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Velcro

I wake up one morning to the smell of eggs and cigarettes and wonder if that’s what all of 

America smells like. Mami y Tio Esteban whisper secrets like smoke in the kitchen. From my room, I 

hear los papeles para trabajar bien, pero con cuidado. Siempre con cuidado. The smoky secret wraps 

itself around everything in the tiny apartment.

I am in middle school and Marianna is leaking heavy tears and green mocos onto my white 

sweater. I let her sob into me, her earthquake of a body convulsing into my arms. My mami didn’t 

come home last night and we don’t know where she is. My dad says she might be back in Honduras 

already. That I might not see her again for a long, long time. I don’t know what to say so I just hold on 

to her, wishing I could squeeze out her sadness, wishing I could replace my arms with the arms of her 

mother. We both know her Mami didn’t leave. She got rip-rip-ripped away. Like velcro. I realize just 

how quickly my family can be taken from me.

I am watching the news in the kitchen with my madrina after school. She is making sopa de 

�deo for lunch. They are talking about undocumented people being deported. We watch kids crying 

about how their mothers and fathers never came home, just like Marianna. I think about what it would 

be like if Mami never came home. What it would be like to sleep without her next to me. I don’t think
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I'd miss her snoring. But I do think I'd miss her warmth. Who would take me to school in the

morning? And who would promise me un raspado on Fridays si me comporto bien? When Mami

comes home that day I hug her big. And when she leaves the next morning, I don’t want to let her go. I

tell her I love her before I say goodbye, anxious that it will be the last time I see her.

It is my freshman year of college and I am homesick. People tell me that it’s normal, but they

don’t understand what I mean. I can’t explain it to them because I don’t know if I trust them yet. I

keep my nightmares to myself: in them, Mami calls me from Guatemala. Her voice is in a panic and she

says she’s been deported. Then, I go so long without seeing her that she becomes a translucent

memory. I am scared she will die before I get to see her again. I wake up sweating from my own panic,

terri�ed that my home is gone.

I have never heard sobs like this-- they are noises only felt from the �eshiest parts of pain. Mami

pulls down on my shirt. I am confused: Mami, straight-faced and serious señora, sobbing? I hug her

and let her release her pain onto me. El Andres, sob, esta, sob, muerto. A shock takes over my body but I

don’t let myself cry. Through her sobs, I understood that he died as he was �ying a helicopter through

some rocky mountains back in Guatemala. There was too much wind.

I let my shoulder hold her, I let myself carry her weight.  The next day, silence sinks into all the

furniture. I sit on the couch, Mami…

She looks at me. I am okay, mija.

I ask her about Tio Andres’s funeral, my voice as soft and kind as possible.
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Tu Grandma is gonna have one over there. And we’ll have one here. No podemos ir pa ya. Tu lo

sabes. We have to get used to being separated like this.

I am in art class after school and Mrs. Patty calls me Marcy. I repeat it and feel the way it �ts

into my mouth. Two syllables. Soft and short. And American. I say Marcela. I hate how long it feels.

Three syllables. How people always get it wrong. How I have to repeat it two times to correct them,

and they still never get it right. How much space it takes up. How it requires the r to be rolled. How it’s

so spanish. How it’s so clearly attached to a brown body. How maybe, if I call myself Marcy, people

would think that I am more American than Guatemalan. Not alien. How they wouldn’t question my

citizenship, or lack of it.

My name becomes a lie, but it protects me.

I have two colorful headbands to choose from. They are both bright and braided very, very

tightly. They resemble tela tipica. My grandma brought them to me from Guate during one of her

visits. I choose the one that weaves brown and orange. I put it on and I feel fully myself. When I wear

it, I imagine I am there. Surrounded by volcanoes and green and buildings antiguos-- low and short and

colorful. When I wear it, I feel real proud of my roots. Until a river of anxiety �ows through my veins

and pounds against my skull. Will people ask me where I got it from? Will they ask me where I am

from? How many words are too many words? Where is the line between pride and fear? I take it o� &

pull my hair back into a ponytail instead. Is that American enough for you?

3



Jacky and I are playing with barbie dolls. They are white and blonde and skinny and so very

pretty. Our barbies are �ghting over who gets to wear the pink dress. We make our voices American,

like really real English, like the way they spoke en la tele. Even when we aren’t talking through their

plastic bodies, we still talk like them. We wear pink dresses like them. We wear our make-up like them,

even though our Mamis tell us that we are too young for that. We just wanna feel beautiful like them

until we lose every trace of ourselves to the barbie’s American.

I can tell she isn’t listening to me. I am talking about how the baseball player doesn’t believe I

could squat a plate. Calladita te miras mas bonita, she tells me. Our parents tell us this so that we don’t

talk too much. Talking too much gets you in trouble. It’s even worse when you are undocumented like

me. Talk and I will be separated from my family. Talk and I will make men angry. Talk and I will get

deported. Talk and no one will ever like me. Talk and I will piss everyone o�. No one wants to hear me

talk. So, I don’t. In class, I hide behind people’s heads so that I don’t get called on. At family �estas, I

hide in my cousin’s room so that I don’t get picked on. When walking, I hide behind my lowered chin

and my verguenza. I hope no one is ever watching.
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Natali asks me where I was born and I proudly say: Guatemala. I don’t remember Guate, or

what it looks like or what it feels like or what it smells like.  But I  grin because Grandma still lives there.

I am her granddaughter and she loves me and therefore I really am Guatemalteca. Natali’s eyes become

suspicious. Really, how did you get here? The question makes me falter on the balance beam of my

pride. On a plane, I say, confused. Her eyes harden under her squint. Are you… undocumented? I feel

myself falling-- What is undocumented?

I am listening to the two white men sitting next to me in the co�ee shop debate if people like

me should be allowed to stay in this country. Conviction is so heavy on his tongue that he almost

screams. They’re leeches. His wasp words sting my skin. They feed off of everything, our money, our

healthcare, our schools, our social security, and worst of all-- they don’t pay taxes! I picture myself as a

leech, small and brown, and I can’t unsee it for a very, very long time.

He asks us if we are studying abroad. Everyone answers enthusiastically. I stay quiet and hope

no one notices that I give no reply at all. Everyone goes around talking about their travel plans, about

how everyone should do it, magic gleaming in their eyes. Their eyes fall on me. They are waiting and I

am drowning in their seconds. Uh no, I just don’t want to. I look at the tip of my white shoe.

Why not? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing.

My body wants to coil. I just don’t want to.
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I want to scream that I just can’t. That if I leave the country I can’t come back in. That

studying abroad is a privilege. But my mouth is like two magnets stuck together not ready to release my

truth. And instead, I stand there, my body hot and red and humiliated.

I am sitting in the car with Mami; she has just found out about my �rst C. I explain to her that

P.E. is stupid and that I hate running but all they make me do is run and that I am protesting it by not

doing it. Marcela. No me importa si te gusta correr o no. No puedes tener una C. I am riled up and I

know my face is calling Mami a traitor. It’s P.E. I shouldn’t be forced to do things that I don’t want to do.

She sighs. Mija, this is more than P.E., okay? You want to go to college? You can’t get Cs. Everyone else has

to work hard, well you have to work harder. No hay muchas escuelas that you can go to. Do you

understand? You’re undocumented.

There it is, that word.

I pull out my phone and google if undocumented students can go to college. I click the �rst

link and it looks like some sort of internet forum:

Q: Help!!!! Can undocumented students go to college?

A: No, they are aliens.

A: I’m not sure, but are you a woman? how did you get here? And why are you here?

I   like exotic ladies ;)

A: De�nitely not, they should go back to wherever they came from.

A: Yes, there is no law preventing AB540 illegal aliens from attending universities.

Although, they are not permitted to receive federal funds.
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A: *picture of an alien*

They shouldn’t be here. There are laws in this country that should be followed, the white, male,

conservative boy says. They are good people, the white, female, liberal woman says. I am sitting in my

�rst college government class and it is  weird to have people talk about me. Not at me, but still about

me. About people who hide like me. People who sacri�ce like me. People who like books and sing and

dance to bachata like me. People who like to drink un cafecito anytime pan dulce is involved. People

who aren’t like me. People who like �xing cars or study law.  Or people who can’t go to college because

they don’t have anyone believing in them. People who aren’t like me but still, we are the same to people

like them. We are the brown paper people. Only used, never kept. It is a hurricane of a sensation to be

seen while hiding, swept up and pushed down, always discarded.

She is telling me that the president of the college had asked her not to talk about her citizenship

status for her own safety. That she was so angry. We are allowed to exist here on the basis that we are

people. I will not hide my identity from them or for them, she says. I feel that. I am so tired of folding

myself into the pocket of the United States. We shouldn’t have to hide our identity, I agree, but what

about our safety? She shakes her head. No, no, no, we have to threaten our safety to secure our safety. We

have to fight for us to take up space. For other undocumented people to take up space. Rightfully. I see her

and I see me. I am left thinking. It is the �rst time my fear rips and I feel my anger.
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