands him. She still hasn’t met my mother-in-law, a retired English teacher;

Maria dreads the thought of chatting with her. And I still can’t speak Spanish.
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Trilling R’s

          Trilling r’s was my Achilles’ heel. When Isadoro and I practiced Spanish, he would

roll his tongue in slow motion when pronouncing a word with the double “r,” so I could

see what form the tongue should take. It was all about tongue placement. My mimicry

fell flat; the quick rolling beauty of trilled r’s became exaggerated and sounded like

Eartha Kitt’s Cat Woman purr when they left my mouth. “Like this,” Isadoro would say,

and he would repeat the word. I’d repeat after him, and when he laughed I knew I still

hadn’t mastered my tongue. I was quick to frustration, and always ready to move on to a

different lesson.

          Isadoro, on the other hand, grew stronger in his English every time we met, his

desire for assimilation into the American culture evidently stronger than mine for the

Hispanic culture. When I tutored him in English, he would ask me to pronounce a word

over and over so often that it would begin to sound foreign to my own ear. I’d have to

stop for a moment, until the strangeness of the repetition left me, and I could say the

word naturally again. He would repeat after me, and if I indicated that he was close

enough to the correct pronunciation, he would become exasperated and say, “Please, help

me say it correctly.” He didn’t want to be close enough; he wanted his pronunciation to

be perfect.  When eating out at a restaurant, he would order from the menu, and as soon
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as the waitress was out of earshot, he would lean in and say, “How was my English?” I

admired his willingness to practice his English in any venue that presented itself.

          I had a new appreciation for this after staying with my aunt and uncle for four days

in Juarez, Mexico in the summer of 2008. None of them spoke English, though I believe

my uncle could understand it better than he let on. He has worked in construction for as

long as I can remember, and he drives across the border to Texas every day for work,

which means he comes into contact with English pretty frequently. He seemed to

understand me when I spoke in English, but he always responded in Spanish. I had been

excited to immerse myself in Spanish, but after only a few hours, the simplest of

questions and responses became an exercise in frustration, and, sometimes,

embarrassment, though that was because I took myself too seriously.

          At restaurants, I deferred to pointing to the menu when ordering.  I relied on my

mother to be my translator. Even when I knew how to respond, or what to say, I’d

hesitate to the point of not responding at all. Even though my brain could produce

reasonably understandable responses that may not be grammatically correct, my tongue

simply refused to participate.  Each morning I’d wake with every intention of trying

again, yet would stop trying after only a few hours. My comprehension improved, but my

stammering, anglicized pronunciations didn’t. I couldn’t help but think of the tourist

stereotype one sometimes sees on television or the movies. The tourist that is utterly

ignorant of how he is mangling the native language in his attempt to speak it. My father

was like this when he visited the family in Texas. He would make the effort, and didn’t

care who laughed or how he sounded. And it was okay because he was a gringo from
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Ohio. Why would he be able to speak Spanish? Oh, to look and sound like a gringo

tourist, rather than look like a native and sound like a fool.

          When I needed an escape from the conversations I couldn’t follow, I’d retreat to

the bedroom that my family had turned into a guest room. I’d lie on the queen size

mattress and give my ears a break. It felt like hard work listening to and struggling to

understand simple verbal interactions. I knew I was getting a little better at

understanding, but only if the speaker spoke slowly, and with excellent enunciation. My

visit to Mexico was short and temporary, yet the struggle with language was exhausting. I

had a new appreciation for my mother’s struggle when she first moved to Ohio. I could

now imagine what it was like to be constantly smothered in a language you didn’t quite

grasp. I could empathize better with the migrant workers that lived from day to day

surrounded in this fog of foreign sounds. And I had new respect for those who adapted,

those who learned the language and worked at it constantly.

          Isadoro was one of those who worked at the language constantly. During our

English lessons he would pepper me with questions:

“Could you explain the difference between ‘tell,’ ‘say,’ ‘speak,’ and ‘talk’?

Because I know I can say, ‘tell me your name,’ but not, ‘say me your name.’

And what is the difference between ‘watch’ and ‘see’?

And ‘make’ and ‘do?

What does ‘gonna’ and ‘wanna’ mean?

Is there a rule that tells me when to use the word ‘to’ and ‘too’?”

I would laugh at his list of questions, and ask for a moment to think of the answers. I

would praise him for paying such close attention to the nuances of the language. I was
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thankful my struggle with Spanish was one of leisure, and not one of necessity. When I

grew tired of trying, I had the luxury of stopping, and the only thing that suffered was my

own practice. Isadoro’s struggle was constant and immediate. He had no rest, and he

asked for none.
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Midlife Surprises

          Amy never thought that in her 60th year of life, she’d be blessed with three sons.

She and her husband never wanted children; when he died of cancer in 2005, she

mourned her loss and adjusted to living alone. She enjoyed having her own space; she

was an only child until the age of 15, when her father and his new wife had children. She

said she couldn’t imagine living with anyone other than her husband. Today, however,

she finds herself living with two teenage boys, ages 14 and 16, and one 20-year-old, two

from Guatemala, the other from Mexico. When thinking of the life she led prior to

meeting the boys, she laughs and says, “I often look at my life and think to myself, who

is this person I’ve become?”

          The changes started innocently enough.  Amy and two friends were planning a trip

to Guatemala. They were going to go to language school there.  All three were volunteers

at a resource center in South Florida where day laborers go to look for work. The

majority of workers who find their way to this particular center are from two places:

Mexico and Guatemala. Amy told her fellow travelers to not say anything about the trip.

She knew that if the workers found out which town they were visiting, they would be

asked to take letters and pictures and gifts, and the women would spend much of their

time looking for the family members of workers that were living in South Florida. But

word got out about the trip, and a group of Guatemalan workers found out the women

were visiting their hometown.
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           The women offered to take letters home to the families. It seemed like the right

thing to do considering they were going to be in this town for five days.  Amy suggested

taking pictures of the workers for their families in Guatemala. She recalls, “My idea was

to hold up that day’s newspaper, so they’d [the family] see that day’s date on it, but it

looked a bit hostage like.”

          Amy asked one of the workers to write down the names and addresses and phone

numbers of the families they’d be visiting in Guatemala.  She didn’t know Isadoro at the

time, but it was he who wrote down the information and gave it to the women.  Amy

wanted to be sure they could find the workers’ families, and would know which Florida

worker the families were related to. “We lived by that sheet, except that they [the

families] found us. Because the guys all got on the phone and said white women are

coming and you’ll see them in town, you can’t miss them! And so they showed up on our

doorstep everywhere we turned. It was hilarious.”

          When they returned from that trip, they had many pictures to give the workers.

Amy and one of her fellow travelers arranged a time and place to show the photographs

to the men and other people from the resource center who were interested in hearing

about the trip. “I remember this distinctly because this was the beginning of my life as we

know it now,” she says.  The workers visited Amy and her colleague at the colleague’s

loft, and were given pictures from Guatemala to take home with them. Among the

workers were the cousins, fourteen-year-old Ulises and nineteen-year-old Isadoro. Amy

remembers, “I was ready to leave and Ulises stepped back in, and I didn’t even recognize

who was who at this point, and he goes ‘excuse me, I’m Ulises’ and I went ‘yes’ and he

goes ‘excuse me, when can I start school?’ And I went, ‘ummm…oh, well, I’m not sure,
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but we’re working on that now and we’ll get back to you,’ and then he kind of didn’t

leave.”

          Ulises waited for a more concrete answer.  Amy told him to stay there while she

went to find the Spanish speaking social worker from Colombia who was also a volunteer

at the center, and who had been perusing the pictures with everyone else. She found her

outside the loft, preparing to leave. Amy stopped her and said, “I have this kid upstairs,

and I don’t know what to do with him. He wants to go to school.”   The social worker

returned to the room to talk to Ulises and assured him they’d do whatever they could to

help him.  Amy felt better with the social worker’s help: “I still didn’t have the answers,

but at least I felt I wasn’t by myself.” The answers eventually came to Amy from those in

position to know the answers.

          A few days later at the monthly board meeting for the resource center, a town

councilman there directed Amy to the principal at the local middle school. When Amy

made contact with the principal, he said it would be no problem for Ulises to attend

school; they would need to fill out medical paperwork, and get inoculations.  “The next

thing I knew I was signing all these papers as his guardian so he could get medical [care],

and inoculations, and the next thing I knew he was my son…It’s like one thing followed

the next…life does sort of blindside me,” she laughs.

          I met Amy just when her life was changing gears, and she was becoming a mother;

Amy introduced Ulises as “my son.” I didn’t exactly know what that meant, but I would

soon learn.

          Ulises and his cousin, Isadoro, checked in with Amy everyday. She had not

considered Isadoro part of the familial equation because he was over 18, but he quickly
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became reliant on her too. She helped them with paperwork, with getting into school

(community college for Isadoro), with rent, with bills. She drew the line when it came to

living arrangements. She lived alone and that was not going to change.  Ulises and

Isadoro lived with their uncle in an apartment shared by two other migrants. Ulises often

joked that he wanted to move in with Amy, but she told him that would not happen.

          A third boy at the center, Emilio, noticed that Amy had taken Ulises and Isadoro

under her wing.  He received help with writing a note to her in English: Will you adopt

me? Amy brushed it off, told him she couldn’t. Besides, Emilio was 18 and had family

with him. Then things changed. It turned out Emilio had lied about his age so he could

work. He was actually15. His father and mother had returned home to Mexico to care for

an ailing family member. Emilio was left with only his roommate.  He was a tough

kid—tall, thin, and charismatic.  With his impish grin, he could charm his way through

any situation. He persisted with Amy, wanting to be one of her chosen ones. He made her

laugh, tried to shock her with a racy picture he found in an art book, did all the chores she

asked of him when he was at the center. She felt bad that he didn’t have any family. She

felt sad that the room he rented had only a bed on the floor, and on his wall hung a beach

towel with the Statue of Liberty printed on it.

          On the 4th of July, Amy took her two Guatemalan boys and one of their friends to

see fireworks. The next day she saw Emilio. “Look at the pictures I took of the

fireworks,” he said while holding his camera out to her. “Where did you go to see

fireworks?” she asked. “No where. I saw them from my porch.” He was alone on the 4th

of July, watching the display from his renta. This mental image broke her heart. “Okay,



49

I’ll adopt you,” she eventually told him. “It’s not a legal adoption, but I’ll give you

financial support, and emotional support.” Emilio beamed.

          The boys didn’t move in with her until Ulises’ and Isadoro’s living arrangements

took a turn for the weird.  Their uncle had suddenly decided to move them in with a

woman he had just met. Ulises didn’t want to go, but felt he didn’t have a choice since he

was under age and his uncle was demanding it. Isadoro didn’t want to go, but didn’t want

to live without his family in the renta either. Ulises would talk to Amy about moving, and

when she asked what he wanted to do, he’d say, “I want to live with you.” Finally, in

exasperation at the uncle for upending the boys’ lives, and to make things a little easier

for Ulises and Isadoro, she told them they could move in with her.  “Really?” Ulises

asked, amazed that she had finally given in to his request. She told them she would also

extend the offer to Emilio, just to make everything fair. The two teen boys took her up on

the offer immediately. Isadoro decided to stay in his renta, even though his uncle and

cousin were moving out. However, after a few weeks of living without them, and putting

up with the fact that the other men in his apartment brought home prostitutes, he decided

to move in with Amy as well.

          She warned them that she didn’t cook. They would be cooking for themselves

much of the time, and she would do what she could. She would certainly buy the

groceries. She got the two teens enrolled in school, and she helped Isadoro get started on

English classes at the local community college. He aspires to be a doctor, and she intends

to help him however she can. Emilio is getting all A’s in school, and Ulises is getting by

on B’s and C’s. “He’s not an overachiever,” she laughs. She tries to keep English the

dominant language of the house, but all four easily lapse into Spanish, simply because the
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two younger boys are most comfortable with it. She lives in a predominantly white

community, and she has to think twice when Emilio wants to have a pool party at the

community pool, simply because a group of Hispanic teens splashing in the community

pool would likely raise eyebrows in this area. She explains this fact to him, and he says

he understands. One neighbor has already confronted her in the mailroom when the

neighbor saw her wearing a t-shirt displaying her support for a resource center in South

Florida. How can you support those people? the neighbor questioned. If only the

neighbor knew how far Amy’s support went.

          One day Isadoro, a very spiritual young man, said to Amy, “I have three moms. I

have my mom in Guatemala, I have you, and I have the Virgin Mary in heaven.” Amy

was touched by his sentiment. When she reflects on her life today, she laughs. “Never

had kids, never wanted kids. Never was sorry when my biological clock ran out that I

hadn’t done it. Never had any second thoughts. My nieces and nephews are wonderful

but I don’t have any maternal instinct. Still baffling how this happened.” But she said she

doesn’t fight where life leads her. “This is where I’m supposed to be.”
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Treachery

asylum

Origin ME: via L. from Gk asulon ‘refuge’, from asulos

‘inviolable’, from a- ‘without’ + sulon ‘right of seizure’

asylum applicants

One who seeks protection granted by a state.

One who seeks shelter or protection from danger.

          One of his roommates followed bad advice, and this led to officers pounding on the

door in the middle of the night, and Victor leaping from a window at 2:00 a.m.

          The advice was this: Do you want to get a driver’s license? If so, apply for asylum

in the United States, and while your paperwork is considered, you can take the paperwork

with you to the driver’s bureau to show you are under consideration for asylum. While

you wait for the government’s answer, you can go ahead and receive a license.

          The catch: None of the economic migrants who have entered the country illegally

from Mexico or Guatemala will qualify for asylum. The people working at the Lake

Worth company offering asylum paperwork are perfectly aware of this, but the day

laborers who pay for the services are not. When Victor’s roommate applied for asylum,

he provided his name and address to the government.  ICE was alerted to his illegal



52

status, and showed up on the doorstep at 2:00 a.m. He was taken away. The roommates

scattered like mice. Including Victor, who climbed out a window and went to another

worker’s house to sleep. He arrived at a South Florida resource center for breakfast at

7:00 a.m., and mentioned the night’s events in passing conversation.
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∞

          I sat at a table in the center of the room, looking at their backs, and the flickering

monitors. Each of their seventeen heads were topped with headphones—the style one

sees airplane pilots wear. They were plugged into computers, and they tapped away on

keyboards, checking emails, watching music videos, playing online video games. My

only job as computer lab monitor was to keep them away from porn. No pornografía.

Fortunately for the guys, I had a broad definition of porn. Anything outside of actual sex

acts wouldn’t raise my ire, though I seldom saw more than excessive cleavage, and high

riding thong underwear. If a worker thought he was at a site that may get him in trouble, I

would notice him peer over his shoulder at me to see if I was watching.  If I were, he

would quickly go to another site. They all would lose computer privileges if even one of

them were caught visiting an improper site.

          I saw the men perusing sites advertising sexy Guatemalan or Mexican women.

Others perused pictures from Match.com. Some took the initiative to practice their

English with the Rosetta Stone program installed on each computer. They would swap

headphones with those workers who weren’t at a computer, who were just lingering by

the lab, so that they, too, could listen to music and laugh with the others.

          One young man sat in front of me, perusing videos on YouTube. He pushed play

on a video, and I was taken to a familiar scene. It was the front of our local resource

center—the building we were in. There were protesters in front of the building, holding
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signs that condemned the workers and the activities of this day labor resource center

There were a number of videos like this for the worker to choose from.  One video called

“Patriot Dog” showed a protester with his dog, and the sign his dog wore read, “I’ve got

my papers. Do you?” Another showed one of the protesters shouting for police when an

employer who utilized the center allegedly assaulted him for videotaping.   As the video

played on the computer monitor, a second worker leaned over to see it. The two men sat

silently. They watched protesters waving American flags outside the resource center,

jeering about the activities inside the resource center.
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Redirected Roots
chintz (CHEEN-tz), n., m., blue Jeans. E>>S

          The first time I met Ulises, he had been in the country for a couple of months, and

was on his way to school in America. He had started only a few days before. When

introduced, he shyly shook my hand (a wet fish handshake), and shifted his eyes from my

face to the floor. He was tall, thin, with unkempt black hair capped by a baseball hat. He

wore jeans with an untucked t-shirt that hung loose and long around his thin chest and

waist; and a backpack slung over his right shoulder. When he and his friend walked home

from school, they darted through the scrub brush, hiding from immigration, pretending to

cross the border again.

           The last time I saw Ulises, his hair was immaculately coifed—pointed and shiny

from hair product. His black jeans were low on his hips, and his stylish white shirt was a

perfect fit.  He wore a black belt with silver studs. He sassed Amy, his “adoptive” mom,

but was quick to clean off the table and do the dishes when dinner was over. He spoke

haltingly in English, deferred to Spanish. As they posed for a picture, he put bunny ears

behind Amy’s head. He didn’t want to play soccer, but was interested in swimming. He

was a fan of Marilyn Manson. When the family traveled together, and the car became

crowded, he joked that he could ride in the trunk. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d

squeezed himself into uncomfortable positions in a car.
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Epilogue
Mexican Once Removed, and Living in the Midwest

          The conversation started innocuously enough. A coworker named Bob at the

office I worked at in Illinois was telling us about some restaurants he had visited while in

Chicago. His story progressed to the time he and a friend decided to stay in their hotel

and get drunk. They didn’t have to worry about driving anywhere, or getting back to the

hotel.  “And there was a McDonalds right across the street, so we could just walk out and

get dinner. Though, I’m pretty sure if you went there after midnight, you’d have to speak

Spanish to order your food,” he said. And so it began. Random observations about

Mexicans.

         One of the other workers, a young woman named Sally, laughed and told a story

about when she and some friends pulled into an apartment complex, one they were

moving in to, and there was a busload of Mexicans in the parking lot. “The apartment

complex was brand new, and besides us, they were the only people in the parking lot.

They started whistling and yelling at us,” she laughed. Bob said, “They were probably

there to work.” The young woman responded, “No, they were in town to work the

cornfields. They were living there.”  Bob turned away to go to the back of the clinic. On

his way out he said, “And people wonder why we’re turning into Mexico. They’ll do

anything for work.” Another colleague sitting next to me, Tina, chimed in with stories
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about her sister-in-law.  “She’s Mexican, Mexican. I mean, she’s from Tijuana.”  Do I not

look Mexican? Am I not supposed to be offended by this commentary being made about

an entire group of people, of which I count myself one? When I told my husband the story

over lunch later in the day, he echoed those sentiments without me having to say

anything. “Don’t they know you’re Mexican?” he asked.

          A few days later, while talking to Tina about my parents, she asked, “So, your

mom is Mexican, Mexican? Where’s she from?” A ringing phone cut off my answer. We

didn’t return to the topic.  But, yes, she’s Mexican, Mexican, as opposed to simply

Mexican. I guess that would be me—Mexican, Mexican once removed leaves me simply

Mexican.

          Perhaps it’s living in the Midwest that makes one capable of making such

comments without meaning to be malicious. I have recently returned to the area after

living in diverse South Florida, and it’s easy to forget that some in this area haven’t

explored much further than their own backyards, and some aren’t interested in doing so.

My father, who brought home a Mexican bride, wasn’t interested in ever leaving Ohio.

He was guilty of being politically incorrect, and occasionally used racial slurs, or made

broad generalizations, all while having best friends who were African-American, and

children who were biracial.  It’s as if the words do not reflect the true belief, that one can

say racist things, yet honestly not consider oneself racist.

          On a different day at work, a colleague spoke of her good friend who had recently

moved to El Paso, Texas because her husband had been transferred there for
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work.  “She hates it there,” the young woman said.  “She’s a minority because everyone’s

Mexican. She can’t wait to come back.” As the conversation continued, my colleague

admitted that she wouldn’t want to live anywhere where she was in the minority. “The

most diverse place I’ve been was to the Ikea in Chicago. They had signs in different

languages, and people from all over the world.”

          And I find myself being silently judgmental. These are all people I enjoy working

with, people I enjoy talking to, people I like. But I’m silent when Tina and Sally laugh

about going to St. Louis and being uncomfortable because they’re the only white people

on the bus. When the conversation takes these turns, I’m dismayed by the lack of

experience, the lack of worldliness. Or, perhaps I’m dismayed by the notion that one

knows she has the privilege of saying, I don’t ever want to be in the minority.
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