
Sheep in a Pen: On Being "Illegal" in the Global Economy
Erika Buchancow

I drove down Lawrence Avenue with both hands clenched
to the wheel. The police car behind me had turned on its
lights, and then its sirens. I tried to ignore my fears. I had
done nothing wrong.

I was a careful driver. I always made sure when I saw a
stop sign to STOP, count to ten, look left and right,
proceed with caution and never speed.  My eyes were
trained constantly to share my view of the road with that of
the needle of the speedometer. 

But whenever a Chicago Police Department car happened to be nearby, I always broke out in a
cold sweat.

Now, my worst fear was realized. The sirens blared. The lights flashed. I started to choke, shake
and cry. A state of panic began to paralyze me.  I pulled over to the side of the street and waited. I
fought to control myself and remain calm.  I hoped the police would somehow disappear out of my
sight. 

Thankfully, the police car passed on and then vanished. I started the engine and, still shaking,
continued on driving.

Nine years ago, I was just another one of millions of illegal aliens; a term that often makes me feel
as though I am from another planet rather than from another country, on more person trying to
find a way to pay the bills and survive. 

Back home, in Argentina, my family of eight lived like sardines in my grandmotherʼs home, which
was located in the poorer suburbs of Buenos Aires.  Jobs were scarce, as the unemployment rate
had reached a record high of 30% and Unions had called a nationwide strike.

It wasnʼt always this way, but in early 2001, Argentinaʼs stock market crashed.  Many people
closed their bank accounts, taking all their savings in cash to the currency exchange to convert
the money into US dollars.  They shipped all of Argentinaʼs money overseas. Signs posted on
banks around Buenos Aires read: “No More Extortion by Foreign Banks and the International
Monetary Fund.”

Money seemed to be literally flying away to other places around the world, emigrating from our
homeland, as if the money were trying to escape from some violent outbreak of cholera.  The
corralito was the new term that could be heard from any radio or television station around the city
of Buenos Aires, on which pundits diagnosed this crisis in which the government had imposed, “a
series of measures restricting withdrawals and foreign transfers.”  In essence, what the word
meant was that we were sheep in a pen.   

I remember how my neighbors, the Peraltas, out of desperation, had dug through their
grandmotherʼs paperwork, trying to find a way for them to gain dual-citizenship in Spain.  They
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were going to make a move, as they had already given up.  They werenʼt the only family
considering this alternative.  My parents had even looked into getting citizenship for us through
our grandmother, an Austrian citizen.  In the end, embassies were so packed with lines of people
trying to get their European passports that we were left with few options.  The bureaucracy was
taking too long and many Argentineans, my family included, frantically took the best option we
had: to move to the U.S.

During my first months in Chicago, I was often overcome with fear.  I was afraid to go to places
where people would try to speak to me in English.  As in any country where you are a foreigner,
you might get lost, not knowing which direction to take to find your way around the city.  The
problem was that I didnʼt speak a single word of English, so if I was lost, it was as if I were some
stray animal in the streets.  People would try to help me, but how could I trust them?

Naturally, if I was going to survive here, I was going to have to learn the language, so I enrolled in
E.S.L. classes at a local community college, which were free.  Itʼs interesting to see how the
climate has changed since then.  Nowadays, in certain states like Georgia, where new legislation
is in the works to help prevent illegals from studying English by forcing them to pay for classes,
immigrants are faced with new challenges that I never had to deal with.

The only job that I could find where I didnʼt need a social security card and I didnʼt need to speak
in English was at a small Mexican clothing store, where I made $5.50 an hour.  The owner of the
store knew my mother and he decided to hire me as a favor to my family. 

Nowadays, itʼs even more difficult, with the new laws recently instated by the Obama
administration and the new E-Verify system that allows for employers to verify, electronically, if a
worker is authorized to work in the U.S.  It is becoming increasingly difficult for an illegal
immigrant to even survive in this country.

After I had learned how to drive, I bought a used Dodge Intrepid from Maria, a lady with tattooed
eyebrows and lips who sold Mary Kay cosmetics at the clothing store.  I drove the car for a while
without insurance because of lack of funds, but I was saving up money for it.  I didnʼt have the
option to get a driverʼs license.  When I got to the U.S., it was too late for me to walk into a social
security office and ask for a driverʼs license like in the old days, as Maria told me she had done
when she lived in California.

When Maria sold the car to me, she told me to be careful.

“Hey! You need a Chicago driverʼs license to be able to drive! La migra will catch you and maybe
sent you back to Argentina!”

I had already grown accustomed to all the back doors and holes in the system here in the U.S. in
my short time living here, enough to understand what I needed to do to drive a vehicle without
getting caught. 

I knew that I wasnʼt the only one in Chicago driving without a license.  Many immigrants like me
and like other U.S. citizens needed to drive to get to work.  In 2009, over 22,000 people were
pulled over for not having a driverʼs license. They faced a large fine for it:  $500 plus a $165
towing fee.

Another worry invaded me in those days.  I needed more money.  I had begun to realize that a
$150 a week just wasnʼt enough to survive on, considering the fact that half of that sum was spent
on gas and food. I had asked Don Juan, my boss, if he knew about another part time job for me. 
Surprisingly, a friend of his was looking for a busgirl at his restaurant of Los Mariscos. 

Don Juan had made a quick phone call to his friend, Don Pedro, who told me that I could go see
him at his restaurant on Friday, since I had my day off at the clothing store.

My heart still pounding, I maneuvered the Dodge off of Lawrence Avenue and into the restaurant
parking lot. Inside, Don Pedro handed me the job application.  On one side it read Español, on the
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other English.  I could only understand the Spanish part.  I filled out my name, address, and all the
things one might expect, until my BIC ballpoint stopped at the words:

“Número de seguro social.”

I cleared my throat, tapped the box with my pen and looked up at Don Pedro with a question in
my eyes.

“Es for the taxes, mʼhija,” he responded, vaguely, with his brisk, bouncing tone.

“Ah,” I said.  I left the nine squares on the page blank, trying to think up numbers in my head that
might fit in those tiny empty boxes.  If I stared any longer at them, I would surely feel sick, like you
do when you stare too long at an optical illusion.

I moved on.

“¿Está usted autorizado a trabajar legalmente en los Estados Unidos?”

I looked blankly at this next question; the two choices, Sí or No, staring back at me, as I noticed
my right leg begin to bob and the pen begin to slide through my index and thumb from the sweat.

I skipped these two questions. 

At the door, there was a big plastic fish hanging above the entrance.  The exterior of the entire
restaurant was shaped like a boat, the walls decorated with Mexican hats, seahorses, sharks, and
a big circular Aztec calendar made out of wood. Behind the register were dollars bills, with
portraits of Washington looking at me skeptically.  On one of Georgeʼs faces, a mustache had
been scratched with red ink. Among these were Mexican pesos and other types of currency from
various countries, stapled next to each other, forming a line on the wall. Each of them had
different handwriting scribbled on top. 

A statue of the Virgen de Guadalupe contemplated them; her angelic and desolate face was
striking. It made you want to pray to her, even if you never prayed to any statue or any saint.
Perhaps the Virgen de Guadalupe would let me become a busgirl at Los Mariscos if I prayed to
her, telling her how much I wanted to see her face every day, as I cleared the tables and refilled
the center of each with salsa roja and salsa verde and chips.

This thought was abruptly interrupted as the receptionist shouted, “Don Pedro, la aplicación…”
from the register.  He seemed to be in the kitchen area.

Don Pedro walked back in, the smell of fried onions and cilantro lingering behind him. He was
wearing a bandana that he used to wipe the sweat from his forehead.  He had a serious look that
was accentuated with his thick eyebrows and thin mustache. 

“¿Ya terminó?” he stated.

I nodded.

“So? Have you worked at a restaurant before?” he asked.

“No. This is my fourth month living in Chicago.”

“Well.  There is always a first time.  Don Juan told me about you and he is a friend.  He told me
that you are a hard worker. We will train you here if you want this job.”

Did I really want this job?  I didnʼt have many choices available due to the many obstacles in my
way. Just like the other estimated12 million illegal immigrants living in the U.S., I wanted gain back
my dignity. A job would the viable way to recover, not only the funds I lacked, but that missing
piece in me, that sense of humanity.  So why did I feel, yet again, like a sheep in a pen?

I handed the application back to Don Pedro and he shoved it underneath the register without
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looking at it. He muttered: “Next time, bring el seguro social y una I.D.”

A quiet “Adios” was all I could muster. As I walked out of the restaurant, I stepped onto a cheap
floor mat. In upside down letters, it read Welcome.

other stories
Is Your Cat, Fish, Dog or Parakeet Rapture Ready?
Press Freedom: A Short History of an Idea
Occupying Indonesia
Welcome Home, Sister
Viva Barcelona

© 2011 TheWriteDeal All rights reserved. Terms |  Writer Guidelines |  General Inquiries

Grandma's Bottom Story | TheWriteDeal.org http://www.thewritedeal.org/grandma_story/20/

4 of 4 1/27/12 6:34 PM


