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A New Home:  For Better or For Worse


“Alright, Mariano, when we get him into the barn, Sam and I will hold him down,” said my Dad, “and then give him the shot.”


This really was not how I envisioned this particular summer day going.  Indeed, I believe I can think of about 80 different things I would rather be doing than chasing a calf around my Dad’s ranch in the July heat.  One would also think that a calf suffering from severe pneumonia would be more receptive to his medication, but the chase went longer than expected until, finally, the calf decided to cooperate.  We took him to the barn, and just as my Dad instructed, Mariano injected the shot.


The truly odd thing about the whole experience, though, was how calm the calf was once we started the medical procedure.  After the day’s experience, I half expected the calf to go berserk once Mariano administered the shot.  However, to my surprise, Mariano’s presence was actually soothing to the animal.  As opposed to the agitation the calves normally show when my father gives the injections, this calf seemed very incognizant of the large needle shoved into its backside.


Later in the day I told my Mom about the incident and wondered why the calf was so much more responsive to Mariano than the rest of us.


“It’s no secret really,” she replied.  “Growing up, Mariano used to work on a farm with his father.  I’m sure this isn’t the first time he had to tame an animal, much less give it a shot.”

***


Growing up in Rayon, a small town in central Mexico, Mariano always was one with his natural surroundings.  Whether it was working with the animals on the small farm that his father owned or taking numerous walks to the nearby river, nature played a key role in every aspect of his life.  In fact, Mariano actually keeps a travel guide of the province of San Luis Potosí in his home.  The guide contains numerous photos of his old hangouts back in Rayon. 


“In my hometown we lived close to this very waterfall,” he stated while pointing at a picture in the guide.  “One of my favorite things to do when I was younger was to go swimming next to the falls with my sisters and my friends.”


As Mariano shuffled through the photos of what was, in essence, his childhood, I was stunned by the landscapes.  In every photograph the background was lush and green.  In every picture the trees seemed to be in full bloom.  The waterfall that he showed, while actually being relatively small in size was, nevertheless, majestic in its own right.  In fact, the backgrounds were so stunning I wondered if the travel guide had stretched or at least embellish the truth.  Indeed, I believe that Mariano could sense my doubts as he proclaimed that the “river water is really as blue as it was in the pictures.”

As Mariano continued to speak of his hometown I noted the care in which held this simple traveler’s guide.  I noticed the nostalgic look in his eyes and the warmth in his voice.  As he flipped through the booklet the memories continued to come to the surface.

“This was the church I attended growing up,” he said.  “It was such a small town and everyone knew everyone else.  The closeness of the community.  That is what I miss the most.”  

Keeping these photographs in mind, I wondered what could have compelled Mariano to leave a place that he obviously loved so much.

***


It is a calm and peaceful Saturday afternoon.  Mindy, as usual, is behind her piano teaching yet another student.  The notes played by the young girl next to her are a little off, but Mindy, as always, is there to offer advice.
  “Obviously not all of the students that come here are on the same level,” she plainly states, “but all I ask of any student that comes to this school is that they develop a joy for music.”


She continues on with the lesson by demonstrating how the notes are supposed to sound.  She corrects the placement of the child’s hands on the piano.  “Recent studies have shown how music can make children smarter, how it can improve their ability to learn,” Mindy proclaims.  “At the very least, it can be therapeutic.”


To Mindy, there is nothing more important in the world than music.  In fact, it is sufficient to say that music has been the driving force behind her entire life.  Throughout all of her journeys, through all of the places she has been or at one point called home, the underlying thread that can be seen in every phase of her life is her love of music.


“I first started playing the piano growing up back in Malmo,” she recalled. “For fun I used to play at concerts.  I played with lots of different musicians.  I also learned how to play a variety of instruments.  It was a good way to make an extra buck.”


The passion that she had developed during her teenage years would later become her profession, and, eventually, her ticket out of Sweden.  After graduation Mindy spent a year at a local university in Malmo.  She spent the next two years at a private school with a concentration in musical performance.  It was originally never Mindy’s intention to leave her hometown of Malmo, but it would seem that fate had other things in store.


“Really, I ended up here in the U.S. solely by chance.  My mother found an ad in the paper about a music program at Oklahoma City University.  The program normally took only one person a year from Sweden.  That year forty people applied and I ended up finishing second,” Mindy said beaming with pride.  “Since I came so close, I guess the program decided to make an exception.”


So Mindy was accepted into the program with the intent of obtaining her bachelors in musical performance.  For the first time since she was eight years old, Mindy would be leaving Malmo, a city and community that had served as her haven for the past 14 years.  For the first time Mindy would be separated from her friends and family as she would be leaving for the “States” for what she thought would be a temporary move.  At the age of 22, Mindy set out to fulfill her musical ambitions.  Little did she know that this would be the last time she referred to Sweden as “home.”

***


At the age of 21, Mariano realized that it was time to leave.  While his beloved Rayon still contained the visual beauty of his childhood, the economic realities and consequences of the situation began to take their toll.


“We were never well off to begin with.  The town as a whole was very poverty stricken,” stated Mariano.


It was at this point that Mariano pulled out another booklet of photos; however the images in this booklet were vastly different from those presented in the traveler’s guide.  Indeed, while the visual beauty of the area remained in tact, an obvious contrast existed between Rayon’s geographic environment and the actual economic conditions of the people.  

One photo showed an elderly couple literally living in a hut.  The walls were made out of wooden and bamboo sticks.  The ceiling was made from what appeared to be grass and hay.  Mariano flipped the page to the next image.  It was an eagle’s-eye view of a section of the town.  Similar huts and poorly built shelters all clustered together in one community.  More disturbing images came with each page.  Children in tattered clothing. Elderly men and women working in the fields, all doing just enough to survive and continue their meager existence.

“I come from a family of five.  Me, my parents, and my two sisters.  I realized that if my sisters were to have any chance, that if they were to go to school and make something of themselves, they would need help.  That is why I left,” Mariano proclaimed.

In September 1978 Mariano made the fateful decision to cross the border as an illegal immigrant.  He crossed between the town of Mexicali and the city of Calexico, California.  For the next six years he would wander around the American Southwest doing various odd jobs for different employers, all for the sake of his two sisters back home.

***

Within four years Mindy had graduated from OCU with a BA.  Two years later she received her master’s degree from SMU.  By this time it had become clear to Mindy that her days in Sweden were finished.  There would be no more concerts in Malmo’s various bars, no more late night jam sessions, and no more summer visits to the beach with her friends.  For better or for worse, her musical passion had carried her down a different path.

“At this point it was extremely impractical for me to go back.  For the sake of my career I had to stay.  All of my contacts were here in America,” reminisced Mindy.  “My degree would have been no good back home anyway.  In Sweden they tend to look at foreign degrees or documentation as not legitimate.  It would have been extremely difficult to find a job.”

In order to legally stay in the country, Mindy applied for an extension on her visa sixth months before it expired.  The extension cost was a total of two thousand dollars; however, considering that returning to Malmo was not an option, it was money well spent.  The extension allowed her to stay in the country until she received her green card, a process that took a grand total of two years and ten thousand dollars to complete.  Despite the expensive lawyer fees and the ceaseless paper work, Mindy feels as if she was one of the lucky ones.

“A friend of mine from Malaysia actually applied at the same time as I did, but still has yet to receive her green card.  A friend of mine and my husband’s (an immigrant from Iran) has been waiting 10 years to receive his citizenship.  In fact, the lawyer even admitted my Swedish citizenship helped to speed up the whole process.”

Now that she has her green card in hand Mindy now wishes to gain her citizenship, however she can only do so after five years have passed.

***

A field in Southern Arizona.  The name of the company this time was Marquira, an agricultural based company located with numerous orange and lemon groves throughout the Southwest.  That day the work was rather mundane.  Pick the orange from the tree; place it in your basket.  At some point, the oranges would leave the fields and be shipped to whatever stores were near for consumption.

The sun was blazing hot that day but Mariano persisted.  He was now the head of a 47 people crew, 42 of which were illegal immigrants.  Considering this fact it is of no surprise that much of the crew, after being tipped off that “Immigration” would be making a surprise visit today, scattered from the work site.  However, Mariano was not worried.

“Over the years my English had gotten better and better, so much so that during times like these the immigration officers just thought I was here legally.”

The officers pulled out of the car and walked up to Mariano and his friend.

“How are you today, Mariano?” the officer questioned.

“Good.”

“I’m going to need to see some ID from your friend here.”

Mariano looked towards Jose.  He told him to pull out his ID, the one that actually made him appear to be a legal resident of this country.

“I’m not so sure that the immigration officers would have bought his story about being Puerto Rican had I had not been there,” Mariano said looking back.  “But I am glad that I could help save a friend from deportation, at least at the time.  Jose eventually was caught and sent back across the border.”

Mariano looked down at his feet.  “In my years as an illegal is this country I am relieved to say that I was never deported.”

This was a fate, though, that Mariano knew he must avoid at all cost.  Too much was at stake, and too many people were depending upon him.

***


“If ever given the opportunity to go back Mindy, would you?”  I asked Mindy.


She hesitated in her response.  She looked down at the dinner table for a few moments.  Then here eyes lifted and met mine.


“I do miss my parents, but once I get my citizenship, I am hoping that I can bring my parents over to the States,” Mindy finally replied.  “Otherwise, I would prefer to stay here.”


She continued on, “I have lived in this country for 11 years now.  My husband, my friends, everything that I know is here now.  If I went back I don’t think I would adjust well.  The cultures are just too different.”

***

In 1983 Mariano finally received his green card after marrying a legal resident of the U.S.  Mariano rarely ever talks about his first wife but maintains that they were close for a period of time.  However, it is a subject that he has difficulty discussing.

“We separated for a number of reasons,” Mariano said.  “But despite what people think, I did marry her for the right reasons.  Given my situation, I think people have a habit of assuming certain things.”

He then looked up.  He didn’t need to say a word.  I knew it was time to change the subject.

“Sometimes Sam, things just don’t work out.”

There was no reason for me to prod.  Sometimes it’s best not to go back.

***

1981.  Mindy, at just around eight years old, arrives in Malmo for the first time.

“In the past few years Sweden has actually strengthened many of its immigration laws.  Anti-immigration feelings are quite prevalent in Sweden now,” Mindy proclaims.  “The Swedish tomato is better.  I guess that is what they are saying now.  We don’t want these foreigners coming in.  They can’t do things as well as us.  So leave so we can have our Swedish tomatoes.”

Given the circumstance of her arrival to Sweden, it is a good thing that she arrived in the early 80’s as opposed to now.  Mindy realizes that her family left Warsaw for her sake.  Her memories of Poland are very limited.  Many are not worth revisiting.

“Free Europe on the radio.  Hush, hush conversations.  That is all I really remember of Poland,” she reminisced.  “My family and I left before the civil war broke out.  Back then the Swedes were taking everyone in.  I guess that is all they could do.  It’s not like they could just send us back to the tanks.  Send us back now and you’re no better than the Communist.”

Mindy looked down at the dinner table once more.  “It’s sad really.  If they had treated me the way that they treat immigrants now…well, who knows,” she said.

Her eyes meet mine once more.  “But I know I wouldn’t have the life I have today.”

***

In 1996 Congress passed the Illegal Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act. The law, according to Barbra Hines, a clinical professor of law at the University of Texas “penalized persons who entered illegally and remained in the country, provided for retroactive deportation for relatively minor criminal offenses committed years before the passage of the law, further curtailed waivers from deportation and judicial review, mandated detention of immigrants during their deportation proceedings, and limited immigrants’ access to public benefits”
.  In addition, according to Hines, since 1996 all persons who arrive at a US border with false documentation are subject to a procedure called “expedited removal” in which an immigrant is immediately returned to their country of origin without a deportation hearing or access to the courts.

***

In 1990 Mariano remarried and shortly afterward moved to North Texas with his second wife, Isabella.  Over the next few years he would eventually make enough money to buy a house for him and his wife.  However, he never did forget about his promise to the people he had left behind.

“My sisters never did end up in school,” he said.  “But I think they have done well for themselves.  They both run their own businesses.  One runs a hamburger restaurant.  The other is a beautician.  All in all, I think that everything has worked out.”

While things are going better for his family back in Mexico, Mariano and Isabella are facing their own problems back in the States.

“Isabella arrived in this country illegally, just as I did,” explained Mariano.  “But the laws are much more stringent now.  About ten years ago, Congress passed a law that would not allow for illegals who had been in the country for 180 days to receive a green card.”

Mariano continued “The process has become very difficult.  Isabella has been caught at the border before and we fear that with the new rules, this might lead to her being deported,” explained Mariano.  “We applied for a working permit a few years back.  It took two years to get it.  “Several years before we applied for an I-245 form.  This is supposed to cover for her years as an illegal.  We have yet to hear back from anyone.  We are scheduled to go to court in a few months.”

Mariano looked into the kitchen where his wife was cooking dinner.  She had been unaware of the conversation the two of us were having.  

“Isabella is from a coal mining city back in Mexico, but most of the mines are closing down now.  In fact, 30% of the people have come into the US for work,” Mariano said.  “She never wanted to leave.  Neither of us ever wanted to leave.  But it is not are time to go back.  Maybe in a few years down the line.  But not now.”

***

In April of 2005 approximately 200 members of the Minutemen arrived in Arizona to assist the Border Patrol in arresting immigrants.  While the government at the time announced that it did not endorse these efforts, the Border Patrol sent 500 more agents and 27 aircrafts to the area
.

***

“I think that since 9/11, since they knocked down those towers, things have changed,” proclaimed Mariano.  “I don’t understand it. It’s almost as if people are looking for a scapegoat. Only a handful of people did this so why should everyone else suffer.”

Mariano continued “It’s funny.  Both me and my wife want nothing more than to go home but we are fighting like hell to stay here.”

Mariano got up from his couch.  He flipped through the traveler’s guide on San Luis Potosí once more.  He placed it back on his self for safe keeping.

I shook his hand and took my leave.  Mariano left the room to help his wife prepare dinner.  As I went to my car I looked back at their house.  It must be difficult to live your life for someone else I thought.
***

“Laura, that will be enough for today.”

The lesson is over. The young girl smiles and rises from her seat.  She gives Mindy a hug and walks out the door to be picked up by her parents.  Mindy closes her music book and places it back on the shelf with all of the others.

She stands by the shelf a little while longer.  “The best thing about America is that you have the opportunity to live your life,” Mindy proclaimed.  “You can have your own business.  You can achieve your dreams.  You can do anything you want.”

She looks down at her feet.  “I truly believe that.  I need to believe that.”
Afterward
As was recommended by my classmates, I decided to post this article for the final class collection.  The article is by far my best attempt at a profile narrative in the class but it means more to me than that.  Although I struggled to write this particular paper I am pleased that I was given the opportunity to present the stories of people that I came to know and respect.  Perhaps this paper means more to me than all the others because I was given the opportunity to talk about an issue that has personally affected my life (my dad is an immigrant) and I was able to present a point of view on the issue without necessarily having to write an essay.  In fact, I feel that these personalized stories say more about immigration than any research essay ever could.

As a writer I am still not comfortable writing in this format, but this paper illustrates that I am getting better at it.  During this semester, I found that the toughest part of writing these narratives was trying to get into the head of my subject and present the world as he or she sees it.  This is another reason why I chose to post this last article as I feel for the first time in the class I was able to accurately depict my interviewees.  Not only do their stories illustrate a larger issue, but I believe I do a good job of presenting them as who they actually are and not as how I perceive them.
� Mariano is the name I used to protect the identity of my interviewee 


� Mindy is the name I used to protect the identity of my interviewee
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