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Epigraph

Yaccaira de la Torre Salvatierra,

this one is for you, mujer!

—REYNA

To my parents, and my abuelitos—

este libro y todo es siempre para ustedes.

—SONIA




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Epigraph

Foreword by Viet Thanh Nguyen

Editors’ Note



Migration

Sonia Guiñansaca

Before

Reunion

After

Bo Thai

Art: Where do we go

Carolina Rivera Escamilla

The Promise Made

Jennif(f)er Tamayo

& I Came the Way the Birds Came.

Javier Zamora

Every election,

There’s a Wall ft. Merengue Legend Kinito Mendez’s “Cachamba”

At the Naco, Sonora Port of Entry Twenty Years After Crossing the Border, but This Time with Papers

Alan Pelaez Lopez

Art: A Future, Elsewhere

lois-soto lane

Searching for Atlantis

Jesús I. Valles

Quinceañera

you find home / then you run

Danyeli Rodriguez Del Orbe

Pa’ Nueva Yol

Rita E. Urquijo-Ruiz

First Visit

Kaveh Bassiri

Caravan

Immigrant Song

Learning Drills

Azul Uribe

10

féi hernandez

After Sappho

How We / Tell Stories \

Conception

Survival

Girum Seid Mulat

When I Dream of Mother(land)

From an Ethiopian Child Living in America

Aline Mello

Fit

t. jahan

Any Day Now

Julissa Arce

Not of Their World

Mariella Mendoza

Montaña a Montaña

Laurel Chen

YOU SAY CITIZENSHIP I SAY A COUNTRY IS A CATASTROPHE

auto-deportee aubade

Lucy Rodriguez-Hanley

Guilty of Being Lucky

Emilia Fiallo

All the Little Pieces

Julio Salgado

Art: A Moment for Two

Francisco Aviles Pino

Fruit

Unite Here Local 11

An ode to journalists

Angel Sutjipto

Discretion

T. Lê

I unravel to tether myself

you insist on my native tongue

NOTHING IN PARTICULAR

Elías Roldán

A Permanent Stitch

Razeen Zaman

Insider-Outsider: Unlearning My Legal Education

Alexa Vasquez

Querida Zoraida

New Beginnings

Ola Osaze

things you remember when an orange-hued fascist with a blond combover is voted out of office

Oscar Vazquez

Body of Work

Sól Casique

Bull Vision

If I, an undocumented person, were to own a spaceship or two or three

Barbara Andrea Sostaita

Undocumented Success Story

Reyna Grande

Not So Sweet Valley

Rommy Torrico

Art: Come Back

César Miguel Rivera Vega Magallón

Return to the Invented Country: A Theory of Return Migration

Dujie Tahat

THE FENCE

I TAKE MY KIDS TO SCHOOL AND THE PRESIDENT IS SET TO BE ACQUITTED

The Way As Promised Has Mile Markers To Guide Us

Miriam Alarcón Avila

Through the Lens of My Camera

Yosimar Reyes

Silicon Valley, CA

Grace Talusan

Counter Encounters

Dulce Guerra

Sweet Grass

Carolina Alvarado Molk

On Paper




About Viet Thanh Nguyen

Reyna’s Acknowledgments

Sonia’s Acknowledgments

About the Editors

Praise

Copyright

About the Publisher




Foreword

Human beings have always migrated and will certainly move even more in the era of climate catastrophe, but the United States of America has laid claim to the idea of migration as part of its ideology. This way of thinking proclaims we are a country of immigrants. But don’t call it ideology. Americans believe that ideology is for the Marxists, socialists, communists, and critical race theorists. The American Dream exists beyond ideology, as the dream everyone all over the world must be dreaming—according to Americans.

Immigration into the United States by certain people terrifies some Americans. It could also be argued that the idea of immigration validates America to these same Americans. Of course, people want to come here, for we are great, or will be great again as soon as we have the right kind of people coming here. This anthology, Somewhere We Are Human, takes on the paradox of immigration and xenophobia that exists at the heart of America, by which I don’t mean the United States in reality, but this mythical country of the American Dream that is so deeply rooted in the American psyche that many Americans, even the liberal and critical ones, have a hard time unrooting it.

The stories, poems, and artwork in this anthology address this paradox wherein America represents itself as the land of “new beginnings” but is also a place that is so demanding of its newcomers that they must think, “Somewhere we are human.” If America is great, then why is the humanity of anyone in question? Why must anyone long for their own innate humanity, one that is denied by some and even by many? The American story of so many newcomers—as well as indigenous people and the descendants of the enslaved—is therefore one of “survival.”

Racism, indifference, misunderstanding, microaggressions, exploitation, family separation, the terror of being undocumented and under threat of deportation—these are all part of the terrain of danger and survival for newcomers. In this sense, the anthology affirms what is already well-known about the American story of migration, which is that in order to become American, to participate in the American Dream, to be a part of American exceptionalism, the newcomers often and unfortunately have to undergo rites of initiation that range from contempt to brutality.

Part of the American mythology is that these regrettable aspects of the American experience will ultimately be overcome, by individuals and the nation as a whole. This anthology challenges that optimism, as Jesús I. Valles expresses succinctly in his poem “you find home / then you run,” when he writes “i do not have a country.” Composed in the era of “Make America Great Again” and its aftermath, or perhaps simply its fallow period before it rises once more, the anthology’s mix of pessimism, defiance, and occasional optimism captures the mood of so many Americans. Many, on all sides, are worried about the fate of the country. For some, this is wrapped up in the idea that what America represents—the city on the hill, a beacon for the world—is under threat. For others, including many in this anthology, the worry is about how to live in a country that is simply, for better and for worse, home.

One of the most unique things about Somewhere We Are Human is the visible presence of those writers who are both geographically mobile and who have moved across norms and boundaries of sex and gender as queer, nonbinary, or trans. This is not accidental. The borders of nations are not only racialized, politicized, and militarized, but also gendered and sexualized, as Gloria Anzaldúa pointed out in Borderlands/La Frontera. And the sociologist Aníbal Quijano has argued that America, as the continental region from north to south where contemporary capitalism reached its apotheosis through colonialism, required the construction of a bourgeois, heteronormative family. This is why the proponents of “Make America Great Again” cast unwelcome migrants as murderers and rapists since both threaten this kind of family, which also stands in for the nation. And this is why an anthology that is ambivalent about America itself throws the borders of geography, nationality, gender, sexuality, and identity into question.

While we have no shortage of immigrant stories, we have not heard as much as we need to from the undocumented and previously undocumented who comprise this anthology. Their stories drove home for me the perpetual feeling of dread that hangs over so many of the undocumented, as well as the power and necessity found in their courageous voices. While these writers may be undocumented in a legal sense, they are documenting themselves, and this country, through their writing. May this anthology be a cornerstone of an undocumented literature that galvanizes our collective conscience and imagination over what is possible for this country.

Ultimately, Somewhere We Are Human asks an implicit question: Where will we be human? Is it in the United States? Is it in this dream of a mythological America? And if our humanity cannot be realized in these places, then why not, and how can we make that necessity happen? The answers can emerge only through struggles over justice and equality that will not be resolved anytime soon. In the meantime, the defiant claim of féi hernandez’s poem “After Sappho” resonates: “America was always mine.”



Viet Thanh Nguyen,

Pulitzer Prize–winning

author of The Sympathizer




Editors’ Note

Dear Reader,

We are honored to present to you these powerful stories of resilience, tenacity, and hope. Our younger selves never imagined putting a book like this together—a unique collection of essays, poems, and artwork by and about people like us: undocumented and formerly undocumented immigrants. Since we are part of a community that is often relegated to the margins of society, where so many of us are forced to live in the shadows and where our voices go unheard, the publication of Somewhere We Are Human is to us a dream fulfilled. This book is a celebration of the unbreakable spirit and incredible talent of our communities.

We both migrated when we were very young, Reyna from México and Sonia from Ecuador, and landed on opposite coasts, California and New York, respectively. We both grew up undocumented and faced similar challenges as we struggled to find our place in the United States. Luckily for us—two brown girls living in Harlem and Los Angeles—we found a sort of sanctuary in our public libraries where we discovered the power of stories and developed a fierce love of reading. Unfortunately, the books available to us too often failed to include experiences like ours. We craved narratives that spoke to our reality as immigrants and the complexity of being undocumented; stories that reflected our humanity, where we felt seen and heard.

With this collection, we hope to contribute to the ongoing and evolving conversation about immigration policy and justice by centering authentic stories of immigrants. Never has the need for such a book been greater, and we gave ourselves over to the writing and editing of it as if our lives depended on it. Maybe they did. After all, the creation of Somewhere We Are Human happened during a time when DACA—the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals in the United States—was up for debate; during the ongoing deportation of migrants across the country and the imprisonment of people in detention centers; during an increase in anti-LGBTQ policies; during a rise of xenophobia and anti-Asian violence; during the uprising for Black lives; during an election; during a climate crisis, economic instability, and a global pandemic.

At a time of so much unrest, how do we shift the nation’s collective imagination about migrants toward one rooted in humanity and justice? There were many questions that guided us as we selected the essays, poems, and artwork you will find within these pages.

The process to arrive at this collection was done in two phases. First, we created a wish list of people we wanted to include—prominent voices doing groundbreaking work in immigrant activism and cultural and literary spaces. We also wanted to spotlight new immigrant voices from across the country and those who no longer reside in the United States because they decided to leave or were deported. So in addition to seeking specific contributions, in October 2020 we launched an open call for submissions online, which closed in December of the same year. The response was overwhelming but not surprising. Opportunities and infrastructure for immigrants to tell their own stories in their own words are few and far between. What we ended up with was a pool of submissions about humans who love; who have complicated relationships with family members; who are engaged in multiple social justice issues, such as climate change and reproductive and LGBTQ rights; who are figuring out their connection to their homelands and their adoptive country; who are exploring their identities, pursuing their dreams, and owning their truths.

In this collection, we wanted to go beyond the data points—the case studies or policy reports—that all too often dominate mainstream discourse. The pieces of the people you will meet in this collection are never-before-published, firsthand accounts of lived experiences. These are authentic voices of emerging or established writers and artists, of leaders in their professions or communities. Some of us have been granted Temporary Protected Status or live under the DACA program. Some of us are in between status adjustments; others are deportees, in exile, or are waiting for asylum approval. Some of us have green cards or are now American citizens, and some of us do not qualify for any current relief efforts because we have aged out or are awaiting a court hearing, stuck in the ever-increasing judicial backlog. This range was important to us because it puts on display the settler colonial policies of immigration and the violent system that we are all a part of, against our will and sometimes complicitly.

These government-made statuses cannot fully capture the reality of human lives, and the contributors in this book are trying, individually and collectively, to make sense of the gray areas by revisiting our memories and learning how class, race, religion, sexuality, gender, nationality, statehood, ability, and language have shaped our lived experiences in this country. We broach subjects often not included in larger mainstream migrant discourse, like mental health and body dysphoria, and topics like shame and guilt that we often don’t speak out loud. We explore our internal conflict of trying to hold on to our roots while at the same time trying to fit in; of wanting to have a better life while knowing the price we must pay is too high; of living a reality that, more often than not, fails to meet our expectations; of having to fight, again and again, for our right to remain and make a home here. We make art, we create, we write to make sense of it all. To heal and make ourselves whole again.

Somewhere We Are Human is not complete. One book can never encompass the multitude of migrant experiences. But this book is unique in that it was created exclusively by undocumented or formerly undocumented immigrants—from the compilation, editing, writing, and art to the beautifully embroidered dandelion on the cover. Although the monarch butterfly has become a symbol of migration as an act of survival, we chose the dandelion to symbolize our journeys. Everyone loves butterflies. The same cannot be said of dandelions, which, regardless of their beneficial properties, are considered weeds. Too often, immigrants are also seen in a negative light. Luckily, dandelion seeds are strong and adaptable. We’ve all seen them ground and bloom in the most unlikely places. Like the dandelion seed, with the odds stacked against us, we immigrants do our best to make new lives and continue existing wherever we land. This is why we organized the collection into three sections defined by the phases of the immigrant journey: migration, survival, and new beginnings—a journey not unlike that of the dandelion.

The title Somewhere We Are Human was inspired by a line from one of Sonia’s poems. It reflects the humanity of each individual who has been forced to abandon their homeland and seek a new life. Living in a country that often denies our humanity takes a toll, but this anthology is a declaration that even if we are not seen as human beings in the city, the county, the state, wherever we live, we are human everywhere, and no one can take our humanity away.

We see this collection as an offering to our migrant communities but also to those on the outside wishing to know more. If you are an immigrant, we hope you see this book as a celebration of who you are, that the stories within these pages make you feel seen, heard, and less alone. If you have ever left your home, either willingly or by force, we hope you join us in finding home together as we pursue a future not defined by borders.

Every migrant has a story, a life, a family, a face, a voice. Like the dandelion, our stories are the seeds that carry life and offer new beginnings wherever they take root.



In solidarity,

Reyna and Sonia




Migration
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Sonia Guiñansaca

POEMS

Before

Starts with a morning ritual

Mama Michi braids my mom’s hair

Pouring cold water from a chipped cup

A baptism over the bathroom sink

The comb is missing teeth

There is a parting

And weaving

Of hair strands

Into blessings

Only abuelas

Know how to make

My aunt, Rocío

Waits her turn



They hurry off to school

Clumsy

Bellies full of gelatina



Mada! Chio!



A classmate calls out from the playground

They run towards each other like children do

Mochilas clapping on their lower backs

Rose cheeks tinted by an equator’s sun

Erupt into giggles



And when they become teenagers

The 80s crosses over

The southern border

In lycra



Rocío’s hair becomes as high as the sun

Standing firm with mousse

Using the bowl of the spoon

Mami learns to curl her eyelashes

Bending with metal

A sort of magic

Only they can find in el campo



Somewhere

They were this glorious before



Somewhere

They’ve always existed

Before the migration




Reunion

Dad left first

      Mami leaves when I turn one

Takes them four years to save up money

I come by airplane      Safely

I’m five and arrive with resentment

When I see Dad, I call him Rodrigo first

When I argue with Mom, I remind her she wasn’t there

At sixteen

I learn to pinch Google Maps to find the border. It tells me that it is 3,048.9 miles from Ecuador to NYC by flight. Does not calculate the steps of two adults who walk from Cuenca to Panamá to Guatemala to México to Texas while holding liters of water. Does not measure the length of rivers Dad crosses in old tires while carrying a Manhattan address written on an envelope. Tucked deep into his pocket. Creasing with every step. There is no way to quantify the amount of crawling Mami had to do on dry soil between desert bush and panic. No map outlining where they called out for God during drownings. Does not point out where la migra’s helicopter is hovering like a scorpion with wings

They both survive      part human and part miracle

When they finally tell me their journey

I keep saying why did you leave me



when I mean why didn’t I come with you

when I mean I’ve missed you

when I mean I’m sorry




After

Like gold a good immigrant doesn’t tarnish

Like gold we are extracted and polished

I shine on a magazine cover

Mami cleans the same colleges I perform at

Papa Jerry is told to extract

The last gold tooth he got in Ecuador

Wearing his new dentures

Papa Jerry can’t return to bury his parents

He grinds his teeth at night for fifty-one years

And keeps digging

I’m told to wear this green card across my neck

Like a gold chain spelling out my name

And then

After we become gold

what do we dig for

As children we had dirt under our nails from countries

we undug

After the

socialsecuritynumbersthepapersthestatusthejobthedream



don’t our hands hurt

Maybe we don’t want to be like gold

Maybe buried deeper

somewhere near our elders’ feet

Maybe we are tired

Maybe I want to be      earth      human      ash




Bo Thai

Where do we go (2018)
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Where do we go (2018) by Bo Thai, printed with permission


* * *

Bo Thai, or Boonyarit Daraphant, is an undocumented artist. His work ranges from writing to visual arts to clothing design. Without DACA and therapy, he initially got into art as a form of healing and as a part of his hustle to create two clothing lines: illegal Drip and BoThai. His hope is to use art to hold vulnerable spaces for himself and others. He often freestyles his streams of thought and later refines them for larger audiences. His creative inspiration comes from his culture and experience in Thailand, anime, surrealism, and other mediums.




Carolina Rivera Escamilla

The Promise Made

I had not expected Mamá and Papá to support my leaving El Salvador. I was afraid they would be angry or disappointed with me for having gone behind their backs to seek political asylum in any country that would be willing to accept me. I brought out the paper I had hidden from them for a whole day, convinced they would never allow me to go. I handed it to my mother nervously. “I received this from the Costa Rican UNHCR office.”

“What is this?” Mamá asked.

“A telegram that says I am accepted for asylum.”

“How did you get this telegram? How do they know you? Why wasn’t it sent here to our address?”

“It was safer to use another address, Mamá.”

One by one my brothers, sisters, and I were becoming exiliados, immigrants, refugees.

More than a year and a half had passed since my high school graduation. Political and economic forces were strangling me, my family, the whole country. I had to leave El Salvador. I wanted to stay, but I could not. I had barely managed to graduate from Centro Nacional de Artes, my theater arts high school, especially after soldiers had looted, destroyed, and plundered it at the end of my first year. That same year in November 1980, civil war broke out.

My life as a high schooler soon became about missing a class in favor of a protest, attending meetings to learn how to create banners and use aerosol spray cans to graffiti important walls in the city to denounce the military’s repressive violence against the people, especially against us students and our families. We lived through Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero’s assassination and a massacre at the University of El Salvador, where students were bombed and burned alive. The first school year ended with rape, murder, and the discovery of the buried American nuns almost within sight of the national airport. Then the first guerilla uprising led to the military leaving bodies of young people in the city street gutters for all to see. When my high school was raided and wrecked, I got more consciously involved in the struggle because students and teachers were taken away and disappeared, but no one could say a public word about it without fear of repercussions. Finally, after the school was shut down as a result of the damage, the ministry of education scrambled to find us safe locations where we could finish our education. We students became nomads, our classes relocating from one place to another: in the mini-theater within the National Theater, in an empty storage room within the National Symphony Hall, in a big concert hall within the Department of Music. Once, we even held class in a park. Nowhere was safe for us. We were shifted around in the heated chaos swallowing up the country.

Then, early one morning, my sister and I were held up at gunpoint at the National Stadium while she was training for a race. Men with dark glasses tried to push us into a van, but we managed to escape from them. They might have been the same death squad that had pursued my older brother to our home months before. As they pushed their way through the front door, he had escaped through the back two minutes before.

Later that month, my sister and I met a doctor on the stadium running track. She gave me the address of the Costa Rican Consulate and encouraged me to request political asylum. “You both should go,” she insisted, but my sister said, as the oldest daughter, she needed to stay with our parents. I told no one I would write the letter, not even my sister. I knew my parents would never let us go. Mamá had once said, “I would rather that you die here among all of us, rather than be raped, killed, or disappeared somewhere else. At least here, remember, we found your cousins’ bodies to bury.”

I had taken a gamble and it paid off. Mamá put the telegram down and surprised me when she said, “It’s better, daughter, that you go. Better for you to be safe there than to get tortured or killed, tossed aside like a dismembered doll by a death squad. Look what happened to your cousins. I’m relieved your brothers have already gone from here.”

That night, lying in my bed staring at the corrugated Duralita ceiling thinking about my situation, I realized I was about to leave everything I knew: friends, family, the disappeared, the fleeing, the dead. Most of all, I dreaded losing my family, my home. I would miss everything associated with them, like yuca frita, pastelitos con carne, sweet quesadillas horneadas, or the occasional weekend pupusas. Would I find these tastes of home, always shared among family, in my new haven?

I tried to imagine a new life in that safe place. I knew for sure I wouldn’t find Doña Amalia’s pupusas. The smell of sunzas, mangoes, and stinky pigs bathing in the rainstorm puddles on broken paved streets would not be over there. November’s edible pink summer flowers on the maquilishuat trees would not shed pink petals on my head. The street dogs would not chase me when I ran uphill to catch the bus. The color of the sky, the perfume of familiar places . . . the National Theater, the University of El Salvador, the National Library, the echo of friends’ laughter, the embrace of family would not be over there.

The afternoon before I left, I walked to the magazine stand and picked up an old magazine with the Rocky Mountains on the cover. The headline read: “Journey to USA and Canada Today.” Mount Alberta was all dressed in snow, like a massive shaved ice cone piled high. I promised the magazine salesman I would pay him eventually or bring him another old magazine. He did not know, and I could not tell him, that I was leaving. He told me he liked Life magazines, especially with blond women, like Marilyn Monroe, or music groups, like the Beatles, so he agreed to the deal. I am still in debt to him. As I walked home, I looked at the headline and made myself believe I was going on a grand voyage.

“See,” I said to my parents, flipping through the pictures in the magazine, “these are nice places!” I was trying to make us feel better. These cold places were no more real to me than the skinny, tall model covered toe to head in ski clothes and equipment, like an alien in a space suit. We had found out earlier that day that my asylum would be somewhere in Canada. The United States was taking no war refugees from a country whose military they supported. Mamá cried and, while holding my hands, made me promise that I would join my brothers in the US as soon as I could. I promised Mamá that, one way or another, I would find my way to them.

On June 18, 1985, I stepped onto a plane. I did not know whether I could ever return to my family, to my country.

During the four years I was in Canada, the promise I made Mamá hung on my ears like weighty earrings. I applied for a tourist visa to go to the US to visit my brothers. When I finally arrived at the airport in Los Angeles in 1989, passing through the immigration agents, the image of robotic cops came to mind from movies I had watched before landing in Hollywoodland. The massive concrete construction of the airport intimidated me. But my fears faded as soon as I saw my brothers and my cousin, each extending bouquets of yellow, red, and white roses to me. I hadn’t seen them in more than five years. We cried, we laughed, we hugged right there outside baggage claim. At their apartment, we talked for a long time, remembering people we knew in the colonia, wondering whether they were all right. We went to sleep at three in the morning.

In Los Angeles, I was told again and again how lucky I was. “Lucky you took an airplane to Canada and then to here!” Most of the people I was around were undocumented. I heard the stories of my brothers, my cousins, my compatriots, of their escapes and multiple border crossings. They’d entered the US hidden inside impossibly small false compartments in trucks or inside trunks or under backseats of cars. They crawled through sewers. They spent nights in mountains or near rivers waiting for the right moment to cross the border. The stories of injustice compounded on their journeys north.

By the end of the first week, without anyone’s permission, I went out alone to explore the neighborhood. I ended up far down at the intersection of Western and Wilshire Boulevard in this place of seemingly endless avenues, streets, boulevards. Incredibly tall palm trees poked the great blue sky over the city of Los Angeles. There were too many business signs that gave me vertigo, too many cars speeding by. I rarely crossed paths with another pedestrian. Isolation and loneliness made me wonder if staying in Los Angeles was the right thing. Was never returning to Canada the correct decision? Mid-thought, the image of Mamá holding my hands came to me, with me promising again, “Yes, Mamá, I’ll find and stay with my brothers.” An echo of her approval bounced off traffic noise, affirming this decision at the intersection of Western and Wilshire. That was the moment I resolved not to return to Canada, to start a new life near my family. I let my US tourist visa expire, and just like many undocumented immigrants before me, I bought a fake green card at MacArthur Park.

A small nearby Salvadoran restaurant became a favorite place to eat, sometimes with my brothers, sometimes alone. The owners from El Salvador’s countryside had just recently opened it. The place reminded me more of an indoor comedor in San Salvador, a disorganized, impromptu kitchen where working people grab something inexpensive to eat. I liked it. I enjoyed eating real beans, plátanos fritos with queso duro-blando and crema. I would eventually eat every type of pupusa they had to offer. Four years of eating unsalted Canadian bacon and eggs led me to this unkempt heaven. Everyone there talked about El Salvador. With only three tables in the tiny place, we all huddled together into one huge conversation.

Filled with uncertainty and rage, we wondered how this war would end, how we might find normalcy again. As civil war in our tormented El Salvador continued, and thousands were killed and tortured, we contemplated our mixed blessings.

* * *

Carolina Rivera Escamilla is an educator, writer, poet, and filmmaker who lives in Los Angeles, California. Born in El Salvador and educated in theater arts, she went into exile in the 1980s. Her writing has been published, among other places, in Analecta Literary and Arts Journal (University of Texas, Austin), Hostos Review/Revista Hostosiana (Latin American Writers Institute, CUNY), the Strange Cargo: An Emerging Voices Anthology 1997–2010 (PEN Center), and Collateral Damage: Women Write about War (University of Virginia Press). Her book of short stories, entitled . . . after . . . , was published in 2015. A fellow of the PEN America/Emerging Voices program, Rivera Escamilla was also the director, writer, and producer of the documentary film Manlio Argueta, Poets and Volcanoes. She earned her bachelor of arts degree in English literature at the University of California, Los Angeles, with an emphasis in creative writing and Spanish literature.




Jennif(f)er Tamayo

& I Came the Way the Birds Came.

I

McAllen, Texas, is well-known for birds. The nine locations of the World Birding Center—a “World Class Destination for Birders!”—run along the edge of the Rio Grande, a flowing body of water where all kinds of migratory birds stop to rest during their north-south crossings. The World Birding Center, its website boasts, is “where you will truly find ‘A whole New Nature Adventure.’” The tab on “Bird Information” has a grid of birds and their respective calls. I look the most like the                 but I sound most like the           . And Ringed Kingfishers—with their shaggy blueblack crests—have always been my favorite because they look femme and regal, and their eyes make me nervous.

II

In spanish the word pájara

the word for female bird

is also used as a derogatory slang

for a lesbian.

As in, ¿ella?

. . . ella es bien pájara.

I learned this from another website.

III



My mother and I made our crossing at the very location where the birds make theirs, through the Rio Grande, no more than a few miles from the World Birding Center’s Hidalgo location. From what I’ve been able to piece together,                                we made it to                          somehow and then, after                          under a car, crossed into                 with the help of another animal,                         . The path we took from Colombia through México and into the US follows the Mississippi River flyway—a migratory route famous for its lush deltas, rivers, and
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Praise for Somewhere We Are Human

“This is a book that makes visible those who have been invisible for years to the rest of the world. A wonderful and unprecedented collection [that] allows the reader to conclude, unequivocally, that at the end we’re all human . . . the only difference is just a little piece of paper. Immigration is the new frontier in the struggle for human rights. If you really want to understand what it is to be an immigrant, to be forced to leave your home, and to arrive in a new country, you have to read this book.”

—Jorge Ramos, journalist and news anchor with Univision

“This collection is not only a great read, but an important one. I applaud everyone involved.”

—Luis Alberto Urrea, Pulitzer Prize finalist and bestselling author of The Devil’s Highway

“This essential and moving anthology serves to humanize the dehumanized. The people who walk through these pages not only survive, but flourish; not only cross borders, but demolish the concept of borders; not only break down stereotypes, but build bridges, whether of language or steel. Even the title itself presents a challenge: if somewhere we are human, then everywhere we are human—even here, even now.”

—Martín Espada, National Book Award–winning poet of Floaters

“Urgent, necessary, and bold, the voices in this trailblazing anthology show us that their experiences are unique, but unquestionably part of the larger American story. Kudos to Grande and Guiñansaca for amplifying this vibrant community of artists and writers! Their meticulous selections offer us an extraordinary range of histories, perspectives, and—most touchingly—dreams.”

—Rigoberto González, American Book Award–winning author of Butterfly Boy: Memories of a Chicano Mariposa

“In this essential anthology, there lives both beauty and terror. So often these stories are told by others; now we get to hear them told by these artists themselves. What a gift as these vocal cords sing, ringing of human resilience and love, so much love.”

—Victoria Chang, award-winning author of Obit and Dear Memory: Letters on Writing, Silence, and Grief

“The voices telling these stories and the stories themselves have not always been embraced in publishing, which makes this book such a glorious gift to readers and so necessary and vital for our times.”

—Ligiah Villalobos, writer and executive producer of Under the Same Moon (La misma luna)

“Every piece in Somewhere We Are Human is so full of heart and rigor, it makes this collection one of the most important additions to undocumented literature. The poetry, prose, and visual art in its pages forge an incandescent testament of what it means to migrate, survive, and start anew.”

—Ingrid Rojas Contreras, author of The Man Who Could Move Clouds: A Memoir

“A mesmerizing immersion into the lives of the undocumented, Somewhere We Are Human is a bold, definitive departure from the common and inauthentic ‘study’ of disempowered populations as portrayed by others. This brilliant and inspiring volume challenges us to create a world where it is not a sin to be born in places we must escape in order to survive, nor to travel to refuge in a place we are not welcomed.”

—Carmen Tafolla, State Poet Laureate of Texas and author of I’ll Always Come Back to You, Arte del Pueblo, and others

“The only anthology edited by and featuring primarily writers who’ve been undocumented, this glorious collection speaks against the power of the state and what the state can’t see: the fullness of people who are so much more than their papers. A convening of voices from across the global south, these writers testify of the pain of family separation and the classed experience of migrant labor, also of organizing against ICE, prisons, and the DAPL pipeline, and also of queer love, the joy of clubbing, and the love we have for those who came before us. This is what solidarity looks like!”

—Ken Chen, award-winning poet of Juvenilia

“Somewhere We Are Human incites in me the kind of riot of heart and feeling and thinking that can only happen when many voices are sounding—all at once—part of the history of the world. Vital and radiant. It is a book so plural and shiftful that you cannot be the same after reading it.”

—Aracelis Girmay, award-winning poet of Teeth, The Black Maria, and Kingdom Animalia
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