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Praise for Just Like Us

“Meticulously observant.”

—The New Yorker

“Thorpe personalizes an often generalized problem, and delves into questions of opportunity and identity to examine the ‘intersection between the terrible mystery of our being’ and the ‘inevitably flawed fashion’ in which we govern ourselves.”

—The Atlantic

“Through the lives of four fascinating young women, Thorpe creates not only a moving examination of a complicated American issue but a well-told, inspirational story as well.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Through the girls’ heart-tugging struggles, Thorpe puts a human face on a frequently obtuse conversation, and in so doing takes us far beyond the political rhetoric.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

“With striking candor, Thorpe chronicles the girls’ lives over four years. . . . She personalizes the ongoing debate over immigration.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Verdict: Thorpe’s work raises hundreds of questions and will be a good choice for book clubs and readers interested in narrative nonfiction. An excellent, in-depth study of immigration policies gone amok.”

—Library Journal

“Just Like Us is an accomplished book that should be added to the short list of essential works of journalism investigating the lives of underclass people in America, such as Adrian Nicole LeBlanc’s Random Family, Alex Kotlowitz’s There Are No Children Here, and the Pulitzer Prize–winning reporting of Katherine Boo.”

—New West

“Just Like Us beautifully and powerfully reminds us of the individuals whose lives lie at the center of the chaos that is our approach to immigration. Helen Thorpe has taken policy and turned it into literature.”

—Malcolm Gladwell, author of The Tipping Point, Blink, and Outliers

“With a gaze that is tender and ever alert, Helen Thorpe follows the lives of four young women—Mexican and American—so alike in their coming-of-age, but separated by the ironies of geography, the border that cuts through the heart.”

—Richard Rodriguez, author of Hunger of Memory, Days of Obligation, and Brown: The Last Discovery of America

“This is a penetrating, fair, and refreshingly personal examination of the passions that fuel the immigration controversy in this country. Helen Thorpe measures the arguments on both sides of this national debate against the actual human costs imposed by the status quo. This book will find a central place in this debate.”

—Lawrence Wright, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to 9/11, as well as Noriega, Twins, Remembering Satan, Saints and Sinners, In the New World, and City Children, Country Summer

“With a perfect combination of narrative and reflection, empathy and analysis, Helen Thorpe tells both a particular story of four irresistibly engaging young women, and a universal story of the struggle between human aspiration and intractable obstacles. If this book gets widely read, our national conversation on immigration could make a shift from ‘shrill and draining’ to ‘thoughtful and productive.’ In this book, the force and power of journalism reach their peak.”

—Patricia Nelson Limerick, author of
The Legacy of Conquest and Something in the Soil
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INTRODUCTION
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A few years ago, I had the honor of meeting four young women who were going to high school in Denver, Colorado. They had been friends since middle school; by the time I met them, they knew almost everything about one another. All four came from families who had emigrated from Mexico, and each had at least one parent who had crossed the border without a legal entry visa. The girls inherited various standings: one was born a U.S. citizen, one became a legal resident, and two lacked documents. And under current law the two without papers had no way to acquire legal status, for their parents had brought them into this country without obtaining permission from the federal government, rendering them ineligible for residency or citizenship as long as they remained on U.S. soil. They were armed to brave adulthood in different ways, and as they passed the milestones of their youth, their legal status began to affect how they saw one another. I thought the story of their interconnected relationships illuminated the vagaries of current immigration law. Also, since they were about to leave the safety of high school for an uncertain future, I wanted to know what would happen to them.

The question of what it was like for the girls to come of age in an adopted homeland intrigued me because I thought I shared something in common with them. Both of my parents were born and raised in Ireland and immigrated to England in search of work. I was born in London in 1965 and a year later we immigrated to the United States, which gave me an odd sense of dual identity. I was from another place, yet it didn’t feel that way most of the time, as the only country I really knew was this one. At the same time, I did not feel 100 percent American, either. I grew up carrying a green card until I was twenty-one and became a naturalized citizen. By then I had learned how to hold fealty to two places: I had grown up making transatlantic telephone calls to faraway relatives, mailing overseas packages on the holidays, and traveling to see my Irish cousins every other summer. When I was in high school, I had to explain what freshman and sophomore meant to my mother, because she had never heard those words before. But of course I had no idea what it was like to be labeled an illegal alien. I didn’t know what it was like to translate for a parent, or to purchase fake documents, or to hide the truth about my identity. I was drawn to the four girls because we had something in common and we had nothing in common, because they had been assigned a position at the bottom of society and I had gained a spot at the top. I wanted to know if they were anything like the person I had been at their age and what kind of relationship they had with America.

After I had been following the girls for more than a year, fate drew my family into the immigration debate in a shocking and personal way. John Hickenlooper, then the mayor of Denver and presently the governor of Colorado—to whom I am married—became engulfed in a local political scandal, after an immigrant who lacked legal status committed a shocking murder in our hometown. I had been working as a journalist for fifteen years when I met John and was used to operating independently and without obvious conflicts of interest; suddenly there was no way for me to write about the girls without addressing a crime that affected my own spouse. In the process, I also came to know and care about relatives of the murder victim, whose lives had been shattered by the actions of an illegal immigrant. I had imagined that the girls and I would stay sequestered in the part of town where they had spent their formative years—that we would remain in the barrio—but we did not. Instead, a suburban family suffered the worst kind of loss, my own family became embroiled in controversy, the political world became obsessed with immigrants, and the undocumented students I knew took to the streets. Fortune handed me a messy braid of narratives, spliced together by bizarre connections. In the end, though, this is what immigration is like: inherently messy. The issue bleeds. And we are all implicated.

I’m not sure if the girls expected something in return for the hours we spent together. I made it clear on several occasions that I could not give them financial assistance, but sometimes I wondered if they expected some other, less tangible form of aid. Eventually, I came to see that the girls craved legitimacy, and I suspect they found it in some roundabout way by spending time with me. When I asked them about their lives, it might have seemed to them as though Denver itself was interested in who they were—given the position my husband occupied in the city’s hierarchy—and if that was the case, then I suppose our conversations may have provided them with a sense of being recognized, a sense of being seen as important.

For my part, I have to say that it was often a relief to step into their world. The girls served as an antidote to everything else that was happening in my life. When I wasn’t with them, I socialized with people who belonged to exclusive clubs and wore gowns to charity balls and hired private chefs for their dinner parties—which wasn’t what I was used to. The girls kept me from becoming overwhelmed by high society. Their families reminded me of my own, despite our many differences, and being with them kept me in touch with my origins. The girls also helped me hold on to my youth: As I spent time in their company, I learned how to send text messages and started dressing less conservatively and relived my girlhood relationships. In the neighborhoods where the girls lived, few people had expectations of the mayor’s wife, and I was free to be myself. Overall, I am certain that I got at least as much from the girls as any one of the girls may have gotten from me. And probably much more.

Many people in this book entered the country illegally, and to protect them from any repercussions, I have changed their names. I have also changed the names of all the students mentioned in these pages, whether or not they have legal status, and the names of certain adults. In addition, I have changed key details about several of the main characters, out of concern that they might suffer retribution if they are publicly identified or that identifying them might in turn identify others who are vulnerable. Otherwise, to the best of my knowledge, everything that follows is true.
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PROM NIGHT

Three-quarters of the way through her final year of high school, Marisela Benavídez ran into a problem. Her father wanted to attend her senior prom. Marisela went to an inner-city public school in Denver, Colorado, that I will call Theodore Roosevelt High School. On Friday, April 23, 2004, twenty-four hours before the prom, she took a break from arguing with her father to appear in the school’s annual dance recital. Halfway through the performance, Marisela breezed into the auditorium looking like a Vegas showgirl. She wore tight black satin trousers, a see-through white shirt, a revealing black camisole, copious amounts of makeup, and a liberal application of silver body glitter. Her hair was a froth of curls. It was intermission, and Marisela had come in search of her friends, still wearing her dance costume. As soon as she appeared in the audience, a group of peers moved into orbit around her—in their galaxy, she had the gravitational pull of a large star. One of the girls asked about Marisela’s ongoing negotiations with her conservative Mexican father.

“I don’t know what to do!” cried Marisela. “He still says he’s going to come!”

For several years, Marisela and her parents had been warring over the pace at which she was growing up and the extent of her Americanization. Marisela was a straight-A student—AP chemistry, AP calculus, AP literature, Chicano studies, sociology, and dance—who also liked to party. She divided her time equally between boys and books. The question of whether she would be allowed to go to the prom without her father marked the latest in a series of battles over how much freedom she should be allowed. As usual, Marisela was using the conflict to entertain her peers. Her best friend stood beside her. Yadira Vargas and Marisela Benavídez were wearing exactly the same attire but remained a study in opposites. Marisela was dark-skinned and had a round face and a full figure. She wore twice as much makeup as anybody else in her circle, and her shoulder-length hair changed color often. At the moment, it was auburn, but the month before it had been brown with gold streaks, which had highlighted the unusual gold tint of her eyes. This was not their natural color—she wore gold contact lenses to enhance her appearance. And yet, in spite of all this artifice, Marisela’s features constantly betrayed her emotions. In contrast, Yadira was slender, had lighter skin, wore modest amounts of makeup, always kept her long black hair its natural color, and never gave away anything important with her facial expressions. While Marisela was loud and boisterous, Yadira made such a small emotional footprint that, were it not for her striking coltish figure, it might be possible to forget she was present at all. Right now she remained quiet as Marisela announced her woes with abandon.

“I’m getting cramps—right before prom!” Marisela told us.

Despite their differences, the two girls had become close because they both faced the prospect of graduating from high school without legal status or a legitimate Social Security number, their main concern for months until they got distracted with the prom. Now all that mattered was what color dresses to wear, how to fix their hair, and what to say to Marisela’s father. They settled on getting ready at Marisela’s apartment. It would take about five hours, they calculated, and they were going out to dinner before the prom, so they planned to start primping at noon the next day.

Recently Marisela and her family had moved to Lakewood, a suburb west of Denver where rents were cheaper. At twelve on Saturday—the day of the prom—I pulled up at their new apartment complex. It consisted of a vast warren of boxy cinder-block structures, all painted light green. The complex had the air of a place that had seen many tenants come and go, and the dilapidated cars in the parking lot suggested that their owners did not have a lot of money. A concrete walkway led to the ground-floor apartment where Marisela’s family now lived. Outside, I found her father, Fabián, with her mother, Josefa, and their younger daughter, Rosalinda. Fabián worked for a janitorial company called National Maintenance, waxing the floors of commercial properties at night, and Josefa worked for a maid service, cleaning houses. Josefa was a pretty thirty-four-year-old woman with a round face and full figure like Marisela. While Josefa had a warm, jolly manner, Fabián looked more severe. He was forty-two, and had high cheekbones, a long nose framed by grooved lines, and a goatee. At the moment, his face wore a forbidding expression. Fabián was mercurial—he could be gregarious, but he could also fly into a fury without warning. Now he seemed preoccupied with thoughts of what Marisela might be up to this evening, as she had been behaving secretively. Fabián was almost as Mexican as he had been when he first came to the United States, but his daughter was a hybrid—someone he could not fully understand. Fabián explained in Spanish that Marisela wasn’t at home; she had gone to pick up several friends. Then two roly-poly boys emerged from the apartment, and Fabián’s mood lightened. He grabbed one of the boys and began tickling him furiously.

“This is Rafael, my youngest son,” he said proudly in Spanish. “He’s the fattest in our family, too!”

Fabián pointed to the older boy, Nestor. “He is just like Marisela—straight A’s.”

“All of our children are good students,” interjected Josefa, also in Spanish.

“That’s right,” echoed Fabián. “They all get good grades.”

Fabián and Josefa spoke almost no English, and my Spanish was scant, but whenever we failed to understand each other, the boys would translate for us. We expressed wonder at the idea that Marisela and her friends planned to spend five hours getting dressed. What were they going to do for that copious amount of time?

“Dad says that Marisela puts on so much makeup, she looks like a clown!” Nestor hooted.

Josefa called Marisela to check on her progress. “Cinco minutos,” she reported.

“Quieres agua?” Fabián asked.

I accepted a glass of water and Fabián joined me. He had recently stopped drinking alcohol and his body had started aching as a result. He had been much happier when he drank, but admitted that he could not do so in moderation and had sometimes consumed up to thirty beers a day. Drinking helped him sleep during the day, enabling him to work nights. But Fabián could no longer afford to court oblivion so assiduously—not when his older daughter was challenging his authority.

“El carro!” shouted Rafael, announcing the arrival of Marisela’s car. “They’re here!”

We all stared as Marisela, Yadira, and two friends walked up the concrete walkway carrying gowns, shoe boxes, suitcases, and bags filled with makeup. Marisela and Yadira belonged to a close-knit foursome along with two other girls who had similar backgrounds, and one of them, Clara Luz, had opted to dress at Marisela’s house, too. The fourth girl, Elissa Ramírez, was going to meet them later at Cinzetti’s, the Italian restaurant where they were having dinner. Meanwhile, a friend named Annalisa had tagged along to get ready at Marisela’s, even though she was not part of the foursome.

The girls marched into the apartment and through the living room to Marisela’s bedroom. Frilly curtains framed the windows and a shag carpet covered the floor. On the walls were two portraits of Marisela: the first showed her in a vampy pose, wearing a red strapless dress, while the second caught her looking pensive, holding her chin in her hand—the sexpot and the thinker. Her sister Rosalinda pointed to the photographs and said breathlessly, “Everybody thinks she should be a model!”

Eight of us crowded into the bedroom: the four high school seniors, Marisela’s mother, Rosalinda, me, and a teenager wearing a pair of striped flannel pajamas who had shown up unexpectedly. She turned out to live next door. Marisela turned on the TV to a Spanish-language game show, which everyone ignored, and Yadira carefully unpacked her suitcase. It contained silver jewelry, three different curling irons, her gown, which was navy blue with swirly silver lines on it, and a black sweater with a faux fur collar. Yadira carefully hung up her clothes to make sure they didn’t get wrinkled. The other girls unpacked in a more helter-skelter fashion, and within minutes, Marisela’s bed was covered in hair ties, bobby pins, body glitter, cosmetics, bags of cotton balls, shoes, purses, and brand-new costume jewelry still pinned to white cardboard backing.

Yadira’s cell phone rang. “I just wanted to tell you that we got a boutonniere for you,” she said. There was a pause. “It’s like a corsage, but for guys,” she explained. Her boyfriend, Juan, was a junior at a different high school. Juan spent his free time fixing up cars or driving them around. He aspired to become an auto mechanic, although like his girlfriend he did not possess legal status or a legitimate Social Security number. Nor did the boy who Marisela had invited to the prom. A few weeks ago, she had started dating a tall, attractive sophomore at Roosevelt High, but their relationship seemed highly flexible, as she had invited a former boyfriend, Fernando, to be her date instead. She considered Fernando the love of her life, much to the dismay of her parents. Marisela had started dating Fernando two years prior; they had met at a Mexican nightclub in Denver. (Although she was underage, Marisela had no difficulty getting into clubs with a fake Mexican driver’s license that added three years to her age.) Marisela had dated Fernando until he moved to Arizona to work in construction. The major drama of the past few weeks had been the question of whether Fernando and Marisela could achieve their hoped-for reunion, given certain logistical challenges. The first difficulty was the matter of how Fernando would travel from Arizona to Colorado that day. He had to work the day before, and could not fly from Phoenix to Denver, as he lacked the identification needed to board an airplane. Therefore Fernando had set out by car that morning at four A.M. to make the 930-mile journey in time to join them for dinner.

The second difficulty was what to tell Marisela’s parents, who had forbidden her to see Fernando ever again. Both Fabián and Josefa had grown up in small towns in rural Mexico. They disapproved of Marisela’s freewheeling American lifestyle, and Fernando struck them as the type to lead their rebellious daughter further astray. Marisela had lied and told her parents she was going to the prom with a young man named Vicente, who had promised to pose with her for a formal photograph to bolster her story. Her parents were suspicious, however, which was why her father thought she needed a chaperone. For days, Marisela had been trying to convince Fabián that parents didn’t go to proms in America, but Fabián found her claim highly questionable.

As soon as Marisela’s mother left the bedroom, Clara asked for an update on Fernando’s progress. Marisela disclosed the latest drama: Eight hours after he’d left Phoenix, Fernando’s car had broken down, leaving him marooned somewhere on the side of Interstate 25. He had convinced two friends from Denver to pick him up, and the rescue mission was now in progress, but Marisela did not know when he would arrive.

“Maybe he’ll be fat and ugly!” said Clara gleefully.

“I haven’t seen him in six months. Who knows?” replied Marisela with equanimity.

Marisela was waiting for a professional hairdresser, and offered to help the other girls arrange their hair until the stylist, Yolanda, arrived. Clara wanted to leave her hair down, but Marisela pronounced this idea unacceptable. Both Clara and Yadira agreed to let the Benavídez girls put up their hair in twisties, which involved parting their hair in a checkerboard pattern, pulling each square into a small ponytail, and inverting the ponytails. Clara sat cross-legged on the floor before Rosalinda, and Yadira sat before Marisela. Marisela’s big-toothed comb proved unwieldy, however, so she decided to use a pen. “I won’t write on you, I promise,” she told Yadira. “Oh, never mind! I’m writing on you already.”

Then she announced to the room, “We should have bought more hair spray, you guys.”

“I have hair spray,” said Clara.

“I have hair spray, too,” said Yadira.

Yadira wondered out loud if the twisties were going to give her a headache.

“Just sit down and have the boy rub your head,” suggested the girl in pajamas.

Yadira said she was hungry, and Clara said she was, too, but Marisela decided that nobody could eat. Then Yadira said she was bored, and Marisela told her that she was complaining too much. Clara scrunched up her face in pain as Rosalinda began inverting her ponytails. Yadira pronounced that she did not like her twisties, and Marisela began using a skinny curling iron on her hair instead. “Oye! You are burning me!” Yadira protested.

Unconcerned, Marisela applied a cloud of hair spray and unrolled one perfect ringlet, immobilized in a tight coil.

“Look! Todo así,” urged Marisela.

“Do all my hair like that? It’s going to take forever!” objected Yadira, who had slipped into a black mood.

I began to appreciate why this might take some time.

“Okay, I am getting dizzy,” conceded Marisela. “I need food, too.”

Marisela left and returned with a bag of pan dulce—white cake with shockingly bright pink icing.

“Yolanda is making me nervous because she’s not here yet. What can I do? Do you want me to do your makeup, Clara?”

Clara, who almost never wore makeup, seemed alarmed. “Um, you could do my nails,” she said.

“What? You don’t like the way I do my makeup?” cried Marisela. “I wasn’t going to do it like mine!”

Yadira pulled her hair into a ponytail, swathed herself in a furious cloud of hair spray, then took the ponytail down.

“I hate hair,” she pronounced.

“You’re lost, huh?” said Marisela’s little sister sympathetically.

“Yeah,” said Yadira miserably, picking up the pan dulce. “I think I’ll just eat.”

At last Yolanda arrived. She was a large woman in stretchy pants and a striped T-shirt. After Marisela selected an image of a smiling model with straight hair and a wild topknot of curls from one of the magazines that Yolanda had brought, the stylist set to work. Yolanda pulled mousse through Marisela’s hair and cordoned off a section of it. Stiff with mousse, the topknot stuck straight up in the air. The hairdresser plugged in a fat curling iron with bristles that blew hot air from its vents. With this tool, she started curling Marisela’s topknot, but then Yolanda got some of Marisela’s hair stuck in the bristles and spent several minutes yanking it out. The topknot looked worse than ever.

To make conversation, Yolanda asked what Marisela was planning to do after she graduated from high school. The hairdresser must have expected to hear that Marisela was going to work or to marry, as that would have been typical for a student from Roosevelt, but instead Marisela told Yolanda that she was waiting to hear back from the University of Denver, a private institution with a high-caliber faculty.

“Oh, yeah?” Yolanda asked, obviously surprised.

“Yeah,” said Marisela, with pride.

“Waiting to hear—when?”

“Next week. I’m nervous.”

The possibility of going to the University of Denver had just come up, and Marisela viewed it as her only chance to get a college degree. If she had possessed legal status, she would have been able to afford community college, but the state of Colorado classified immigrants who lacked documents as international students, which meant they did not qualify for in-state tuition. Because she did not have a legitimate Social Security number, Marisela also did not qualify for a Pell grant, financial aid, or many private scholarships. The unspoken question hanging over the girls at the moment was whether Marisela was about to be left behind. Clara and Elissa both had legitimate Social Security numbers, and each of them had received substantial offers of financial aid. Meanwhile, in a surprising twist, Yadira had secured a private benefactor. Only Marisela still had no idea how she would pay for higher education—unless she won a private scholarship to the University of Denver. Her only other hope was that some government body might act in time to help her. Members of the state legislature had been debating what to do with undocumented students since the beginning of the calendar year, and members of the U.S. Congress had been discussing the subject, too, but so far neither group of officials had taken any action.

College-bound students were likely to lead stable, middle-class lives, while students who went no further than Roosevelt were likely to live in rental houses and do menial work. Which kind of life was Marisela going to lead? She had one foot in the orderly world of Advanced Placement classes and one foot in the precarious world of her parents. Meanwhile, watching Marisela encounter so many difficulties had unnerved the other girls, who were used to considering her an expert on matters they considered important, such as math, boys, and grooming.

Now Rosalinda handed Clara a mirror to show her the twisties.

“I’m done,” Clara declared.

“Clara, come here,” ordered Marisela. “It’s too simple.”

“I’m simple! Let me be simple!”

“Okay, do your makeup,” Marisela conceded.

Clara began to apply blush, but Marisela said she should apply foundation first. Clara picked up a small black compact.

“Is that powder?” Marisela asked. The compact contained powder in a shade that matched Clara’s fair skin. “Oh, yes,” commented Marisela. “White, white powder.” She wiped a streak onto her face, where it stood out like flour. “Look!” she giggled.

Irene Chávez arrived, bearing boutonnieres and corsages. Irene, who served as a mentor to the girls, had fine brown hair and merry brown eyes. Although many people mistook her for Latina, she was actually Anglo—her maiden name was McKenna—but during the 1960s and 1970s Irene had participated in the women’s movement, the antiwar movement, the civil rights movement, and the Chicano movement. She had met Justino Chávez while they were both serving on a volunteer committee to support the United Farm Workers of America. Irene and Justino remained active in various political causes, and when the girls were in their sophomore year of high school, the couple had recruited them to help stop a political initiative that would have banned bilingual education as it was being practiced in Colorado. Halfway through Yadira’s senior year of high school, her family had abruptly decided to relocate to California, and at that point Yadira had moved in with Irene and Justino. Now Irene had bought each of the girls a corsage and a matching boutonniere, anticipating that their own parents would not know enough about American culture to supply these accessories.

“Okay, these have to go in the fridge,” Irene pronounced and bustled off.

Clara pulled a long black dress dotted with tiny red roses out of Marisela’s closet, where she had hung it up earlier.

“Where did you get that dress?” Marisela asked in Spanish.

“JCPenney,” Clara replied.

Marisela reached out to examine the price tag, and saw it had cost $150.

“Ciento cincuenta!” she exclaimed. “Por qué?”

“Because it’s one of a kind.”

“So is mine!”

“Are you sure?” taunted Clara. “Wait till you get there.”

“I’m sure! Wait till you get there!”

When Irene returned, Marisela asked to borrow her cell phone so that she could call Fernando, saying dramatically that she couldn’t use her own phone, because her parents might check to see what phone numbers she had dialed. Irene was older than Marisela’s mother, but her relationship with the girls was part guardian angel, part older sister, and she happily gave Marisela her cell phone.

“It’s so romantic!” cried Irene. “He’s on a mission to take her to the prom. It’s like a novela!”

Fernando didn’t answer.

“I’m wearing too much makeup,” Clara worried, scrutinizing her face in the mirror.

“Let me see,” ordered Marisela. “No, you’re not. Put blanco here.” She pointed to Clara’s brow bone.

“Blanco?” questioned Clara.

“O algo,” said Marisela, with a wave of her hand. Or something.

Clara decided to consult Yolanda, who was, after all, a professional.

“Qué color?” she asked Yolanda, holding up her black and red gown.

“Azul,” said Yolanda decisively.

“Azul,” repeated Clara doubtfully. “Okay, Marisela, do you have blue?”

Marisela pointed to a large black leather case. Inside, Clara beheld various shelves of eye shadow, grouped by color—there were eight different varieties of blue.

Soon Marisela had a flourish of perfect curls on top of her head, held in place with silver and paste clips. She inspected Yolanda’s work in a hand mirror.

“Sí! Me gusta!” she pronounced enthusiastically.

Yolanda methodically applied hair spray to Marisela’s elaborate coiffure, continuing long past the point that seemed healthy. Marisela left to show her mother, and after a moment we heard howls of laughter from the next room. When Marisela came back, she explained Nestor was entertaining the rest of the family by joking that he wanted to get ready for the prom, too, and had just announced that he needed to borrow some of his sister’s fancy undergarments. “My brother wants to come in and look for a bra,” she said wearily.

Then Clara accidentally sprayed everybody with deodorant. She had intended to aim for her underarm, but had pointed the aerosol can in the wrong direction. We all turned in her direction.

“Whew!” said Irene.

“I feel watched!” yelped Clara, one arm still pointing at the ceiling.

In a surprising move, Clara had applied dark pink eye shadow, along with brown lipstick, and now looked vaguely punkish.

Marisela borrowed Irene’s phone again and this time she reached Fernando. “He’s only half an hour away!” she reported. Marisela disappeared into the bathroom to put on her gown, and came back a vision in clingy aqua. The dress was backless, and from behind she appeared half naked. Too preoccupied to enjoy the impression that she made, however, Marisela knelt down and spoke urgently to Clara. Apparently Fabián and Josefa wanted to speak with Marisela’s friend, who went to church faithfully and never frequented nightclubs. Adults viewed her as utterly reliable.

“They’re going to interrogate you!” warned Marisela. “You have to talk to them—but you can’t tell them anything!”

“What do I say?” asked Clara fearfully.

Marisela instructed Clara to confirm that Vicente was Marisela’s date. Clara should also say that in America it was not customary for fathers to accompany their daughters to the prom.

“They want to go with me!” Marisela moaned to Irene.

“I want to go, too, but I’m restraining myself,” Irene replied nonchalantly.

“You guys, we only have one hour left!” warned Yadira, waving a mascara wand around.

Yolanda began to apply Marisela’s makeup. In a few minutes, Marisela wore a little blush, a lot of lip gloss, and vast oceans of blue eye shadow. She wondered out loud if her father would approve. “It’s always too much for him,” Marisela said with a sigh.

Yadira hadn’t begun to dress, but her head was now covered in perfect, shiny ringlets.

“Your hair looks great, Yadira!” complimented Marisela.

“See, none of those twisties or anything,” replied her best friend.

Clara came back and flashed Marisela an okay sign. It seemed that she had survived the interrogation without disclosing any secrets. Marisela waltzed into the living room and pirouetted before Fabián and Josefa, who sat on the sofa looking dazed by their daughter’s transformation, while soccer players stormed unnoticed across the television screen. The few strings holding Marisela’s dress in place seemed barely adequate to the job of keeping it on her body. “Okay, Papí?” she asked. Fabián wore his forbidding expression, but nodded silently. Back in the bedroom, Yolanda began spraying silver body glitter all over Marisela. Then Clara, who typically dressed like a tomboy, appeared shyly in her dress, which had a halter-style neckline and a hem that came up over one knee. She had traveled farther than the rest from her usual self—we were catching a glimpse of some future, grown-up Clara, in her elegant attire and strange makeup.

Yadira pointed to the large gold crucifix that her friend always wore.

“I don’t take it off,” said Clara firmly.

Marisela handed her fake ID over to Clara, saying sotto voce that her parents would probably search her purse, although they did nothing of the kind. When Yadira put on her slim navy sheath, she looked even more willowy than usual. She wore silver sandals and her toe-nails were painted silver and her eyes gleamed with silver shadow—she had become a silver and blue sylph. Marisela was spraying Yadira with body glitter when their dates arrived. The young men trooped into the apartment wearing ill-fitting tuxedos and foolish expressions. They nodded affably to Marisela’s parents and tried not to stare too much at the girls.

“Oh, the flowers, the flowers!” cried Irene, running to the kitchen.

Fabián manned a Polaroid. He took a shot of Marisela alone, a shot of Marisela with the boys, a shot of Marisela with me, a shot of Marisela with Irene, and a shot of all the girls. Soon every member of Marisela’s family was waving a damp Polaroid around in the air. Then one of the boys, oblivious to the danger they were in, asked casually if Fernando had made it yet. Marisela hissed at him to shut up, shut up, then called out loudly, “I just need to brush my teeth!”

“I just have to do my hair!” squeaked Nestor in a falsetto.

Rafael translated this for his father, who howled.

“You guys!” chastised Marisela.

As Marisela brushed her teeth, her brothers performed a wild pantomime of spraying themselves all over for the benefit of the crowd. They were still horsing around when she returned. “Vámonos!” cried Marisela. And she slipped away to meet her real date. The seniors gabbed excitedly as they strolled down the concrete walkway toward their cars, a bright cavalcade of unexpected glamour passing through the dreary courtyard. The adults who were being left behind spilled out to witness their eye-catching departure. Josefa called out to her daughter in Spanish to lift up her dress, which was dragging on the ground, and Marisela heeded her mother’s advice, but did not look back. In the end, Fabián’s threats of chaperoning proved empty. Once he had been able to keep his daughter safe within his orbit, but now she had traveled beyond his control, and maybe that was what all the fuss had been about.

Fernando was waiting for Marisela at Cinzetti’s, just as attractive as ever. He had brought along the two friends who had rescued him on I-25, and Marisela immediately invited them to come to the prom, too, pointing out that neither Clara nor Annalisa had dates. After consuming large plates of pasta, everybody squeezed into several cars and drove in a caravan to the prom. It took place at a rented social hall, where a DJ played both hip-hop and reggaetón, the fast-paced music from Puerto Rico. Marisela objected that the DJ didn’t play enough Mexican music—she would have preferred to hear música norteña, ranchera, or cumbia—but she spent a lot of time on the dance floor anyway. As the evening progressed, one of Fernando’s friends fell for Clara, looking lovely in her black dress with the red roses on it, but she spurned his advances and he left early. Meanwhile, Yadira and Juan were like an island unto themselves. Fernando had such a good time with Marisela, he asked if she would be his girlfriend again. She declined, however, unwilling to go that far in defying her parents’ wishes.

All the girls who had gotten ready at Marisela’s plus their friend Elissa eventually made it back to the apartment in Lakewood somewhere around four in the morning. Then they started drinking—christening the special commemorative glasses inscribed with the date of their prom—and fixed a late-night snack. Just as the sun started to come up, they all piled into Marisela’s big double bed together, having abandoned their dates to spend the night with one another.

The four girls had forged their bonds from myriad nights like this—from years of secrets, squabbles, and private jokes, years of outmaneuvering their Mexican parents, years of figuring out adulthood and America, which for them often seemed like one and the same thing. Now they wondered whether their friendship would survive the changes that loomed before them. The prom had served as a temporary distraction, but once it was over they became preoccupied again with the issue that had concerned them for more than a year: All four of the girls shared the same kind of dreams about the future, yet only two of them appeared to have a clear path forward. Yadira had figured out an interim solution to the problem growing up without legal status, but Marisela had not yet arrived at a solution of any kind. Now no major event stood between the girls and the moment when they would graduate from high school, in exactly one month’s time. At that point, Marisela would have to solve the question of how to create a meaningful life in the United States without a green card or Social Security number. She still had no answer for this riddle, and because she was the kind of student who was accustomed to having the right answers all the time, being without a response to a query of such vast proportions filled her with unease. Being a teenager, she worried about this predicament primarily in terms of what it would mean for her socially, because she would have to watch her three closest friends achieve a type of success that appeared to be out of her reach. And Marisela had good reason to fear that she might lose her friends in the process, for the subject of college had already caused the four girls to suffer their first major rift.
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QUESTION MARK

I first met Marisela, Yadira, Clara, and Elissa two-thirds of the way through their senior year of high school, when the saga of how their immigration status was affecting their relationships was beginning to unfold. It was early in March 2004—almost two months before the senior prom—and the girls had been at odds with one another all winter. A friend of a friend had introduced me to Elissa, who arranged for all of us to have lunch at a chain restaurant the girls frequented called the Old Country Buffet, in a suburb on the west side of the metro area. The four girls were standing together outside the restaurant when I pulled up. Looking them over, I could not discern who had documents and who did not, although I knew the group was bifurcated along lines of legal standing. Elissa had shoulder-length medium-brown hair, an athletic build, and a scattering of freckles across her nose. She had won several leadership awards in high school, as well as two varsity letters (soccer and swimming), and she was the kind of person who applied lessons from the playing field to life. If the four girls had been a sports team, Elissa would have been their captain. Clara was wearing blue jeans, sneakers, a T-shirt, a sweat jacket, and the gold crucifix that she never took off. Her plain attire made me think of her as boyish, though I soon learned that she was also the sensitive one—the person who cried most easily, the friend who saw everybody else’s side. Marisela was the dramatic one, the girl who experimented with everything first; her clothing was flashy and she had on a lot of makeup—foundation, blush, mascara, eyeliner, and eye shadow in three different shades of brown. Meeting Yadira for the first time, I was startled by her figure, for she was as skinny as a runway model. It was hard to get a sense of her personality, given her reserve, but she had dressed boldly in tight jeans with pegged legs, a belt with silver chains hanging from it, and a tiny T-shirt that revealed her flat midriff.

All four girls had grown up on the west side of Denver, a part of town that has traditionally been home to many Latinos. Denver is a city of half a million people located on the edge of the Great Plains, hard beside the Rocky Mountains; those spectacular peaks dominate the city’s skyline. When residents of the city are lost, they typically orient themselves by noting that the mountains lie to the west. The city’s downtown area is all modern glass and steel skyscrapers, and the historic lower downtown area features old redbrick warehouses. Coors Field, Invesco Field at Mile High, and the Pepsi Center are centrally located, since Denver is a sports town. No matter what time of year it is, people are always rooting for at least one of the city’s eight professional sports teams: the Avalanche, the Broncos, the Crush, the Mammoth, the Nuggets, the Outlaws, the Rapids, or the Rockies. Surrounding this urban core are a series of leafy, kid-strewn neighborhoods that fall within the city limits. Another two million people live in suburban communities that ring the city and, generally speaking, these suburbs have tended to be less ethnically diverse and more politically conservative than the city itself, although lately that has been changing, as more people of color have started to move to the outskirts of the metro area, where the cost of living can be cheaper.

In recent decades, Colorado has become a magnet for both retirees and immigrants, making the state a prime example of how much the United States has changed from a demographic point of view. During the 1990s, local newspapers began calling Denver the “baby boomer capital,” because it had the highest percentage of baby boomers in the United States. Meanwhile, from 1990 to 2000 the number of foreign-born people living in Denver tripled. Recognizing that Denver had become a major hub for newly arrived immigrants, the Brookings Institution designated it a gateway city. Denver currently has a huge Mexican population, the largest Mongolian enclave in the United States, and sizable Russian, Polish, Ethiopian, Lebanese, Cambodian, Chinese, Eastern Indian, Filipino, Hmong, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Pacific Islander, Thai, and Vietnamese communities. One-quarter of the students enrolled in the city’s public schools are categorized as English Language Learners, because that is not their native tongue.

Inside the Old Country Buffet, the clientele fell into two categories: aging white people and young Latinos. The four girls and I sat down at a long table at the other end of which sat an elderly couple. Within a short time, Yadira identified herself as one of the students who didn’t have legal status, and Marisela soon volunteered that she didn’t, either. The two illegal girls and I occupied the same position within our respective families: We were the oldest children, the ones who had been born somewhere else before our parents settled here.

The four girls explained that they had met in eighth grade, back when they were awkward adolescents at an urban middle school in Denver. Marisela had befriended Elissa in an English-speaking class, while Yadira had become close with Clara in a class taught in Spanish. Those were the original pairings back when they’d been aligned according to disposition. Marisela and Elissa were the outgoing ones, while Clara and Yadira were introverted. By the time the four girls started their freshman year at Roosevelt High, they had become inseparable. They slept over at one another’s houses, went to parties together, took the same courses. All four spoke English fluently by this point, even though they spoke Spanish at home; among themselves, they switched back and forth. They were oblivious to the differences in their immigration status since it did not affect them in any tangible way during the early years of their friendship.

Back in those days, Clara had lacked legal status, too. Clara could not recall precisely when she learned that two of her friends were growing up without documents—she just remembered that in middle school they were all “on the same level.” When she was seven, Clara had crawled under the wire fence that separated the town of Nogales, Sonora, from the town of Nogales, Arizona, with her mother and three siblings. She had no concept of what it meant to be an illegal immigrant at the time; the main thing on her mind was that now she would get to live with her father. Carlos Luz worked at a meatpacking plant in Colorado, and by that point he had obtained a green card, having successfully applied for amnesty when the U.S. Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. It took six years for Clara and her siblings to acquire legal residence. During that time, an unscrupulous attorney stole several thousand dollars of their father’s money, and he had to start saving all over again. They were lucky, however, because federal law prohibits granting legal status to anybody who has entered the as it happened, Clara, her siblings, and their mother were fortunate enough to apply for citizenship during a time when this prohibition was temporarily lifted for close relatives of legal residents of the United States, thanks to a family reunification program that no longer exists. Clara acquired both a green card and a genuine Social Security number right before her sophomore year of high school, just in time to become eligible for all kinds of funding for college.

Meanwhile, Elissa had acquired U.S. citizenship at birth, even though her parents were living in the border town of Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, at the time. Her mother had walked across the border and delivered Elissa in a clinic in El Paso, Texas, because she wanted her child to have an American birth certificate. After Elissa turned three, her family moved to California and then to Colorado. While Elissa’s father got a green card, her mother worked without papers for several years before gaining legal status. As a result, Elissa felt as though her heritage was indistinguishable from Yadira’s and Marisela’s. “I was born in the United States, but I’m Mexican inside, you know?” she explained. It was not yet clear to her how divisive the matter of her privilege would prove to be.

Not surprisingly, the four girls hailed from the three states in Mexico that send the largest number of people to Colorado. Elissa is from Chihuahua, which sends more immigrants to Colorado than any other state in Mexico, while Clara is from Zacatecas, which sends the second greatest number of immigrants. Durango, where both Yadira and Marisela were born, ranks third on the list of Mexican states that send people to Colorado. Only the two girls with legal status returned to Mexico during school breaks. Yadira and Marisela were unable to visit their birthplace for fear of not being able to return to the United States. Consequently, the two who legally qualified as Americans knew more about Mexico than did the two Mexican nationals, which all four girls considered a great irony.

The four girls had grown up believing they were equals. They had held on to this belief until their junior year of high school, when they became old enough to drive. Marisela and Yadira were among the first undocumented immigrants to come of age in Colorado after the state legislature had passed a law called the Colorado Secure and Verifiable Identity Document Act, which made it impossible for them to obtain legitimate Colorado driver’s licenses. (Fabián and Josefa had been able to procure driver’s licenses when they first moved to the state, but under the new law they would not be able to renew them.) “When I was growing up I didn’t really think about it,” Marisela said of her illegal status. “It hit me when I wanted to get a driver’s license, and I couldn’t. So I started driving with a Mexican driver’s license—a fake. And that’s when I realized how I was going to grow up—doing everything the wrong way.”

The girls needed driver’s licenses for all kinds of reasons. Yadira found it impossible to get into nightclubs without identification, for example. Marisela purchased fake IDs that would get her into clubs, but couldn’t get a permit to park her car in the lot at Roosevelt High because she needed a valid U.S. driver’s license to get the permit. Clara flew with other classmates to Washington, D.C., but neither of the undocumented girls could go on the trip because they lacked the necessary ID to board the airplane. Once Yadira even tried to rent a movie from Blockbuster, but was unable to when the store clerk asked to see a license. The two undocumented girls could open checking accounts, but nobody would take their checks since neither could show proof of identity—nor could they apply to get credit cards.

The slow accumulation of ordinary things that they could not do became painful for the girls who lacked legal status to endure, especially given that their legal friends were able to accomplish basic tasks without difficulties. But nothing was more painful than the subject of college, which had also come up during their junior year. “The teachers say: ‘Everybody can go to college! Everybody can do it, no matter what!’” Yadira recounted. “And it’s hard, because I can’t just raise my hand and say, ‘Well, miss, I don’t have my papers.’ It’s not clear who you can trust.”

When the subject of college first arose, Yadira and Marisela had been confused about whether they qualified for aid, because their teachers kept telling them they looked like strong candidates for public dollars. In search of answers, the two undocumented students had gone to Roosevelt High’s post-secondary options office, where they had confided in a warmhearted secretary named Aurora Valdez. “I remember going in there and trying to get information about different colleges,” Marisela recalled. “And she asked me if I had done my FAFSA. So I asked her what that was. She explained that it was the financial aid form you have to fill out. The first thing she asked me was if I remembered my Social Security number. And I said, ‘Oh, I don’t have one.’ So that’s when she started explaining to me what I had. She talked a lot about community college. And she talked about sponsors. She even talked about going to the different panaderías on Thirty-second Street and asking people to donate, like, a pair of boots, or a belt, and we could hold a raffle.”

One day, Yadira had been using one of the computers in the post-secondary options office to type up a homework assignment when a recruiter for the University of Colorado walked in.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Yadira answered.

“What’s your ACT score?”

“Twenty-three.”

That put her around the 70th percentile in terms of her national ranking, which was quite high for a student from Roosevelt. Because bilingual students often tested lower than their peers on standardized exams, the recruiter pressed for more information.

“What classes are you taking?”

Yadira recited her course list and grade point average, which was 5.2 because of all her Advanced Placement classes. The recruiter dug out his business card, and started extolling the virtues of the University of Colorado. For somebody like her, he said, the university would be happy to waive the application fee.

“So, have you filled out your FAFSA yet?” he asked.

“No,” said Yadira.

Usually she let it go at that, but there was something about the recruiter’s jolly demeanor that made her want to see what would happen if she said more.

“Actually, I’ve got a problem,” Yadira told the recruiter.

“What is it?” he wanted to know.

“Well, it’s a really big problem,” Yadira said.

“What?”

“I don’t have papers.”

The recruiter seemed at a loss. “Well, you could apply as an international student,” he finally offered. “We can’t waive your application fee, of course, and we don’t guarantee you any scholarships. But you could still try.” To Yadira, who was ashamed of her liability, the encounter left her feeling as though she had been examined and found wanting. Meanwhile, other recruiters told Clara and Elissa that they qualified for financial aid, federal Pell grants, and private scholarships. It was excruciating for Marisela and Yadira to watch the two girls with legal status reap rewards that were unavailable to them, even though they had all achieved the same level of academic success.

Matters had come to a head after all four girls had qualified to compete for a prestigious scholarship from the Daniels Fund. The late Bill Daniels had made billions in the cable industry, and his foundation awarded full-ride scholarships to high school graduates in the states of Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming. At a presentation about the program, Marisela and Yadira persuaded a friend to ask whether undocumented students could apply, and a representative from the Daniels Fund mistakenly replied that they could, although the board of the organization had decided not to give money to illegal students who could not show proof of legal status anymore. All four girls were selected to participate in the competition, and Marisela and Yadira set their hearts on winning a scholarship from the Daniels Fund, which appeared to be their best shot at going to a top-notch college. For the rest of junior year, Yadira, Marisela, Clara, and Elissa had slogged through the extensive requirements, writing multiple drafts of college essays, filling out application forms, and attending seminars on how to manage their time.

Between their junior and senior years of high school, the Daniels Fund had sent participants to spend a week in a college dorm so they could experience the college lifestyle. Marisela spent a week at the Colorado School of Mines, because of her love of math, while Yadira went to the University of Colorado at Boulder. Sleeping in a dorm and eating in a dining hall and walking to class made the possibility of college seem almost within reach. Shortly after they returned to high school to begin their senior year, however, a rumor swept through Roosevelt that all the illegal kids were getting kicked out of the Daniels Fund program. At the program’s next meeting, Yadira and Marisela learned that the rumor was basically true: Anybody who did not have a Social Security number would not be eligible for money.

The two girls had spent fall of senior year angry at the universe. It was hard for Marisela and Yadira to see why they should labor over their homework if they were just going to end up working at McDonald’s. The two girls started cutting school, “ditching” all the time. Marisela slid into trouble with ease, but Yadira found the experience profoundly disorienting. “Probably my lowest point was when I stopped going to school for a week,” she remembered. “My grades dropped so low—I had never gotten grades like that. I came back to class and I didn’t even know what was going on. I felt so disorganized, and I’m always organized. Part of me was saying, ‘You have to go to class! What if there’s still a chance?’ Then the other part of me was saying, ‘Screw it. There’s not a chance. You’ve kept your grades up for nothing. Just have fun now.’”

At that point, Elissa went into sports captain mode. She pestered Yadira and Marisela about the importance of staying in school and badgered them about finishing their college applications. So what if they were not being handed full tuition? Plenty of people put themselves through community college. Elissa persuaded the two girls to finish high school, but her lectures also drove Marisela and Yadira away, because they felt as though Elissa could not imagine what it was like to be them. After Clara and Elissa began hearing back from institutions that wanted to give them financial aid, they noticed how their good tidings made the two undocumented girls visibly uncomfortable. Clara and Elissa started hiding their news, which further alienated Yadira and Marisela. Eventually it just became easier for the foursome to split up along lines of immigration status. As we sat in the Old Country Buffet, Marisela pointed at her two documented friends. “I would hear them talking about college, and I’m like, ‘Agh!’” she said. “I felt left out. I knew they weren’t doing it on purpose, but I could see a line there separating us. It feels like we have our hands tied. Everybody else is going ahead, and we’re just watching them.”

During the height of their estrangement, Yadira and Marisela had joked about forming a club to address their isolation, which they wanted to call “Girls Like Us.” To them, the way things were playing out did not seem fair. All four girls had at least one parent who had entered the country illegally, and they had all grown up exactly the same way. They ate the same food, and they listened to the same music. “We were all the same,” Yadira pointed out. “We had the same type of parents, the same type of living. I was mad that they had their papers and we didn’t, when in fact we were the same. Like, what did I do wrong?” Yadira and Marisela thought Clara and Elissa were just like them.

The bitterness had lasted for months. Eventually, however, the four girls had simply missed one another too much, and held a series of meetings to air out their grievances. At the point when I met them, the reunion was still in a tentative phase, and it was not clear if it would hold, particularly as new developments kept testing their reconciliation. Before we left the Old Country Buffet, the girls agreed that I could accompany them to their classes at Roosevelt High, a redbrick fortress at the heart of the city, and I soon had the chance to witness several of these tense moments in person. Later it occurred to me that while the girls had been wary when I had first started asking questions, their secrets had soon tumbled out. In retrospect it seemed as though I had gained their trust rather easily, which made me feel protective of the girls—they were vulnerable, particularly the pair who lacked legal status, and the world was not always a kind place.

At 7:15 one morning, two weeks after I had first met with the girls, I pushed through the swinging doors that led into the front lobby of Roosevelt. A river of students rushed around me, as a short Latina woman wearing an orange safety vest called out to those who forgot to flash their school identification cards. “IDs! IDs! IDs!” bellowed the guard cheerfully. “Adelante! Adelante!” Roosevelt was not one of the city’s top-performing schools: Less than one-quarter of all freshmen scored proficiently in reading on state exams, and less than 5 percent scored proficiently in math. To an outsider, the school appeared homogeneous—85 percent of its students were Latino—but tension often flared between English and Spanish speakers. Undocumented students were typically discreet about their situation, yet somehow other Spanish-speaking students learned who among them lacked legal status, in the way that high school students have always mysteriously apprehended one another’s secrets. The ranks of undocumented students at Roosevelt included key players on the girls’ and the boys’ soccer teams, a track star, several members of the National Honors Society, a couple of thespians in the drama club, and many participants in ROTC. I had arranged to meet the girls in the lobby, yet they were nowhere in sight.

After a few minutes, Clara pushed through the swinging doors wearing blue jeans, with her dark hair done in a thick braid. She was carrying a large yellow backpack. “Marisela is probably going to be late,” she said. “She usually doesn’t make it to first period on time.”

We walked to her locker, and Elissa found us there. The two girls took AP chemistry during first period, along with Marisela. By the time the bell rang, thirteen students had made it to class (one Anglo, one African American, and eleven Latinos), but Marisela’s chair remained empty. The teacher announced that he wanted the students to identify unknown solutions by observing their reactions with known solutions. “Okay, I’m waking up,” Elissa said dryly. The girls put on safety goggles and black plastic aprons. For the next forty minutes, they mixed different chemical solutions together and wrote down what they observed. Marisela never made it to class.

When the bell rang, Elissa went to see Miss Valdez in the school’s post-secondary options office, a small room covered in felt pennants. There were pennants for the University of Colorado, Colorado College, Regis University, the University of Northern Colorado, Fort Lewis College, Colorado State University, the Community College of Denver, Adams State, Metro State, Red Rocks Community College, and the University of Denver. Magazine racks were filled with college leaflets grouped by state. Miss Valdez was not an official counselor, but she devoted herself to the students, so all four girls viewed the secretary as the best source of information on their future. Elissa pulled out a manila folder. She had questions about a letter she had just received from Regis University, a highly regarded Catholic institution in Denver that had promised her a partial scholarship.

“It says here that if my course work is not done in four years, I can complete it at no additional cost,” Elissa pointed out. “Is that true?”

“I would assume so,” said Miss Valdez. “It’s in writing. You hold on to that letter—it’s gold.”

Elissa said she wanted to go to Regis, but it would depend on whether she could secure additional money. If not, she would go to a less prestigious school.

“Did you apply for the Daniels? Is that kind of the big factor?” Miss Valdez wanted to know.

“Yeah,” said Elissa.

Miss Valdez took note of Elissa’s sense of urgency. “You are in that mode, Elissa, I can see,” the secretary counseled. “Just wait. And don’t let money be the only factor, because if you are not happy, you’re going to want to move.”

The sounds of a distant mariachi band drifted in from the hall—an accordion, several guitars, and voices in harmony. Later we heard over the loudspeaker: “Good morning, Pilgrims. Today is Monday, March 22, and these are your announcements, in English first. Over the weekend, five of your fellow students were in a car accident. All were injured, but they’re going to be fine. We would appreciate your thoughts and prayers. Miss Brown baked some cookies and took them over on behalf of all of us. Congratulations to the drill team and the color guard for the trophies they won. Additionally, tomorrow morning, the army will be here to evaluate our ROTC program. The military spends quite a bit of money in this school, and they want to make sure their money is well spent. Don’t forget, seniors, that this Friday are your cap-and-gown photographs.” Then the announcements were repeated in Spanish.

Elissa had AP calculus with Clara and Marisela at 11:20 A.M. “You can sit here, because Marisela isn’t here today,” Elissa told me, pointing to the desk next to hers.

“Marisela is here,” another student piped up. “I just saw her.”

“She wasn’t here for first period,” Elissa objected.

“No, Marisela is here today,” the other student insisted.

Two minutes after the bell rang, Marisela burst into the classroom. She pulled a desk close to us and whispered in Spanish that she had overslept.

“That’s no excuse!” Clara replied tartly in English.

Marisela said her grandparents were visiting at the moment, forcing her to sleep on the couch. Her mother was supposed to wake her up at 5:30 A.M. but had not woken her up until seven. Still, Marisela had taken the time to look sexy. She was wearing black platform shoes, tight black trousers with pink pinstripes, a black lace top with spaghetti straps, six gold rings—three on each hand—and a gold necklace. She had curled her medium-length hair and then secured the curls on the top of her head with multiple bobby pins. Bill Paul, who taught AP calculus, wrote an integral on the board and demonstrated a shortcut that told whether the integral converged. The shortcut was called the p-series. The teacher had barely finished writing the result on the board when Marisela interrupted him.

“Wait, I have a question!” she called out. “Can you do that p-thing when you have a polynomial on the top?”

“Yes, you can,” he told her.

Marisela’s irrepressible curiosity amused Bill Paul. He had demonstrated the use of the p-series using a relatively simple equation, and she was worried about whether she could use the same tool to analyze a more complicated problem. The teacher wrote more integrals on the blackboard and asked the class to divide up into pairs and apply the p-series to each. Marisela pulled her desk close to a tall, big-boned student named Miguel.

“Okay, so which one diverges?” Marisela asked out loud.

She conducted a running monologue about infinity and convergence as Miguel listened obligingly. They finished before anybody else.

Once Elissa had solved the problems, she turned her attention back to Marisela’s failure to show up for first period.

“Why can’t you wake yourself up?” asked Elissa.

“I slept in the living room!” Marisela protested. “I didn’t have a clock!”

“Let’s focus here, guys,” Bill Paul admonished as he wrote another problem on the board.

The girls worked assiduously until they figured out the answer to the teacher’s next question. Then Marisela took out a compact and began applying coffee-colored face powder. Clara asked about an assignment for another class, which led Elissa to pull out a book entitled Literature. Bill Paul was explaining that they would be taking practice tests all week to prepare for the upcoming AP exam, when he noticed what Marisela and Elissa were doing. “Hey, guys—hey, girls, could you put that away until lunch?”

They put away the makeup and literature book.

“Gracias,” said the teacher.

“De nada,” said Marisela in a saucy voice.

Clara poked Marisela with a pen to keep her in line.

“Cómo se dice ‘derivative’ in Spanish?” asked their teacher.

“Derivado,” replied Elissa.

The teacher wrote the following on the blackboard:

AP TEST

1. Finance and functions

2. Derivatives

3. Sketching graphs

“Do you guys remember points of inflection?” he asked. “Does that ring a bell?”

Groans from the class.

4. Optimization and related rates

5. Integration

“I like integration,” Marisela observed.

“Sort of ...” Clara appended.

“Mr. Paul!” Marisela called out. “Are related rates the same as growth and decay problems?”

He explained that they were not exactly the same thing, although they both had to do with the rate at which things change. He added that it was a good question.

6. Applications of integration

7. Logarithms

“When are we taking this test?” asked Elissa as the list grew.

“Tomorrow,” said Bill Paul.

“We’re taking this test tomorrow?” shrieked Elissa.

“It doesn’t count,” explained Marisela, who had managed to pay attention while applying her makeup.

Paul wrote a complicated equation on the board. Marisela jiggled her feet, Elissa put her head down on her desk, and Clara leaned back so far that she slanted.

“Does that converge or diverge?” the teacher asked.

“It diverges,” Marisela answered.

“How about this?”

“It diverges, too,” volunteered Marisela.

It seemed hard for Marisela to get herself to school, but once she was there, she lit up the classroom. When the bell rang, Yadira hovered at the door, waiting. The two undocumented girls typically spent their lunch hour together.

“Should we go to McDonald’s or Wendy’s?” Marisela asked.

McDonald’s, Yadira decided. They went in the worn bronze truck Marisela shared with her parents. A crucifix, a pine tree air freshener, and a collection of Mardi Gras beads dangled from the rearview mirror. On the way, the two girls talked about what they had done over the previous weekend. Marisela had gone dancing in a Mexican nightclub, while Yadira had gone to see in The Passion of the Christ.

“We’re suffering from senioritis,” Marisela announced.

After lunch, the girls returned to Roosevelt for their last class, AP literature. They were studying concrete poetry, in which words or phrases are written in a shape that illuminates a poem’s theme. Miss Brown gave them Dylan Thomas’s “Vision and Prayer,” which has stanzas in the shape of diamonds, as an example. Then she had them write an original concrete poem. When Miss Brown asked for volunteers to read their poem out loud, Marisela raised her hand.

She read:

[image: Image]

“Beautiful!” exclaimed Miss Brown. “Wonderful! Is that your shape poem?”

“It’s in the shape of a question mark,” Marisela replied, holding the piece of paper up for her teacher. “I don’t know if you can see it.”

Miss Brown beamed at her.
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this powerful account follows four young women from Mexico who have lived most
of their lives in the United States and attended the same high school; two of them have
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We meet the girls on the eve of their senior prom, in Denver, Colorado. Each is
bright and ambitious and an excellent student. Their leader, Marisela, dreams of college
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and Elissa have the documents necessary to realize those hopes. Their friendship starts
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This brilliant work of narrative journalism is a coming-of-age story about girlhood,
friendship, and, most of all, identity—what it means to fake an identity, steal an
identity, or inherit an identity from one’s parents and country. No matter what one’s
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