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“I can’t stress enough how important it is to read stories like Maria Hinojosa’s. All the historical horrors of the American immigrant system. All the loving amid the horror. All the imagining of a new world where we all belong.”

—Ibram X. Kendi, National Book Award–winning author of Stamped from the Beginning and How to Be an Antiracist

“Practically a how-to manual on ways to stand up, be counted, and be heard. Moreover, Hinojosa describes how she came to use her voice to help others. Wepa!”

—Actress and author Sonia Manzano, “Maria” on Sesame Street

“Electric. Engaging. Once I Was You for young readers is the perfect introduction to complex topics like immigration and racism in the United States. This book is brimming with hope and joy, and readers of all ages will be uplifted by Maria Hinojosa’s life experiences, power, and incredible storytelling magic.”

—Gabby Rivera, author of Juliet Takes a Breath

“In a voice that is at turns thoughtful and hilarious, Hinojosa takes readers on a ride of not only her own journey toward amplifying her voice but also the journey of an entire family and community demanding to be heard. Full of equal parts feeling and fact, Once I Was You will inspire young readers for generations to come.”

—Elizabeth Acevedo, author of The Poet X

“This is a story of a young woman whose voice has become indispensable in understanding the American experience. And yes, her voice has produced a change in all of us who have stopped to listen to what she has to say.”

—Benjamin Alire Sáenz, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe

“Maria Hinojosa is hands down one of the most important, respected, and beloved cultural leaders in the Latinx community…. Hers is a voice we need to hear at this moment in our country!”

—Julia Alvarez, author of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents
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Para mi hija, my one and only daughter, Yurema.

Tú y solamente tú eres mi sol con esa sonrisa de amor.

For all the girls and boys who, like me, weren’t born in this country and aren’t going anywhere.

And for my mom, Berta y Bertha. Con amor.






Introduction [image: ]


In February 2019, I met a beautiful girl from Guatemala at the airport in McAllen, Texas, which sits near the US- Mexico border. Immigration agents had taken her from her uncle and kept her in a caged-in detention center. Now she was being taken someplace else on a plane. She was terrified and being transported by strangers. But she and I connected, if only for a moment.

She was in shock and looked numb as she waited in the airport along with about ten other kids between the ages of five and fifteen. All of them were silent, dejected, withdrawn, and just plain sad. That’s what most stood out to me about these kids: how sad they all looked.

I smiled and asked her how she was doing. But then one of the handlers, or in my view traffickers, told me I couldn’t talk to her. Maybe the girl will remember me because I stood up to the man who was the boss of the group. I told him I was a journalist and that I had a right to speak to the kids. He said no and I answered him back. I spoke up loudly in the middle of the airport and told this man that these children were loved and wanted in this country and that they deserved to have a voice.

That girl is one of the reasons I decided to write this book.

I was not born in this country, but I had the privilege to become a citizen of the United States by choice later in life, when I was about thirty years old. While I love this country because it is home, I also made the decision to become a citizen out of fear that one day immigration officials would turn me away at the border or at an airport when I presented my green card. It’s strange to use the words “love” and “fear” when you are talking about a country, but I feel both emotions toward my adopted homeland. It is the place where I fully embraced my identity as a Latina and where I learned to ask hard questions as a journalist. The reason I’m still here is because I want to help make this country better, and one way I can do that is through my journalism.

Journalists are the people who keep us informed about what’s going on in the country and the world. I learned this lesson as a little girl watching the news on TV.

Imagine having a TV the size of a washing machine in the middle of your living room. I know people have BIG TVs now but they are flat. No, the TV sets that I am talking about from the 1960s were huge, clunky wooden boxes with built-in speakers and big knobs. The pictures they showed only appeared in black and white.

My family was lucky enough to buy a used one. Watching the news on that television set was my first interaction with American journalism. The anchors who delivered the news were always white men in suits, white men who spoke English without any accent, without a single hair out of place, and who appeared not to have any feelings. These were the people given the power to tell us what was happening and what mattered in the world.

I watched the news on television every night. By the time I was nine years old, we had bought a color TV that sat in our kitchen where we could watch it from the dinner table. Our familia in Mexico was horrified that we had become those people—gringos who had a TV in the same place where they ate! But the world was too dramatic not to want to watch. There was a war going on in Vietnam. Protests across US cities. Refugees fighting to survive in their new home. Love and hate playing out in the streets.

But my family, who came from Mexico, were immigrants to this country, newcomers and dreamers, because of my father’s job as a scientist. Our stories, and people who looked like us, were nowhere to be seen on the news or in mainstream media. This made me feel invisible.

I looked for myself everywhere in the media. In Time magazine. On 60 Minutes. In the Chicago Sun-Times. Nada.

I searched through store racks that sold products personalized with names on them. I looked for stickers, buttons, notebooks… anything to affirm in the written word that I existed. The displays seemed to carry every name you could possibly imagine, except for one. Mine. Maria.

That feeling of invisibility followed me everywhere I went in this country, the United States of America. The places where I did see and hear people who looked and sounded like me were barrios that looked abandonados—deserted neighborhoods with no trash pickup, no playgrounds, and broken windows. Still, these places were filled with life and color and the language of love.

Buenos días, Señora!

Que lindo día!

Que le vaya bonito!

Que bello, mi amor!

Mi querida, mi sol, mi vida!

I didn’t know it then, but I wanted to tell the stories of the people I saw and knew in the barrio. In the beginning, I didn’t know how. I did not feel smart enough to be one of those people on the TV news who appear to have no feelings and never have a single hair out of place. I was the opposite of all that. I was a woman and a Latina. And I had a lot of hair.

I became obsessed with understanding the invisibility that I felt and fighting against it. The lack of Latinos and Latinas in the media marked me. It made me want to do something to change the reality I had been presented with. There are so many important experiences like this that you will have during your life. I hope this book makes you pay attention to the seeds being planted in you that will sprout as you get older.

For me, the seeds of that invisibility sprang forth and inspired me to become a radio and TV journalist and work at NPR, CNN, PBS, and many other media companies. Along the way, people told me I was too close to the stories I wanted to tell to be objective. You are too Mexican-y. Too immigrant-y. Too feminist-y. Too left-y. Too ungrateful and maybe even too unpatriotic. After working for all those companies and proving myself over and over again, I finally decided to go out on my own.

I took a huge risk and left corporate media to create my own media company, Futuro Media, in 2011. I became the first Latina to found a national independent nonprofit newsroom. I took control of the microphone and the camera. I was no longer just a reporter on the airwaves, but also the executive calling the shots.

One day in 2016, as a journalist with thirty years of experience, I appeared on cable news to talk about immigration. The other guest, who supported the policies of then-President Donald Trump, dared to refer to immigrants, fellow human beings, as “illegals.”

In this moment, I was the opposite of invisible. I was on prime-time cable television, being watched in the homes of millions of people. On live TV, I let loose. “There is no such thing as an illegal human being,” I said in response to the other guest speaker. “ ‘Illegal’ is not a noun! Never use that term to refer to a human being. It was the first thing the Nazis did to the Jews. They labeled them an ‘illegal people.’ ”

In fact, that’s how the Holocaust started, but I didn’t get a chance to say that. TV sound bites are ninety seconds. I had to wrap it up. But if I’d had more time, I would have shared what Elie Wiesel, a Holocaust survivor and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, told me. If you say an entire people are illegal, as opposed to using the term to describe a crime one may have committed as an individual, then you are taking away an entire people’s humanity. Laws exist to stop people from doing things that are deemed illegal and bad for society. But a whole group of people cannot be considered illegal just because of their religion or where they were born. Calling a person illegal is like saying they don’t have a right to exist, and that’s a dangerous idea.

Within hours of my TV appearance, the clip had been shared on social media thousands of times. What helped this moment go viral (apart from the words) was that I was correcting a dude on TV. The way it came out, I looked like I did a double take and then an oh-no-you-didn’t shoulder twist (I’m a trained boxer so I can’t help myself!) as I scolded him (there was a finger involved).

There is a saying in Mexican Spanish: No hay mal que por bien no venga; there is no bad from which good cannot come. Okay, that is a clunky way of saying that if something bad happens, you can always find the silver lining. The discomfort I felt as a kid planted a seed in me that led me onto this path. Being a journalist is a job, yes, but for me it’s also a mission. I have committed my career to scratching that massive itch of invisibility. I have continued to fight against allowing other people to tell our stories, people who did not really understand or know us, and refused to give them the power to control the narrative.

The years of the Trump presidency brought a specific kind of horror to the Latino and immigrant experience. This man began his campaign for president by riding down a fake gold escalator and then saying that he wanted to build a wall because Mexico was sending “criminals” to come to the United States. (To be clear, that is a lie. There are fewer criminals among immigrants in the US than among people born here.)

Once he was in the White House, when families tried to come to this country for help, the US government started taking children and babies away from their parents. It’s because of journalists and whistleblowers who snuck out a phone recording that we were able to hear the voices of these kids crying as they were held in cages and given blankets that are essentially made out of aluminum foil.

Let’s be clear: The ugly hatred against immigrants, Latinos and Latinas, Asian people, and indigenous and Black folks did not start with Donald Trump. The anti-immigrant policies we have lived through and still experience today were not started by him. He made everything worse, but the groundwork was there long before he came along.

If we want to atone for our sins and heal these collective wounds, our beloved country has to come to terms with how it was founded. The men and women who first came here from Europe were conquerors and settlers as much as they were also people searching for freedom and a dream. They founded this country on guns and power and used the idea of race to hold onto both. Just like this country was built on anti-Black and anti-Indigenous hatred, it has survived on anti-immigrant and anti-refugee hatred. It’s all been on the books, in our laws, written by white men in government.

The country that says it loves immigrants and refugees, and worships one particularly imposing lady called the Statue of Liberty, has undermined its own motto of accepting “the huddled masses” on its shore every century of its existence by encouraging its citizens to hate people whose only real difference is that they were not born on this land.

I don’t want anyone to feel invisible in this country because, guess what? We are all a part of it.

This country of ours has used and abused us from the very beginning. It’s a hard lesson to learn, but acknowledging the truth is the first step to bringing about change in a positive direction.

We need to learn about what really happened here and the parts of American history that have been left out of the history books—not just the events that make the US look good from the perspective of you-know-who.

The poet Emma Lazarus wrote the poem on the base of the Statue of Liberty: “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.” Those words set the intention of this nation—to love and welcome people from faraway lands into the fold. The US has been that country in the past, welcoming refugees at various times throughout its history from Vietnam, Ethiopia, Cuba, Ukraine, Burma, Argentina, and many other countries, with ordinary Americans showing up and opening their homes to help refugees resettle in places like Texas, Ohio, Nebraska, and Arizona. And it can be that country again in the future only if we all make it that way, together.

This book is about how it all started for me (and about how it’s going). I will tell you the story of how I arrived in the US, what it was like to grow up as a little Mexican girl on the South Side of Chicago, and the experiences that motivated me to become a journalist. It was that work that eventually brought me to McAllen, Texas, to cover the immigration situation at the border, where I met that little girl at the airport.

I don’t know where she is now, but I hope that one day she will read these words. I’ve always wanted her to know that I heard her and I saw her and I never forgot her. This country was made for people like her. I hope she makes it here and this country really becomes hers.

I told her I wanted to hear her words. I told her, I see you because once I was you.






CHAPTER 1 Once Upon a Time in Mexico [image: ]


I was born in Mexico City during the rainy season in the summer of 1961, when it wasn’t yet one of the largest cities in the world the way it is now. Back then, palm trees grew in the middle of downtown and my sister and brothers played hide-and-go-seek in the streets.

On most days you could look out the window from our house and see the snow-capped peaks of the Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl volcanoes. Of course, I didn’t notice any of this as a little baby, but later as a kid I would come to know all the things my sister and brothers already knew about Mexico City. I would spell the volcanoes’ names out phonetically so that I could learn how to say them—PO-PO-KA-TEP-UH-TL and EE-STAK-SEE-WAH-TL. I grew up hearing and speaking Spanish as my native tongue. But these names aren’t actually Spanish. They are Nahuatl, a language spoken by the Nahua people, who are descendants of the Aztecs. The story goes that Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl were in love. Anywhere else they might just be two volcanoes, but in Mexico they became star-crossed lovers.

The scents and flavors of Mexico were intense and unforgettable. I can never forget the smell of ripe mango in the morning for breakfast, key lime squeezed on top of papaya, the pungent aroma of cilantro and garlic, and Mexican rice seasoned just so with tomato and achiote for that vibrant pinch of red—the secret ingredient that all Mexican moms somehow know to throw in.

Whenever my mom took us to the mercado, it was like sensory overload. In the open-air market underneath a covered roof, each section had different smells. My nose would go crazy as we walked by the corner that sold pork and chicharrón. The man who worked the stall fried pork skin right in front of your face in a huge vat of boiling oil. If you took another hundred steps forward, you would end up in the corner of the market where they sold fresh cut flowers. Now you’d be smelling the roses and lilacs.

Turn another corner and you’d breathe in the scents of oregano and cumin at the stalls that sold spices. The fruit section was more about color than smell. Ruby red strawberries were piled high in perfect pyramids. Mangoes mimicked the colors of a sherbet sunset with shades of pink, orange, and golden yellow. They were ripe and ready to be peeled. Every time I ate one, the mango hairs always got stuck in my teeth. I loved them as much as I hated them.

That very first year in Mexico, though, I was still a baby in my mother’s arms. I was stuck to her like chicle, like gum. Everywhere she went, I went. Meanwhile, my sister, seven-year-old Bertha Elena, followed by my brothers Raúl, five, and Jorge, two, were let loose. Our neighborhood was known as Colonia Narvarte; the colony of Narvarte. Being a kid there meant being free. The kids were always out in the street jumping rope or playing hopscotch. Or they hung out in the parks together, which were massive and green 365 days a year because Mexico City never gets cold like that.

There was familia in abundance. But there was no TV. No iPhones or iPads. No radio really, except for the stations that played Mexican music or radio novelas. There were no plastic toys. No Sesame Street. And yet everyone had a great time. My siblings made things up because they had no choice. They acted out entire dramas and invented new games in the parks and palm-lined streets of la Colonia Narvarte. There was nothing to be afraid of. If you fell off a swing, you might come home with a few scrapes, but as long as nobody was crying everything was fine. You were safe and loved and fed. And there was no English to be heard anywhere.

Sometimes my sister and brothers played upstairs in our bedrooms. The same mercado where my mom shopped daily (people barely used refrigerators back then) had a children’s section where a few stalls sold papier-mâché miniatures of everything you could buy at the market. They had baby fruits and vegetables painted in bright colors and even tiny wooden kitchen replicas filled with teeny ceramic dishes and bowls—“estilo de una vajilla típica del pueblo”—that my sister and primas would use to make pretend meals.

When I came into the picture, my mom began to rely a lot on my big sister. As the oldest, Bertha Elena was the one in charge and I idolized her my entire childhood. She had long, jet-black hair, thick eyebrows, and a sharp Aztec nose como la bella Iztaccíhuatl. Even though I was Mom’s chicle, as I grew older my sister became the role model I looked up to. Everything she did seemed so hip and modern. She was already wearing perfectly coordinated outfits. She showed up to play dates wearing a petticoat, white dress, and white patent leather shoes with bows in her hair, her skin looking even more chocolatey in comparison to her starched white dress.

Bertha Elena played house with us and made sure my brothers didn’t destroy everything around them. Sometimes she dressed them in matching clothes because that was the style, everything matching. In fact, Bertha, my mom, and I sometimes wore matching outfits too. (Yes, my sister is named after my mom and my brother Raúl is named after my dad. Show me you’re Mexican….)

Raúl was known for being somewhat out of control. He was always falling off things and hitting his head. By six years old, he’d already had one or two concussions. Raúl talked so much that one time my mother hit him on the top of his head with a plastic plate and broke it. That’s not something that would be considered acceptable nowadays, but things were a little wack back then when it came to corporal punishment.

My brother Jorge, who’d enjoyed being the baby of the family for two years until I arrived, was now the third child out of four. In many ways, he had a hard time being overshadowed by his louder older brother, but some would call that dirty laundry, so allí muere.

Since she was older and better behaved, my sister went to church with our grandmother several times a week. Catholic masses were always said in Latin back then. Bertha Elena (we called her by her full name) would sit in the church pew, perfectly quiet, not understanding a single word, and watch the other congregants to figure out when to stand and kneel at the right times. This went on for an entire hour. Sometimes she saw our grandmother beating her chest and saying “mea culpa” over and over again. It scared her. The statue of Jesus Christ being crucified was also hard to look at. The wounds on his hands and feet where he was nailed onto the cross looked so real. If you’ve been to a church in Latina America, you know what I’m talking about. Who needs a gory movie when you can just go to church and see the statues of Jesus dripping blood from his head with the crown of thorns and his life-size feet where the nails were gashed in and all the way through to the wooden crucifix?

Church was always a little weird, but Bertha Elena liked that she got to wear her black leather shoes and a mantilla, a veil made out of lace. Afterwards, she and our grandmother would stop and buy a snack from one of the women outside. The ladies wore long braids and spoke accented Spanish because they were usually Nahua or Zapotec. They sold freshly sliced jicama with chili and lime or freshly toasted chicharrón, thin and crunchy and warm, out of huge straw baskets. That made the entire ordeal worth it.

There is a common saying that it takes a village to raise a child, so I guess we would have said toma un pueblito, but our family was so big it was like we were our own pueblito, and we took care of one another. My dad was usually busy working three different jobs to support us and follow his dream of being a research doctor and finding a way to help the deaf to hear if they wanted to. The only way my mom was able to handle taking care of four kids under the age of seven in her home was with the help of her hermanas, cuñadas, and primas who were around us all the time.

We lived on a street called Eugenia. My mother’s eldest sister, Lila, lived a few blocks away on Pythagoras Street. That was another one of those words I had to practice to say right—PEE-TAG-OH-RAS en Español.

Lila had five kids. My mother’s other sister, Gloria, had seven. Her brother Hermilo had five and her brother Raphael had four. Altogether, including my siblings and me, that’s twenty-five kids, and that was basically what life was about for me and my mom and sister and brothers. When we all got together it was as many kids as one classroom!

Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, after school ended at two p.m., the entire extended family would gather at someone’s house for the traditional comida del mediodía. This is the main midday meal, kind of like an extended lunch, that starts at three o’clock and is supposed to end at five. Often, though, it goes on until seven or even eight in the evening with something called la sobremesa (“the after table,” which includes coffee, dessert, and sometimes tequila), by which time people are ready to have la cena or dinner. There used to be a lot more time off back then. You didn’t live to work. You lived. And you worked some—unless you were my hyper-focused father who worked because he loved it and was on a mission.

Whoever was hosting la comida had to pay for all the food, prepare the meal, and take care of serving everybody. Can you imagine being responsible for feeding fifteen, sometimes twenty or even twenty-five people? That’s a lot of work. And it usually meant that the women were doing all of it and serving the men. When I think back to the way Mexico was and still is, that is the part I dislike most—how the men are always being served by the women. That is one seed that was planted early in my body and soul that I rejected thoroughly.

The women in my family didn’t complain, though. They helped whoever was hosting in the kitchen. That’s where they worked and gossiped and joked and gave all the kids hugs. Once the kids had eaten and the rest of the meal was ready, the adults sat down to eat.

Our grandfather showed up to every single comida del mediodía even though he no longer lived with our grandmother. His skin was the color of smooth dark brown leather. He always wore rimmed glasses and a suit and tie, and held a cigarette in his hand till I forced him to quit when I was a teenager. This was the only time my grandfather and grandmother saw each other anymore; it was one of those strange things that happens in Mexican families. They just never told us kids what was going on between them.

Abuelito always sat at the head of the table. My sister remembers him giving all the kids coins to go to a store known as La Miscellanea or the Miscellaneous Store. Their chore was to buy a Coke and an orange Fanta to bring back to the adults who were eating. It was a way of keeping the kids out of the house so the adults could have a moment of peace. There was always money left over for each of the kids to get a piece of candy. Their favorites at that time were pirulín, a colorful lollipop in the shape of a long cone, Chiclets gum, especially the lavender and pink colors, and Gansitos, which were little cakes covered in chocolate and filled with strawberry jelly.

La comida del mediodía wasn’t about the food. It was about being together. Since these meals took place at a regular time and place every week, anyone could just show up.

On Fridays, the meal was always at mi Tío Gordo’s house. Gordo means “fat,” so his nickname was “my uncle, the fat man,” but in Spanish it was meant more as a term of affection than anything else. Mi Tío Gordo was a jokester and would do dramatic things to get a laugh. Sometimes he had one too many tequilas and would end up throwing my family’s shoes out his apartment window just for fun. During the sobremesa, made up of chisme and chit-chatting, Tío Gordo would take the crumbs leftover from bolillos, Mexican bread rolls, and roll them up into tiny little balls. Then he’d throw them at my mami and my aunts—mi Tía Gloria, mi Tía Marta, mi Tía Carmelita, and the eldest, mi Tía Licha—aiming to get the little bread balls to fall into their cleavage. The women all covered their chests with their hands and continued talking. Next he tried to get the balls into their glasses of Coke. By the end of sobremesa, all the women had one hand covering their glass and another hand blocking their chest and they carried on entire conversations this way. The kids just laughed.

Sometimes mi Tío Benito was there. He was the uncle who later took me to see my first bull fight in the heart of Mexico City. He was funny, wore thick glasses, had tight curly hair, and, like his glasses, his lips were thick. He specialized in chistes and cuentos, in telling and singing jokes, rhyming jokes, off-color jokes, jokes that involved accents and reenactments, and jokes about our family. He would bring his guitar and make up songs to sing about each family member but actually teasingly and lovingly insult them bajita la mano. Everyone laughed at one another other. Remember, there was no Internet back then. People talked to each other face-to-face and the shade was real. People from Mexico City don’t play when it comes to dark, biting, and often belittling humor, so if you could spit it, you had to be able to catch it too.

Sometimes mi Tía Maria Cobadonga (I loved saying her name because it had so many syllables that it was like a haiku poem) would show up and tell stories about how the spirits came to visit her. Everybody knew she was a spiritual medium who had contact with the other side. Even though she was only in her thirties, her hair had gone completely white. Everyone told stories that were dramatic (so Mexican) but her stories were super dramatic. She would reenact the way people walked with a particular gait or their particular way of talking. And she would usually have the women running to the bathroom because they peed a little when they laughed and just couldn’t hold it any longer. These were the first seeds of storytelling that were planted in me.

My grandmother’s sisters who never married, mi Tía Carmelita and mi Tía Licha, often showed up too. Since they were both single, they lived and traveled everywhere together. They both had hair that was tight and curly and their lips and noses were thick and round, different from my mom’s and sister’s Aztec noses. Their brothers looked the same way, except they were bald. Looking at them, it made sense that somehow people from Africa had made their way to Mexico, to my Mexican family.

In our life in Mexico, my siblings and I saw our entire extended family three times a week. We felt completely supported and loved by lots of people who were also our blood relatives—grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins. How was it possible that my mom and dad would make the decision to leave all of that behind?

My mom, like my grandmother, is what you call in Mexico una pata de perro or a dog’s foot. It means that she likes to be outside in the world, like the stray dogs that roam the streets of Mexico City. My mother learned at a young age from her own mother to go out and explore, however she could. She was never afraid to go anywhere or to speak to anyone.

In 1961, the University of Chicago came calling for my dad. They admired his research and wanted his brain—his mission and passion had earned him a job offer. Dad hated the idea of leaving Mexico. Like most immigrants, he really didn’t want to turn his back on his homeland, though he was tired of working three jobs. It was my mom who convinced him to say yes.

The University of Chicago was offering him an opportunity to make his dream a reality. My dad thought he could help do something most people considered impossible: give hearing back to those who wanted it. It hadn’t been easy for him to listen to his own family tell him his dream was loco, una locura, una ilusion. But the seed was planted and he never gave up and now he was off!

My mom was a pata de perro and my dad was a dreamer dedicated to looking at teeny tiny particles in the electron microscope ten hours a day. They were both out-of-the-box thinkers. So, almost one year after I was born, they took the leap to leave their country and come to the United States. Neither one of them ever had a seed planted in them that made them want to leave Mexico, but la vida les mando este regalo. Was it a gift or something else?






CHAPTER 2 Coming to America [image: ]


Soon after my dad accepted the job offer from the University of Chicago, he was granted US citizenship as an immigrant “of extraordinary ability.” I mean, I know that is some elitist BS, but I did tell you Papi was a genius. He made the trip north from Mexico City to Chicago by plane a few months later. The plan was for my dad to start his new job, get settled, and find an apartment in Chicago for all of us to live in. My mom and us kids would stay behind in Mexico until he was ready for us to join him.

This is the story of how my mom and me and my siblings came to “America….” But let’s correct one common assumption right now. When I was in Mexico, I was already in America. Mexico is part of North America, so I was born in North America. Then there is South America and Central America. So really, all of us in the Americas are Americans. Acting as if only people in the US are Americans is one of my pet peeves.

On the day we were set to leave for the US, my mom, a tiny, five-foot-tall woman with black hair, thick arched eyebrows, and full red lips, was dressed to the nines in kitten heels and a velvet skirt. She woke up early to prepare her four young children for their very first plane ride together. We would fly from Mexico City to Dallas, Texas, and then in Dallas transfer to another plane to Chicago, where my dad would meet us. The year was 1962, and yes, there were planes back then, but most people didn’t use them. Traveling by plane was reserved for special occasions and for the super rich who could afford it. This was definitely a special occasion, because my family was not super rich.

I was quietly resting in my mother’s arms as we made our way through the airport and onto the plane. But my brother Jorge, who was three years old, screamed during the entire plane ride, which apparently was funny and unforgettable. “Un cai, un cai!” he kept yelling out the plane window. He was trying to say, “Nos cayemos, nos cayemos!” or, “We’re falling, we’re falling!” but he didn’t know how to say the word yet.

In between Jorge shouting, my brother Raúl was busy asking my mother a bazillion questions because he was the brainiac of the family and wanted to know everything about what was going on. How high was the plane? Why weren’t we falling to the ground? How exactly did la gravedad, gravity, work?

Bertha Elena, the oldest at seven years old, was looking out the window and crying. She was, perhaps, the only one of us who understood what exactly was going on. We were leaving our native country. We had all been born in Mexico, and now we were leaving it behind and moving to a place we had never been to before—a cold city in the middle of the United States called Chicago.

When I was younger, I used to joke and say I had ni voz ni voto; I had neither a voice nor a vote in the decision to leave Mexico and come to the United States. For many years, that was how I understood my arrival in this country. I entered quietly in the security of my mother’s arms, wearing a white frilly dress that she had made especially for this trip. My big black eyes were fascinated by everything and yet not a peep came out of my mouth because I was a perfect baby. Mom’s chicle. I was just there for the ride.

As I got older, I began to have questions about how I came to the US, so I asked my mom to tell me more about how we got here. It turned out there was a part of the story that had been left out.

We thought the scariest thing that had happened on the trip was my baby brother screaming about the plane falling. In fact, flying in the air was the easy part. Things got a little strange, though, when my mother and us kids made our way to the immigration area at the Dallas airport.

Nowadays when people come into the US from another country, they are required to go through an immigration check where government officers inspect their passports and papers to decide whether they have permission to enter. There are usually two lines: one for US citizens and permanent residents, and one for everyone who holds citizenship in another country. Mexico and the United States sit next to each other geographically and share a border. A lot of the Southwestern United States, including Texas, California, and the Northwest almost up to Canada, used to be a part of Mexico. The two countries have a long history of people going back and forth between them, but unfortunately, they haven’t always had a friendly relationship. Even though on the ground people who live en la frontera get along perfectly well with one another and everybody else, there’s still this pinche fight brought on by the US, history, and well, racism.

Here is your trigger warning. The story always starts out nice, like my sweet life en la Colonia Narvarte. Happy Mexicans couldn’t care less about what’s happening in gringolandia because they know the world does not revolve around the United States, but some white supremacists were not going to let things end there. Don’t get sucked into the lie of American exceptionalism. “Exceptionalism” is a false belief that this country and only this country is the best at everything. Remember, I told you we’re going to break some historical myths. Racism is nasty and hurtful and you’re about to see it up close.

In 1916, Tom Lea Sr., the mayor of El Paso, Texas, came up with an ugly notion that Mexicans were not clean. Based on this belief, he and others began calling people like me “dirty Mexicans.” The phrase became a racial slur because it used hateful words to insult and damage perceptions of other people. Do you know that saying, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me”? Well, it’s only half true, because words have power and those specific words ended up being used to create laws to keep people like me, Mexicans, as well as other Black and Brown people who were not born here, out of the United States.

Because of Mayor Lea’s words, the US government set up a fumigation facility in El Paso on the US-Mexico border. Mexicans who had been used to crossing the border daily to go to their jobs in Texas were now forced to be inspected for cleanliness before they were allowed into the United States. What started as a process of immigration officers looking at Mexican bodies to see if they had wounds or fever or any kind of sickness quickly turned into ordering Mexicans to take baths in gasoline and spraying their clothing with poisonous Zyklon B gas to disinfect them.

This went on for forty years. Can you imagine having to go through that ordeal every day just so that you can go to work or visit your family?

That brings me back to my mom’s story about our arrival in America. After we got off the plane at the Dallas airport, my mom walked us through the airport and got into the immigration line for US citizens and residents.

My mom knew that she had privilege. Even though my family didn’t have money, we had been granted green cards because of my dad’s job as a highly skilled research doctor who was working on important, life-changing technology at the University of Chicago. Actually, they were more of a faded lime green with squiggly lines through our faces. It was called a resident “alien” card, even though the only thing that made us different from US citizens was the fact that we were not born in this country. And that’s what they still called it until 2021, when President Joe Biden officially prohibited the use of the word “alien” from all government documents.

Once we got to the front of the line at the immigration checkpoint and it was our turn, my mom walked with all of us to the first open booth. Behind it stood an immigration agent who was as tall as a redwood tree, a Texan with blond hair and a mustache. My mom felt like a tiny shrub compared to him. Despite wearing an immigration agent’s uniform, he looked like a guy from a Hollywood movie, so she imagined he would be nice. My mom approached him with a smile on her face and extended her hand with our five green cards—our resident alien cards that she understood gave us permission to come into the United States.

That’s why when the agent began to study our faces very closely, my mom began to get a little exasperated. I started fidgeting in her arms, so she held me more tightly to her chest. My sister Bertha Elena pulled my two brothers closer to her as well. Then the agent’s eyes darkened and zeroed in on me like a hungry zopilote, a vulture ready to eat me. My mom recoiled.

“Ma’am, you are welcome to come into the United States,” the officer said with a thick Texas drawl, “but this baby girl, she’s got a little rash on her and we’re going to have to put her into quarantine here. So you and the rest of your kids can go on to Chicago and we’ll just keep the baby here.” The only reason I had a rash was because I had to use a scratchy blanket on the plane in place of my normal blanket that had been packed away for the move.

My petite, polite mother started yelling at the man, shaking her finger. Something inside of her summoned up a voice she had never used before and told this man, no matter how intimidating and tall he was, that he was not going to take her baby, her chicle, away.

After I learned this part of the story, whenever I shared it with friends or spoke about it in speeches, I characterized my mom as a feminist American icon who had found her voice. I praised her for understanding her rights before she even had citizenship. The story became about how my mom was a badass who answered back to a man who worked for the government and was many times bigger than her. To me, questioning authority is the true meaning of democracy in action. I relished telling the story and acting it out and giving props to my Mexican mom for being a feminista Chingona badass. People always applauded my mom and her bravery when I finished.

But then, many years later, something happened that changed the way I saw this story. In 2016, one hundred years after Mayor Tom Lea began calling Mexicans “dirty,” voters in the United States of America elected a president who told them that Mexicans, immigrants like me, were dangerous. (I’m not going to repeat his words here because, like most of what he has said, they are lies. And I deal in truths, las verdadera verdades.) His words set off a series of ugly policies.

During the forty-fifth president’s administration, the distrust and dehumanization of immigrants returned to an all-time high. Beginning in 2017, President Donald Trump, along with Attorney General Jeff Sessions and Senior Policy Advisor Stephen Miller, devised a “zero tolerance” policy that allowed the US government to respond to the so-called threat of so-called dangerous immigrants by taking away their children. This was people’s punishment for trying to come to the US.

Now, you will hear people say things like, Well, they can’t just come here for a better life. They have to stand in line! Do it the right way! But that’s a false narrative. There is NO LINE to stand in or pathway to legal immigration. None. And the waiting list for immigrant visas averages six years to two decades. The idea of coming here “for a better life” sounds nice, but how about this reality: You are starving and you will do anything to help feed your family. Or you are a refugee trying to save your life from oppressive governments, gang violence, or drought and famine caused by the climate crisis. And you have always heard the US describe itself as a welcoming home to immigrants and refugees.
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