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For all the Dreamers, who dare to fight for their American Dream














DEAR READER,


An estimated 800,000 young people who were brought to the United States as children have applied for a government program called DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) since it was established in 2012. DACA made it possible for young people to work legally and allowed them to stay in America despite not being US citizens or having valid visas. Like me, they came to the United States through no choice of their own. Some of them made the journey with their parents when they were babies, and others came to be reunited with their parents as young children. Like me, they grew up in America, went to school, and feel American in every way. They are known as Dreamers.


After many years of living in Mexico without my parents, I came to live with them in Texas. While I had no say in coming to America, I thank my parents for bringing me here so that I could have a better life. My story has a happy ending. I am now a United States citizen. I do not have to worry about being separated from my family. Sadly, the 800,000 Dreamers who applied for the DACA program do not know how their stories will end. In September 2017, the DACA program was terminated and suddenly their future became very uncertain. Without DACA, Dreamers cannot work, drive, and in some cases, go to school. Most important, Dreamers are at risk of being deported and separated from their families.


I originally wrote my story as an adult memoir called My (Underground) American Dream to shed light on the plight of undocumented people and to put a human face on the issue of immigration—a topic that tends to be very controversial. I also wanted to share my story with young readers because my own journey in America began when I was only eleven years old. Perhaps some of your classmates or their parents are Dreamers too. Someone Like Me is a story about strength and never giving up on your dreams even when the odds are stacked against you. It is about believing in yourself and deeply knowing that you are enough and that you belong.


Dreamers have not given up. They have fought for their right to live and thrive in the United States by marching to the nation’s capital, by organizing phone calls to Congress, and by sharing their amazing and unique stories with the American people. This book is dedicated to them.


My hope is that by reading Someone Like Me, you will be empowered to pursue your dreams and that you will know that no matter how difficult things might be, there is always a way. Keep pushing forward and never give up on you.


WITH GRATITUDE,


JULISSA ARCE
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MIRACLE


ON THE DAY I TURNED three years old, my mom scrambled to get everything ready so we could go to church for my presentacion de los tres años. This is the day children are taken to the church to give thanks for their life and receive God’s blessing. I had a lot to be thankful for.


I was born in a bathroom stall, two months before I was supposed to arrive. My uncle Alex had to slide his hands under the bathroom door and hold my head. I almost didn’t make it past day one of my life, but I survived. My mom reminded me constantly that I had been so strong. She called me her miracle.


My sister Nay, who is five years older than I am, tells a different version. She said I looked like a little purple rat, and smelled like a toilet.


My dad had hoped for a boy when my oldest sister Aris was born. He had prayed for a boy when my sister Nay arrived. By the time I came into the world, he was desperate to have a son. None of us would be able to grant my dad his wish, but unlike my sisters, I had ruined his chances of ever having a baby boy.


When I was born, I got tangled in the umbilical cord. “We were both very sick, and when we were both healthy again, the doctor told me I wouldn’t be able to give you a little brother or sister anymore,” my mom would say to me.


My dad said he didn’t care. “I was so happy when you finally came home from the hospital after being in an incubator for more than a month.” But I wondered if my dad took me to soccer games, bought me toy cars, and dressed me in overalls because he did wish I had been born a boy.


Now Mom grabbed her purse and a big plastic bag filled with pink balloons, and we made the walk from our second-story apartment up the hill, through the winding cobblestone streets of Taxco, to church. Our parish, Santa Prisca, is a beautiful cathedral made with pink stones on the outside, and gold walls on the inside. My mom was wearing a white jumpsuit and a gold belt, her hair pulled back tightly. My dad wore a guayabera, a casual white linen shirt, that made his dark skin glow.


Aris, my thirteen-year-old sister, held my hand and as we were nearing the church she said, “You will be in kindergarten soon.” She meant it as a point of excitement.


But as I walked down the aisle of the church in my floor-length puffy pink satin dress, only one thought occupied my mind: I am old enough to be left behind with the nanny.


Every Wednesday, my parents and I left Taxco to travel to the next feria, one of the huge festivals that take place all over Mexico, where my parents rented a booth and sold cantaritos, beverages served in jars made of adobe. Aris and Nay couldn’t come because they went to school, so they stayed home with Cande, our nanny. I had thought that being my mom’s miracle made me special and I could always travel with her. But now that I was three years old, I, too, would be left behind to attend school with my sisters while my parents went to work in cities all over Mexico.


When mass was over, I walked down the aisle with a frown on my face. Despite the flowers that decorated the church, the applause from my family, and the awws from everyone seated in the pews, I was scared.


My mom and dad stood next to each other, waiting at the end of the aisle for me. In her heels my mom was much taller than my dad. When I reached them, Mom said, “My little miracle, look how pretty you are.”


“Why do you look so serious? Smile,” my dad added.


I wanted to smile; I was excited about my dress, the presents, and the cake I had picked out. But I kept thinking of what Aris had told me: You will be in kindergarten soon. It wouldn’t matter if I was my mom’s miracle; I would still be left behind, sometimes for weeks at a time.


My mom and dad walked ahead to get everything ready for the party at my maternal grandmother Mama Silvia’s house. All our birthday parties and holidays were held at her house. Even though my sisters went to an expensive Catholic school and I was having a big birthday party, our own apartment was old and too small for a party.


I walked with Cande and tried to catch up with my mom, but my legs couldn’t move fast enough. Taxco is in the mountains of the southern state of Guerrero, and the uphill and downhill cobblestone streets did not make it easy to walk fast.


“We are almost there, nenita,” Cande said, calling me her little girl. I saw the huge red bougainvillea tree that ran up the three stories outside my grandmother’s house and knew we were close. It was impossible to miss Mama Silvia’s house. In winter or spring, the tree’s red color popped brightly against the white house. Her home was my favorite place in Taxco. I especially liked that I could flush her toilet by simply pulling a shiny silver handle, a luxury in a small town like Taxco. The single toilet at my apartment needed a bucket of water thrown into it to flush.


The small black gate at the entrance of her house was open and I ran up the few steps made of tiny stones. When I opened the front door, my mom welcomed me with a set of big balloons. “¡Feliz cumpleaños, mijita!” I loved it when my mom called me “my little daughter.”


My mom led me to the big living room, which was filled with thirty to forty extended family members, including my many cousins.


A clown with a red nose, huge red lips, and a red suit was making balloons in the shapes of dogs, flowers, and hearts. Songs by Cepillin, the famous Mexican clown, played in the background. We had a dancing contest and played musical chairs, and for a while I got lost in the celebration. I forgot what turning three years old really meant: Soon my parents would leave me behind.


I heard Uncle Alex, my mom’s brother who had saved my life, call out, “Chachis! It’s time to cut the cake!” Chachis was my nickname growing up, because my youngest cousins couldn’t pronounce my middle name, Natzely. I ran over to the dining room to blow out the candles and cut the cake. Everyone sang happy birthday—“Estas son la mañanitas….”—while I stood on a chair so I could reach the top of the cake.


“Make a wish, mijita,” my mom said, smiling.


I blew out the candles and wished I could stay two forever.


But time does not stop, not even for a birthday wish.
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LA CENTRO


A FEW MONTHS LATER, ON my first day of kindergarten, I stood in the shower while Cande poured warm water over me from a big round plastic bucket on the floor. Our showerhead didn’t work. My mom was in the kitchen making breakfast for my sisters, who had started school a week earlier.


We attended Centro Cultura Y Accion, or “La Centro” as it was best known. La Centro was a K–12, all-girl Catholic school, except for three years of kindergarten when boys were allowed. It was a school for the wealthy kids in Taxco. We were not rich. The rich people in Taxco lived on the quiet outskirts of town, in houses with many rooms and gardens. Our building was next to the town’s dumpster. We kept the balcony door in my parents’ bedroom closed to avoid the smell of rotten food. Our apartment had running water, something a lot of people in our town didn’t have. But if we wanted a hot shower, the water had to be warmed on the stove.


We also weren’t poor. From the balcony of our apartment, I could see the poor kids in the street walking around with no shoes, helping their parents sell cilantro, onions, tomatoes, and avocados instead of going to school.


We lived on La Calle Nueva, “the new street,” even though it was a really old and run-down street in the middle of all the hustle and bustle of town. Eighteen-wheelers filled the street early in the morning, and dozens of men unloaded the trucks and carried produce, milk, and other goods up the street to the Mercado Tetitlan, the main market in town.


“Ready?” Cande asked when she was done putting the finishing touch on my ponytail—a red ribbon to match my red-checkered uniform.


“No!” I said. “I don’t want to go.”


“You look so pretty. Your mom is taking you to school. Isn’t that exciting?” Cande said, trying to cheer me up.


“But she won’t be here when I come back,” I said.


From then on, I would stay with Cande, Nay, and Aris each time my parents left to sell cantaritos at the ferias. Cande had been living with us for as long as I could remember, and even though our matching dark-brown skin made me look more like her daughter, she was not my mother. We had other nannies to help out, but only Cande had stuck around for many years.


My mom and I made our way downhill to my new school, passing the houses and shops that lined the street on both sides. The houses are built right next to one another, sharing walls, and they are all painted white, as is the rule in Taxco.


While I walked with my shoulders shrugged and a frown on my face, my mom’s face was radiant with pride.


“You are going to learn so much,” she said.


She had been one of those children on the street with no shoes and no education, and now here she was walking me to the best school in town.


When we reached the school entrance, she said, “I love you, mija. I’ll be back next Monday.” And with that, I walked into La Centro, and she left town with my dad.


The teacher, Maestra Isabel, welcomed us and said, “When I call your name, please introduce yourself.”


I was the first one to be called. “Julissa Arce,” she said.


“Julissa La Longanisa,” a boy called out.


“That’s not my name!” I yelled.


“Julissa La Longanisa,” the boy called out again, and all my new classmates laughed and joined the chant. I hated being called a sausage, but even I had to admit, it had a ring to it.


“Stop that!” Maestra Isabel warned.


It didn’t help. The chants followed me to the playground that day, and until I started elementary school three years later.


It didn’t take long for me to learn why La Centro was the school for the rich kids. The students had parents who owned hotels, buildings, and even silver mines. In order for me to attend this school, my mom and dad traveled all over Mexico, selling cantaritos, working fifteen- to eighteen-hour days, standing on their feet all day.


My mom enrolled my sisters and me in etiquette classes so that we knew how to behave at our classmates’ fancy parties. We took art, English, piano, dance, and swimming lessons, despite the fact that paying for our school tuition was already a struggle. My parents wanted to give my sisters and me all the opportunities they didn’t have, and were willing to sacrifice for it.


I wasn’t very good at straddling the line between the rich world of my daily life at school and the world I actually lived in. But the kids outside my school didn’t know that; they just saw my school uniform as a sign of wealth. One day, when Cande picked me up, there was a group of kids from the public school gathered outside the main entrance of La Centro. Their uniforms were different than ours—that is how we could tell who went to another school.


Cande and I sat on a bench in the courtyard waiting for my sisters so we could all go visit Mama Silvia. When school got out, the kids from the public school started chanting, “Here come the fresas.”


I saw my sisters and ran to them. “Oh look, a fresita,” a “little snob,” one of the kids said.


Nay yelled back at them, “Leave her alone!”


“Look, the Hello Kitty is getting mad,” the kids said.


Nay had a round face with chubby cheeks. When she got mad, she did look a little like an angry Hello Kitty.


“¡Centro Cultura Y Accion es para los que sienten calentura en su calzon!” the kids kept yelling.


“Why do they think we have a fever in our underwear?” I asked Aris.


She ignored me. “Are you okay, Nay?”


“Yeah, stupid nacos,” Nay said, using her own insults, calling the kids from public school “tacky.”


“Nay, stop it! That’s not ladylike,” Aris said.


I didn’t even like the kids at my school. They were snobs, calling me “longanisa” every day.


I wanted to yell, “We’re not rich like them!” But I didn’t say anything; I just held Nay’s hand. Just like the street I lived on was called the new street, even though it was far from new, I went to a school for rich kids but I wasn’t rich at all. I felt like a fraud who didn’t really belong anywhere.
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ALL TOGETHER


BY THE TIME I STARTED elementary school when I was six, my parents had begun construction on a house across the street, and the money from each cantarito they sold went to pay for our tuition and the material and labor for my mom’s dream house. In the meantime, we kept living in our two-bedroom apartment, where none of the rooms had doors.


From the window, as Cande braided my hair each morning, I saw the new house go up brick by brick. “Mama Cande, how many cantaritos does Mami have to sell to come back home forever?” I asked Cande one morning.


“I don’t know, nenita,” she said.


After spending most of my days with Cande, I started calling her Mama Cande. I became very attached to her, especially because other nannies had left me for better opportunities in the United States, but Cande had stayed.


Even though I loved Cande, I still wished for my real mom to braid my hair in the living room of our new house, where she would help me do my homework and play with the dolls she bought me.


I was pleasantly surprised one day to see my mom picking me up from school when I thought she was still away at a feria.


“Mami!” I said, running to her.


“We’re all going to the Ciudad Valles feria,” Mom said. “So we can spend your birthday together.”


My parents had decided to come back to Taxco and take my sisters and me with them to the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Ciudad Valles feria, one of the biggest ferias they attended each year.


“Is Mama Cande coming too?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around her small waist.


“She is coming too, but she is just Cande. You only have one mom,” Mami said, her smile disappearing.


“But I call Mama Silvia ‘Mama,’ and she is not my mom,” I responded.


My mom let out a sigh. “Yes, but Mama Silvia is your grandma. She is your family.”


I was confused because Mom had previously said that Cande was like family. She had worked with us for many years, and we were to treat her like family, not like she was the help.


When we got home, Cande had prepared dinner and said, “Nenita, are you hungry yet? Let me make you a plate.”


My mom interrupted. “No, I’ll serve the plates for the girls. Please finish packing their bags.”


I later realized that my mom felt like she was losing me to our nanny. I often thought about all the things I wished I could do with my mom. It didn’t occur to me that my mom also wished she could take me to school and make me breakfast, but she had to work.


The next day we made the ten-hour drive to Ciudad Valles, in the north of Mexico. My dad had a Ford pickup truck, and he had installed a camper on the back of it. I rode in the front with my mom and dad while my sisters and Cande rode in the camper.


Once we got to Ciudad Valles, we got right to work. The crowds were huge each night, and our cantaritos booth had a line that never seemed to end. Everyone wanted the refreshing orange, lime, and grapefruit soda drink. My sisters and I volunteered to help. The more cantaritos we sold, the faster the house could be built, and the sooner our parents could stay home.


“I can cut the oranges and limes,” Aris said. She was old enough to handle a knife, so Mom agreed.


Nay helped organize the jars out of their sacks and neatly set them up in rows so they were easily accessible. I helped put salt around the rims and dress the cantaritos with an orange wedge. My dad served the cantaritos, and my mom took care of the money.


During the day when the crowds were smaller, Mom even let me play cashier. We sold each cantarito for fifteen pesos. It was a nice easy number. Even if someone bought three cantaritos and paid with a one-hundred-peso bill, it was easy to figure out the change. Eventually, I started memorizing how much change to give a customer with different combinations of cantaritos bought and the bills used to pay.


By the end of the third night, my feet and hands hurt—everything hurt. I knew my mom and dad must be even more exhausted, since they had worked another feria the week before coming to Taxco to bring us to Ciudad Valles.


Mom could tell I was tired. “Cande, why don’t you and the girls head back to the hotel?”


Almost in unison, my sisters and I cried out, “We’re not tired!”


We wanted to soak in each second with our mom and dad, no matter how tired we were. Aris and Nay were older and stronger, but my eyes betrayed me, and not even the sounds from the music and the crowd kept me up. I woke up at the hotel. I was lucky to be sleeping in a hotel. When my parents first started working at the ferias, they slept on the floor of the booth. Once, a cockroach climbed into my mom’s ear and she screamed and ran around shaking her head and waving her hands in the air, asking for help. My dad finally got her calm enough to take her to the hospital, where they removed the nasty pest.


I woke up the next morning and my mom was already awake, counting the money from the previous day.


“Happy birthday, mijita,” she said when she saw I was awake.


“Thank you, Mami!” I said. “Can we ride the Ferris wheel today?” I asked. She glanced at the pile of cash on the desk and said, “Yes, I think we can do that before the crowd begins.”


We had huevos rancheros at the hotel, rode the Ferris wheel, and then we had chocolate cake at the cantaritos booth. I blew out the six candles, and then we went back to work.


I put a tip jar at the booth and told each customer, “It’s my birthday today!” and they would say, “Happy birthday,” and put a couple of pesos in my jar. At the end of the night, I had over one hundred pesos in birthday tips.


“You better share them. We all did work,” Nay said.


“But it’s my birthday,” I complained.


“You can keep my part,” Aris said.


My mom and dad were in high spirits when the feria ended, and I knew it must be because we sold a lot of cantaritos.


For the first time in years, we had all been in the same place. Family vacations were like this for us. We were working, but we were together, and that’s all that mattered.
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