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Not everybody knows how I killed old
 Phillip Mathers, smashing his jaw in with
 my spade; but first it is better to speak of
 my friendship with John Divney because it
 was he who first knocked old Mathers down
 by giving him a great blow in the neck with
 a special bicycle pump which he manufactured
  himself out of a hollow iron bar.




—FLANN O’BRIEN






INTRODUCTION

When I was a child, my active imagination told me that the American Dream was to become a doctor who drove a garbage truck (I liked the way you could hang on to the sides of the vehicle while it was in operation). Ask a room full of any other seven-year-olds, and they’d each have a completely different take on the question. Just imagine if all those children’s American Dreams had been fulfilled; we could have a world made up entirely of ballerinas, superheroes, and rappers.

What is the American Dream? Every proud citizen has their own unique, different idea on what it might entail. The definition is broader than Rosie O’Donnell’s hips. Does the American Dream truly exist? Or is the whole myth a shame? Can the American Dream be achieved, or is it a pimp-slapped whore?

We live in a country of immigrants—dreamers, pragmatists, and everyone else in between—who have come to the United States in search of a better life. This conceptual American Dream ideal dates as far back as the sixteenth century, when Englishmen were persuaded to move to the colonies, thinking  naïvely that the land of plenty, opportunity, destiny, and of personal and religious freedom awaited them. We now find ourselves in a country filled with twenty-four-hour waffle houses, gun-toting astronauts, topless doughnut shops, and carnies—all beautiful in their own individualistic way.

The American Dream is an idea so simple and yet so complex that it’s difficult to define. The concept changes depending on ethnic heritage, economic, social, or political background. One component seems fairly consistent: the obsessive quest for money. Americans living in a society dedicated to capitalism are intently focused on the almighty dollar. To an older generation it’s the old rags-to-riches tale, wealth sought after in the traditional way: through thrift and backbreaking hard work. For the scratch-card generation, it’s been replaced by a get-rich-quick notion: achieving it without having to lift a finger, while eating a tub of pudding on your couch and watching Dr. Phil with the sound cranked up—becoming fatter and richer than your neighbor. Remember, the grass is always greener on the other side of the American Dream fence!

Americans have the right to be alive, free, and to pursue fulfillment in whatever way suits them, so long as that pursuit does not interfere with the freedom of their neighbor. In the words of powdered-wig-wearing Thomas Jefferson, every man and woman has a constitutional right to the “pursuit of happiness.” But how does one encapsulate this concept in such a diverse nation? Think about how vastly different this “pursuit of happiness” is to a southern Bible-banger as compared to a Californian wife-swapping swinger.

That’s why I’m going to set out on a cross-country quest for the American Dream. Yes, in order to better understand the  elusive definition behind these words, I’ll infiltrate and live the lives of vastly different people: I’ll experience their perception of the American Dream by walking in their shoes. By posing as a legitimate member of each subculture—through cunning preparation and disguises—I’ll see the world through their eyes. By acting as one of them, attempting to understand their ideology and American Dream, I plan to learn firsthand how the term is broadly perceived. Is the American attainable by everyone—no matter what their background—or is it, as one turn-of-the-century immigrant put it, “I arrived in America thinking the streets were paved with gold. I learned three things: (1) The streets were not paved with gold; (2) The streets were not paved at all; and (3) I was expected to pave them!”

As a jumping-off point for each excursion, threaded through the book will be an array of testimonials from actual people within that subculture, telling in their own words what the American Dream means to them. All facets of the culture will be examined, from liberal to conservative, rich to poor, religious fanatics to sexual deviants, as well as those who’ve come freshly over our borders. Oh, yeah, also celebrity impersonators—the more diverse the cross section, the better.

 



 



Yes, it’s a dangerous job, but I’m up for the challenge. Think of me just like Indiana Jones, but without the bullwhip and leather jacket or direction from Steven Spielberg. Or impending danger from Nazis. On second thought, think of me nothing like Indiana Jones, though I will attempt to discover the highs and lows of the American Dream. Let’s go!






CHAPTER ONE

IMMIGRANT AMERICAN DREAM


THE AMERICAN DREAM: IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Jose Mota Cisneros, formerly of 
Apozol, Zacatecas, now a U.S. citizen

 



What are my thoughts on the American Dream?

When I was a little kid, I didn’t really think about those sorts of things. I came to the United States because there was no way to make a living in Mexico—not even to feed ourselves. So that was the main reason: opportunity.

I came across the border three times. The first was in 1971 when I was fourteen. There were about four guys my age. We went first to Tijuana and found a coyote, who are everywhere. They’re out on the streets. They approach you. They’re looking for you. They charged three hundred dollars.

We walked all day and all night. He had no idea where we were. It was scary. It was dark. I was never comfortable. We went over hills, overnight, all night and all the next day. The whole twenty-four hours, nothing but walking. We got picked up in a van filled with twelve people, and they asked us where we wanted to go, and they took us all the way to  Hamilton, California, where my big brother was. The walk was really hard but it was safe and easy.

I ended up staying for three years, until I was seventeen.

I worked picking and cleaning beets. Then I started working on a ranch in an almond field. That was easier work, but still long days. I found out that opportunity in the United States was less than I thought there was. I made no money, the kind of work I was doing was awful, and it was for such low pay. I did nothing but work day and night. Then I felt that that the American Dream was impossible, because without a green card, there’s really not much opportunity other than survival.

When I went back to Mexico, I still couldn’t even afford food doing any kind of work I could. That’s how bad it was!

Then I came back a second time when I was nineteen. The coyotes charged me four hundred dollars. I was going with a group of guys, but this time we were robbed with knives at our stomachs. I get really sad to remember this because I want to forget these details.

They robbed us for everything we had: all of our money, food, and such. And that was after we walked all day and night. You don’t pay a coyote until he gets to your destination. No one wants to carry that much money around, because you could get robbed. We had no money, no food. That was the worst nightmare.

We ended up in a trailer in San Diego packed completely with people to drive us further north. People had their asses in my belly and were passing out around me. When the truck was moving we were fine. But then we started suffocating was because the driver saw immigration at a checkpoint on Highway 5, and so the truck turned around. They left us in a parking lot, in the back of the trailer, and it became very hot. We couldn’t breathe. My friend had a knife and started cutting through the back of the truck. We took turns breathing through the hole. Finally the person with the truck took us to his home and opened the door there, so we could breathe. You can’t even imagine how hard it was.

Since we couldn’t go across farther than the checkpoint, we had to go all the way back to the border. I got caught and  ended up in jail for seventeen days, then was sent back to Mexico before I could try and get over again.

Then my dream changed, because that’s when I started getting better work, and things turned to my favor. I thought I could attain the American Dream and eventually become legal. I realized there was opportunity. Coming over that time, the main thing was opportunity to work and feed my family back in Mexico and to save money to buy a home and then to eventually return.

The third time I came over I was twenty-two years old. We were near the airport, and there was this little wire, and we just walked over it. Maybe it was so patrolled there that they didn’t assume you’re going to cross. There was this station wagon that picked us up and that station wagon was air-conditioned.

I don’t know why I walked those other times for so long. All the torture I went through before, and I didn’t understand why this time it was so easy. All I know it was comfortable, and it was fast. It’s just luck. One guy will take a bunch of people and stuff them in the back of a truck, or another guy will pick you up and take you in a station wagon. I’m very confused about that.

On the third time, I met my wife, and we fell in love and got married. So my dream changed again: to stay here in the United States and raise a family but maintain our Mexican customs, traditions, and language and not lose that. My dream kept changing from when I was fourteen and we could just barely feed ourselves, to the second time where I was trying to help my family, to finally when I ended up staying in the United States, falling in love, raising a family, and giving my daughters the opportunity to educate themselves.

Nobody ever plans to stay here. The dream is to come, set yourself up, create an opportunity, create a setup to help you to stay, and then go back. That’s always everybody’s dream: my dream, all my friends’, their dads’ dream. That’s all we hear, “We’re going to go back!” But we ended up doing so well, we can’t really go back; we’ll never go back. It’s just impossible to make money there.

Have I reached my dream? Yes, I have. The only thing I miss is not being able to see my mother. . . . But I want to remain  in the United States. It’s a pretty short answer about the American Dream, but it’s simple.






Illegal Alien Tourist Attraction

Running through the Mexican wilderness, I hear the sound of gunshots. The guy behind me slips on a rock and falls. Holding out my hand, I help him up. More gunshots. The sound of border-patrol sirens cuts through the air. We keep running as we’re told to stick close to the group, and most important, to keep quiet. There’s still a long, long way to go before we reach the border. . . .

 



 



Throughout our nation’s history, immigrants have come to America to make a better life for themselves. Their dream simply involves being able to work in America. Remember that poem engraved on the Statue of Liberty? 



 





Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, and so on and so forth . . .


 



 



Well, the “golden door” has slammed shut. Our borders have closed; it has become increasingly difficult to immigrate legally, thus the surge of numbers who now illegally cross into America. In 1980, there were an estimated 2 million illegal aliens, while now there are roughly 12 million working in the United States, who constitute 5 percent of our country’s workforce—especially those jobs no one else wants to do.

Living illegally in America is incredibly difficult and involves working in fear, always hiding, and not being able to go back to  your home country to visit your family. Because mostly young men make the trek across the border, the impact on the countries they leave behind—children raised by grandparents, ghost villages depleted of working-age men who’ve left to work across the border—is lasting and negative. Yet until economic conditions improve in these countries, the stream of people in search of work will continue.

In order to better understand this quest for the American Dream, I shall become an illegal alien.

First, I need to sneak over the border. Where else does the richest country in the world collide head on with an emerging nation than at the U.S.-Mexican border? By one estimate, 850,000 illegal immigrants arrive in the United States each year. In 2005, five hundred people died trying to journey across the desert, a number that has doubled since 1995. Risking death seems a little too dangerous for a humor writer.

Fortunately, there’s a tourist attraction deep in the heart of Mexico where every Saturday night people can pay roughly twenty dollars to simulate what it would be like to be an illegal immigrant sneaking over the U.S. border while being chased by fake border guards who fire fake bullets at you. Sign me up. Yes, I shall sneak across the fake U.S. border in order to live the true American Dream.



PSEUDONYM: Chad Polochuk


PERSONA: Canadian illegal. Because he prefers a challenge, Chad shall sneak into the United States via the Mexican border.



Just like the multitude of new immigrants trying to make sense of American culture, the locale around me overwhelms my  senses. In Mexico City, I’m a foreigner in a new land trying to figure out how things work, harvesting no command of the language, heavily utilizing the art of French mime to communicate. I hold out handfuls of money when paying for things with blind, panicking faith, hoping people will grab the correct amount, as if to say with utter innocence, “Take what is needed. I trust you won’t rip me off. Go on, take it!” Money is grabbed from my hand from snickering cab drivers. This transaction takes place several times. Soon I realize it would be wise to actually figure out how the currency works.




The Journey Begins


Parque Eco Alberto is a nature reserve near the town of Ixmiquilpan in Hildago, roughly seven hundred miles from the U.S. border—the site of my make-believe, nighttime illegal alien border crossing experience. I need to drive three hours from Mexico City (add a few more hours when unable to read road signs) to the three-thousand-acre eco-park communally owned by the Hñahñu Indians (of whom now fifteen hundred live in Nevada, mostly working as laborers).

Driving out of Mexico City is one of the scariest experiences I’ve had—ever! Given the choice, I’d rather be an untrained lion tamer then drive completely lost in a severely dented eight-dollar-a-day rental car with no air-conditioning in the middle of thick Mexico City traffic.

Vehicles seem to merge, at random, perpendicularly into unmarked lanes. Sweat pours down my forehead. All signs are in Spanish. Suddenly I find myself in a part of town where carts are being pulled by donkeys. This can’t be right. God, why  aren’t the police pulling me over by now? Why won’t they take me out of my lost misery!? I hope my eight-dollar little rental car doesn’t get crushed by a truck. Will sneaking over the fake border be as hard as trying to get to the place to sneak over the fake border?

Not knowing how, but very thankful, I finally make it to Hildago. Still the clock ticks away. The sun goes down, and the rural landscape turns to darkness. I drive frantically through the darkened Mexican countryside on twisty one-lane roads. “No  inglés! No inglés!” people exclaim when asked directions, pointing vaguely towards the mountainside for the benefit of the manic, fast-talking foreign man who’s sweating profusely. Will I have to return to the United States without getting a chance to cross the fake United States border? Following a road sign that says ALBERTO and is emblazoned with the international symbol for swimming, I take my chances and veer down an isolated road in Mexico into pitch black.




Time to Sneak

“I’m here! I’m here!’ I scream, sprinting through the gravel parking lot from my dented rental car with my arms thrashing, toward a gathering of people speaking loudly in Spanish, illuminated outside a small, lit cabana. I cry, “Don’t cross that border without me! I’m here!”

A poster, which reads CAMINATA NOCTURNA (“nighttime hike”) and shows the silhouette of several people standing by a cactus and a pickup truck under a moonlit sky, confirms I’m at the right locale. It’s not exactly an illegal-alien theme park. By day, families come here for the waterslides and swimming.

Funded by the Mexican government, the fake-border-crossing experience has been Parque Eco Alberto’s main moneymaking attraction since 2004, drawing in mostly tourists from Mexico City.

“I’m so happy to be here!” I exclaim to Yuri, attractive and clad in khakis—one of the three coyotes on our evening’s journey. She’s also the first person I’ve met today who is fluent in English (she worked as a nanny for a year in Connecticut).

“Do I need to fill out any forms?” I question, wondering if being chased in the dark in the Mexican wilderness by fake border guards requires a heavy insurance waiver.

The answer: no insurance waiver needed, just two hundred pesos, payable in cash (a bargain compared to the thousands people pay coyotes to sneak over the “actual” border).

Among the forty jubilant people gathered for tonight’s border crossing are a good mix of young and old people, some little kids, and a pregnant woman (is she planning to have her baby across the fake U.S. border to mooch off our fake Social Security system?). I ask, “Is this a fun Saturday night out for people?”

“Most come from Mexico City,” Yuri explains about the middle-class tourists in attendance. “But a good amount are locals.”

The border-crossing experience has even attracted those as far reaching as Russia and the Netherlands, who come to Mexico to get a U.S. border crossing experience—seven hundred miles from the real, actual border.

 



 



“How close is this to the real thing?” I ask handing Yuri my two hundred pesos.

“This is the real thing!” she exclaims.

“Will we get chased?” I gleam with enthusiasm.

“Yes!”

“What if they catch us? Do we get deported from the park?”

“We won’t get caught, because we’re smart. If we do, we’ll walk away,” she assures, once again restating, “Cuz we’re smart.”

“Maybe I should change my clothes,” I say, gesturing towards my shorts (I, too, am smart).

“That would be a good idea,” she replies, knowing we’ll soon be traversing desert, hills, brambles, and riverbeds in our faux crossing of the Rio Grande from Mexico into the U.S.


CHECKLIST FOR CROSSING SIMULATED BORDER IN SIMULATED MANNER:

1. Don’t wear shorts.

2. Bring a jacket.

3. In regard to shoes, make sure they’re tied!



After changing into proper attire, I make it back for border-crossing roll call. Big smiles and anticipation are plastered on everyone’s faces. Though everyone is speaking Spanish, a distinct female voice with an L.A. twang, proclaims, “This is going to be weird!”

Suddenly, a video camera is shoved in my face. Putting my hand up like a border crossing Paris Hilton, I blurt to the woman, “No pictures!”

“But you are in a public space,” she protests like we’re in America.

“Yeah, but this is a different country,” I respond, acknowledging a large, girthy man with military buzz cut standing next to her.

“I have a show on Fox News Radio in L.A.,” the girthy man interjects, gesturing to his young, hot assistant who is fluent in Spanish. Who would have thought deep in the heart of Mexico, the only other Americans for a simulated U.S. border crossing would be from Fox News!

“So what do you think is going to go on?” I ask.

“I’m just going to tell about my experience,” he explains with a gleam in his eye for what is to follow.

Not the first time Mr. Fox News has done a story involving border issues, he also covered the Minutemen Project—the elderly vigilantes who took to patrolling the U.S.-Mexico border while sitting in lawn chairs, in order to prevent the feared onslaught of illegal aliens entering our country.

“I was impressed how they really had their stuff together,” he says with admiration about the vigilante group who take to hunting down illegal aliens like angry villagers chasing the Frankenstein monster. Now the Fox News guy is here in Mexico to make sure the rumors aren’t true that this is an illegal-alien training ground for those gearing up for the real thing.




Let the Games Begin

On instruction, my border-crossing compadres and I pile into four pickup trucks. We’re driven down a darkened road into the unknown.

“If it’s about anything, it’s about our culture,” Yuri explains, as we squat in the back of the moving vehicle under the clear star-filled night.

“What do people think of the experience?” I ask, adjusting my cramped, crouched position.

“We don’t tell them anything,” Yuri says, staring in my eyes. “We want them to discover it for themselves!”

The pickup trucks park in front of a small isolated church. Upon arrival everyone mills about in the dark not knowing what to expect. Will this be like an illegal alien Renaissance Faire where instead of a children’s theater group adopting bad English accents, they portray coyotes and fake border guards? Already, the paunchy Fox News guy is in front of the church filming his hot assistant, who provides on-camera commentary for a documentary he is also producing.

“What everyone is doing, waiting for the church service to begin, preparing for what is to come, praying . . . ,” she recites, flubbing the line. “People are gathered in front of this church to pray for safe passage. . . .” She flubs the line again: “What are they praying for? Safe passage.”

“We can’t do that many takes,” the Fox News guy snaps. (How will we ever make it across the fake border if members of our group keep up this Lord of the Flies animosity?) Looking at the collective participants, the Fox News guy adds with snide smirk, “It’s probably easier to sneak across the U.S. border.”

“I came across the U.S. border,” interjects a man who manages a motel in town, now acting as the Fox News Radio’s hired guide, holding their camera equipment (probably being paid much less than an American camera assistant and doing twice the work).

“Why didn’t you tell us that?” Fox News Radio replies.

“I came across in 1995,” he confirms in broken English, as brownish moths dart about in the air. “We were fifteen guys. For two to three hours we run. Two trucks were waiting for us. Then we waited for twelve hours in a house. Finally we said, ‘Let’s go!’”

“Why did you do it?” Fox News questions.

“Work!” he replies, the obvious answer. “I find work in Dallas, Texas, painting houses.” The local motel manager only returned to Mexico when his mother passed away. “It’s harder to work in the U.S. than now,” he confesses. “It’s the same thing everyday. You have to wait for work all day.” (Pause.) “I don’t want to cross again. It’s too dangerous. I have friends who’ve died there.”

Suddenly, all the lights go off. Silhouetted by the moonlight, the church steeple now resembles an ominous giant at the gateway to the new land. When the lights come back on, three men in black ski masks appear. (I hope they’re part of this.) The leader, wearing a straw hat on top of his black ski mask, commands the group in Spanish.

“What’s he saying?” I ask Yuri, as we gather in a circle under a tree dripping moss. She leans in close and puts her hand on my shoulder.

“He crossed the border twenty-five years ago, cuz he had no home, no family, no food. There were no cars, no roads, no schools. But now things are better! You can work here; there’s a lot of things you can do here.” Unlike those who think this is a training camp for illegal aliens, the main purpose is to pay homage to the path immigrants have beaten across the desert. Yuri continues to translate, “The desert has claimed many lives, but tonight we will make it across the border!”

In the star-filled night, she rubs my shoulder and asks, “Are you scared?”

“I’m not sure.”

“He could lead you, but he could fall down too.” My coyote touches my shoulder at every translating opportunity (does my coyote have a mild border-crossing crush on me?), whispering  in my ear while grabbing my arm. The sound of a dog barking grows in the distance.

“When they think of us they think of Speedy Gonzalez,” I see the ski-masked man act out the character, seeing they cast him in his role. “This is how they know us! We are no aliens, we are humans too. We are good workers!”

People look ready to go. A little kid starts crying. Let’s get on with the action. Damn it, I have a fake U.S. border to cross to begin my life in the American Dream!

“Where are the Mexicans?”

Ninety-seven percent of the people raise their hands.

The ski-masked man questions the Fox News posse, “Where do you come from?”

“We’re from L.A.!”

“Heaven,” the ski-masked man responses. (Has he been to L.A. lately?)

We’re then given twenty seconds to think about why we want to cross the fake American border. Closing our eyes and holding hands, I imagine living in the land of Tom Cruise, coked-up Lindsey Lohan, and Mountain Dew—my American Dream.

A flag is unfolded. The Mexican National Anthem is sung. Then, “Stylistos, ready?”

“Si!”

My coyote squeezes my hand real tight. “Remember, run!” (Am I getting signals from my coyote?) “Are your shoes tied?” (See, shoe tying is an essential part of border-crossing protocol.)

“Yes!” I say with confidence. “My shoes are tied!” Then, noting my jacket, I confess, “Perhaps wearing a bright yellow soccer top isn’t the best idea for sneaking across the border!”




Onward to the Border!

There’re shouts of “rapido!” There’re shouts of “vamos!” We take off running, directed to first circle the church. “Be real quiet and stay close.” Within five minutes, the sirens start. They are onto us! More shouts of “vamos!” and “rapido!” A speeding vehicle with police lights careens in our direction. All forty of us are running. I’m running while laughing. (Who doesn’t enjoy being chased in the dark!)

“Shut off the light; they’re coming. Fast! Fast!”

The headlights draw near. “Rapido! Rapido!” We’re directed to duck into a building site. Red police lights dot the dark, barren landscape. This is purely mental. I’m now crouched behind a building wall with forty others, giggling like a schoolgirl. The simulated border patrol truck stops in front of the building site with its searchlight traversing the landscape in our direction. Simulated tension is in the air.

“Get down. Get down,” someone warns me in English.

We huddle in a corner. “Turn it off! Turn it off!” someone sternly says to the Fox News assistant, who annoyingly has her camera light on. Can the simulated border patrol officer hear my schoolgirl giggling? One question though, if we’re still in simulated Mexico (real Mexico, actually), then why are we running? Technically, on simulated-legal paper, we really haven’t done anything wrong other than a public display of nighttime running.

For some reason the fake border patrol didn’t detect us (or hear my schoolgirl giggling). They drive off. There’s a collective sigh of relief. If that’s all it takes to ward off the border patrol, then so far sneaking into the United States is pretty easy. In fact, it’s kind of fun. It’s like capture the flag. Is it wrong that it’s fun?

Like an irate high school gym teacher, as soon as the fake border patrol departs, the ski-masked leader instructs us to run and run fast (no slackers in border crossing).

“Rapido! Rapido!”

In groups of four we’re again made to run down the darkened, deserted road. Women and children go first. Yes, forty people running as if it were a nocturnal Running of the Bulls. I soon find myself in a full sprint, still laughing my head off. Is the girthy Fox News guy able to keep this pace? He’s nowhere to be seen, though his assistant runs alongside the man who manages the local motel, who’s now holding her camera. Is it going to be all sprinting from here on out?! My lungs puff like a six-packs-a-day smoker. My sides ache. My muscles are stiff from driving all day in a dented rental car. Fortunately, we slow to a trot and follow a muddy path near a beautiful rushing-river gorge lit by the moon and stars and surrounded by mountains dotted with cactus and sharp, rocky bluffs.

“Rapido! Rapido!”

Apparently we didn’t give the actors portraying fake border guards the slip. Just as we catch our breath, they’re back with sirens blasting, parked on the roadway right above the canyon. Made to huddle bunched together in the thick, thorny bushes, the flashing red lights illuminate the mountains. Searchlights traverse across the foliage, hitting all areas but ours.

This time the uniformed fake-border-patrol actors stretch their thespian prowess. They send a message via bullhorn, taunting us in both English and Spanish, echoing throughout the wilderness, “Don’t try and cross the border; you have family here. You have a life here. Don’t trust the coyote; he will take your money and desert you!”

The searchlight steers toward our general, thicket-hiding direction. We’re signaled to crouch lower. A thorny bush goes up my ass. A little kid starts crying. “Will you shut that damn child up!” I feel like screaming. “Do you want to ruin this for us!”

Then gunshots. Blam! Blam! Shots are fired out. I’m pretty sure the fake border guards are only firing fake bullets (then again, we didn’t sign an insurance waiver). Regardless, I’m being shot at in my quest for the American Dream!

“We know where you’re going. Give up now!”

Question: where the hell is the Fox News guy? He’s nowhere to be found. Did they shoot the girthy right-wing radio presenter, or is he leading the charge? (Trying to prevent fake jobs being taken once we cross the fake U.S. border!) Unlike last time, the fake border guards exit their white pickup trucks and set out on foot with flashlights in hand, roaming the bushes, still taunting us in both Spanish and English.

“Don’t trust the coyote; he will take your money and desert you!”

There’re only three of them and there’re forty of us. I think we can take them. I’m pretty damn sure they’re only firing blanks as well.




The Journey Continues

A bonding camaraderie develops among the border-crossing participants. Someone lifts a fence for me to duck under. Another holds a branch out of my way. We form a line and traverse a narrow rock ledge, where improper footing would land one from the elevated bluff into the rushing river. (Good thing we didn’t sign an  insurance waiver.) I hold on to the shoulder of the person in front of me. The person behind me does the same to my shoulder.

Like it is a haunted house in the wilderness, one of the ski-masked assistants hides in a bush, grabbing people’s feet as they pass while making monster noises. Someone loses a shoe in the mud. Another child starts crying. Then, there’s a body. Lying in the path, one of the guides is face down on the ground, unmoved.

“Man down! Man down!” I cry, stepping around him as the group keeps moving.

Is he really hurt, or through the art of acting, simulating being a dead person?

“He got drunk,” someone shares with a laugh.

Regardless, we walk by, assuming the latter. There’s nothing we can do anyway. The fake border patrol is hot on our ass—he’ll have to be left behind! A tree branch hits me in the face.




Down by the River

By the river, at a picturesque clearing, rumors fly that we have crossed the border. Have we crossed the border? Is that it? Are we now in the fake United States? That wasn’t hard.

“The stars are really bright tonight,” says Yuri as the rush of the water reverberates in the air.

We’re told to hold hands, as the leader gives what I assume is a congratulation speech. (If there’s hand holding, surely we must be in the fake U.S.A.?) Our ski-masked leader instructs everyone to throw a rock into the rushing river. We pick up stones and toss them. A series of splashes. We’re throwing rocks in celebration, right, cuz that’s what one does when they cross a fake border?

“Now we climb,” whispers Yuri.

“Climb? What? Didn’t we just cross the border?”

“No!”

“Then why the rock throwing?”

Before she can explain, the Fox News assistant completely ruins the mood and loudly explains to her camera. “We throw a stone into the river to symbolically expel evil spirits, so we can continue our journey.” (Continue?!) She demonstrates by tossing a rock (which involves three takes). Emerging from behind a tree, the Fox News guy makes a return appearance. (Strange, you never see him and the fake border patrol at the same time—coincidence or something more?)

“Now we climb,” Yuri says again with a smile. No longer do I have time for our budding border-crossing romance; I must climb!




There’s a Tunnel Ahead

And climb we do. We scale up the mountain bluff. Loose rocks slip from under my tired feet. More effort is needed not to fall down. I grab a tree branch for support. “Aaaaah!” It turns out to be a prickly cactus. I’m starving from not eating dinner. We’ve been hiking for three hours, let alone for days on end across a desert with no water, and I’ve already had enough.

“We need to go into the tunnel,” Yuri says, gesturing to a tiny entrance underneath a roadway.

“Really?!”

“You have to trust the leader. Otherwise, what do you do if you’re left on your own?”

The group walks tightly together through a small, echoing, dark tunnel. Suddenly, the border patrol resurfaces on the road directly above us. (They’re really starting to get on my tits!) Swirling red lights greatly contrast the still darkness, from our cavernous tunnel vantage point.


“Mas poquito! Mas poquito!” quietly, but firmly stresses the leader (I know from seven Spanish lessons on CD that it translates to “more smaller”). Hellishly claustrophobic, I’m stuck directly in the middle, as we’re made to move tightly packed together inside the tunnel.

“Are you okay?” asks Yuri, noting the momentary panic-stricken expression across my face.

“Um . . . sure,” I say, contemplating turning myself in and surrendering to the fake border patrol, except I’m unable to move.

“We know where you’re going. You have a life here,” once again taunts the border patrol actors with their bullhorn. And then, “Forget about the American Dream!”

Shit, I’ve come this far, there’s no way I’m going to forget about my American Dream.

As claustrophobia increases, the border patrol sticks around much longer than the previous time. My schoolgirl giggling has permanently ceased. This isn’t as funny as before, as my mind now thinks about all those immigrants who pack themselves in the back of trailer trucks, in brutal, desperate, inhumane conditions. For those who think this is an illegal-alien training course, think again. It’s more like Scared Straight. After they depart,  more running, more loose rocks, more tripping, more branches in the face, etc. . . .




The Promised Land

It’s well past midnight. Arrests have been made. For some reason, four teenage boys jump out from the bushes when they hear the patrol sirens and futilely try to make a run for it down the middle of the road. They don’t make it very far. Caught directly in the vehicle searchlights, the culprits are frisked by the fake border guards, slightly manhandled, handcuffed, and then thrown in the back of their pickup trucks. They then speed off, satisfied with their catch. The rest of the group watches from a bluff a safe distance away (at least I’m given a chance to momentarily sit down), as the border guards scream, “Stop right there!’ with their (hopefully) fake guns drawn.

Something is slightly fishy, though. Those who are arrested weren’t with the rest of the group prior to the point of being arrested. I think they are also merely “actors.” If so, this demonstration has somehow become like the Illegal Alien Batman Forever Stunt Show at 6 Flags Magic Mountain. The Fox News crew stands directly on the side of the road filming the apprehension without any interruption or questioning—I knew they were in cahoots with the fake border patrol!

Once again, the group is instructed to get in the back of one of four waiting pickup trucks.

“Put this on!”

Blindfolds are handed out. Instructions are made not to peek. Too tired to disagree, I wrap the piece of cloth around my eyes. The pickup trucks take off. Around hilly terrain and windy roads we drive in complete, utter silence and darkness. Is this a trap? Will our fake border-crossing end with us getting faux executed by drug lord impersonators? I should have listened to the fake border patrol’s stern warning and not trusted the coyotes.

Coming to a stop, we’re guided from the vehicles to a grassy area, once again made to hold hands. Surely we must be across the fake U.S. border. As the ski-masked leader lectures the group in Spanish, I’m left imagining what the fake U.S.A. looks like. Will we take off our blindfolds to find our leader now drinking a Coca-Cola while wearing an Uncle Sam outfit as firecrackers shoot out of his ass to the tune of “God Bless America”?

A countdown begins.

“. . . 4-3-2-1!”

Slowly the cloth is removed from my eyes. I can see. We’re welcomed to the Promised Land. The entire mountainside is lit up. Thousands and thousands of candles placed on the large bluff and are logistically situated to form the outline of the country of Mexico. Faces glow from the light. A random guy hugs me. I hug him back. It’s an amazing site, though I feel slightly lonely, unable to verbally communicate to everyone here; for the first time this evening, feeling very, very foreign.

“We’ve made it!” exclaims Yuri, with a huge, brightly illuminated smile.

“Yes, we made it,” I reply. “We truly are here.”




Now I Get a Green Card

After making my way across the fake U.S. border, Canadian illegal alien Chad Polochuk decides to journey across the real  U.S. border (via airplane, minus the fake border guards chasing me, etc.).

Upon arrival, I kiss the soil—United States soil! Not only am I in the land of the free, but also the home of the brave, water-board torture, and celebrities leaving limos without panties! Lady Liberty smiles down on me in this land of golden opportunity.

One small problem: as a fake illegal alien, in order to fulfill my American Dream, I need to obtain a green card. Issued by the INS, green cards are essential documents needed to verify immigrants as resident aliens with the legal right to work in the United States. With an estimated 11 million illegal immigrants nationwide, a green card is gold for those questing the American Dream—and often unobtainable.

So what am I to do? How am I to obtain a job in this rich country? How will I support my fictional family!? I could wait around for years to win the green card lottery (they make it sound like this can be done with a scratch-and-win card). I could claim political asylum. Maybe I could marry a complete stranger in order to get this prized piece of work-permitting documentation?

To hell with that! I want my American Dream now! I want a green card by midafternoon, no later! In order to reap the fruits of prosperity in this land of plenty, the process shall be greatly sped up. That’s right, I’m going straight to the black market!




Black Market Clash

The counterfeit-green-card boom kicked off in 1986 when the federal law began to require all employers to verify legal status before hiring an employee. Putting a crimp in the size of the illegal workforce, the law said that if an immigrant couldn’t present a green card, that equaled no job! Under the 1986 law,  employers aren’t required to verify the validity of immigration documents, and many chose not to, as they want to exploit the cheap labor force.

My quest for finding a work permit to fulfill my American Dream has taken me to the Mission District of San Francisco. I’m wearing a Toronto Maple Leafs hockey jersey, adding to my Canadian-illegal-alien persona. On a sunny Saturday afternoon, there’s a myriad of activity with its ninety-nine-cent stores, churro vendors, check-cashing places, and plentiful taquerias. As long as there is a demand to become a working American, there will be those who sell black-market green cards. The busy season is late spring and early fall due to the fact that a lot of immigrant work is in agriculture. San Francisco, like most major cities, has a steady demand, being that here it’s mostly restaurant jobs.
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