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GUEST INTRO/00:36

Nicolasa came to this country from the 
Dominican Republic at the age of 18 

in 1987. Her journey to pursue her educa-
tion was a long, rocky road that started with 
her earning her GED days before the birth 
of her third child. She suffered so many 
interruptions and delays in realizing her 
dream, but her resilience, determination, 
and desire carried her to her master’s in 
education as she brings technology support 
and services to over 100 immigrant families 
in Boston. 

GETTING TO U.S./01:36
Deborah:

So my guest is Nicolasa from the Domin-
ican Republic. Welcome Nicolasa. Why 
don’t you start by telling how you got here?

Nicolasa: 

Thank you, Deborah. Thank you for having 
me. I literally feel that my grandmother 
and my father pushed me out of the house. 
Even though I come from a poor family, my 
grandmother was extremely smart. And my 
father only completed his education to the 
sixth grade. Also very smart.  And they un-
derstood that with true education, I could 
achieve a better life and be successful in 
life. So they went the extra mile while I was 
living in the Dominican Republic.

Deborah:

So tell me, Nicolasa, how did you get from 
the private school in the Dominican Repub-
lic all the way to the United States while you 
were still in high school?

Nicolasa:

The department of education wanted to 
bring  new ideas and was looking into 
introducing sexual education in the school 

in the high school and they decided they 
were going to do it through peer leaders. 
And they elected a group of students from 
all around the country to take this training 
so they can talk to their friends, peers in the 
school. And then from there then it would 
be easier because it would be easier peer to 
peer talking. After that, they decided that 
Mexico was having a conference and then 
from all the students who were trained, they 
decided to select two students to represent 
the country in Mexico. So I was one of 
those students. And I got a visa to Mexico 
but I also got a visa because we were to stop 
in the United States. So close when we had 
everything prepared—it was supposed to 
be Christmas in 1987, I was supposed to go 
to Mexico — they had flights for us to go 
there and spend the time at the conference, 
but then they found out that all the flights 
to come back to the Dominican Republic 
were full. So we would have to stay in Mexi-
co on our own for probably a week after the 
conference was over and there was no one 
there....

Deborah:

No one there to chaperone these teenagers 
who would be there all on their own. So 
what happened?

Nicolasa:

Because I had a visa to come to the United 
States, my mother, my grandmother, and 
my father decided that was a given oppor-
tunity that I shouldn’t let pass. So I never 
went to Mexico, so they canceled.  The 
organization that was sponsoring the trip to 
Mexico canceled. So what happened instead 
of going to Mexico, I came to the United 
States.

Deborah:

Did you have any family? Was there any-
body there to meet you?

Nicolasa:

I didn’t have any family. I actually was 
supposed to . . . I had a friend in Florida that 
was supposed to open her house to me and 
I was supposed to stay there for a couple of 
months until I moved to New York, where 
the family of my then-boyfriend lived in 

New York. So when I arrived to Florida, 
Miami, and I went to her house, they had 
moved and never told me. 

Deborah:

So there was nobody there to meet you. 
Incredible!

Nicolasa:

And then I had to find myself on the streets 
of Miami. I didn’t speak any English. A little 
bit. I knew the colors. And I was able to 
count.

Deborah: 

Did you want to go home?

Nicolasa:

I wanted to go back home, but they told me, 
“No! You’re not coming back home. We’re 
gonna find someplace where you’re gonna 
stay.” So I went back to the airport because 
I had left the airport in route to my friend’s 
house so I went back to the airport and I 
called my family and they said OK. Let’s 
see. So they called my boyfriend’s family 
in New York and then I bought another 
flight and I arrived in La Guardia New York, 
1987.
GETTING AN  
EDUCATION/06:25
Deborah:

So in 1987, you’re newly arrived from the 
Dominican Republic. You’re basically still a 
high school student. You haven’t graduated 
because it was during your senior year. And 
you find yourself with a new life in New 
York. What was it like?

Nicolasa:

From there I stayed with them for a couple 
of months. Then my boyfriend came and 
then we got together. So it was frustrating 
at first because I had all these dreams that 
I have with me that I wanted to achieve 
but I didn’t know how to. So then I started 
researching and I started . . . like learning. I 
went to an institute to learn English because 
I understood that if I wanted to be suc-
cessful and get an education, I needed to 
learn the language. So, I went for a couple 
of months to an institute in New York. I 
started learning English. And from there, I 
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had to stop because I was undocumented 
during that time and then from there I went 
to night school to study English in an adult 
program in New York. And from there 
it was like a lot of hopping and jumping 
before I could get to a place where I could 
continue to college. But because I didn’t 
know the educational system, I thought I 
couldn’t go to high school here. So it took 
me a while before I went back to school.

Deborah:

At that point you had three children?

Nicolasa:

At that point, when I was living in New 
York, I had two. And then when I went to 
Boston after living in New York for three 
years, and when I came here,  I felt so frus-
trated because I love to study. I always saw 
myself attending school and then college. At 
that time I told my partner, like, you know, 
I feel so bad I feel like . . .  I don’t have a 
reason to be here. I feel like someone who is 
not servicing her purpose as a human. And 
then I connected with someone that told 
me about a school for adults called Muer-
tas (Woman) Unidas (United). And they 
have GED classes and English classes there 
and so when I was eight months pregnant 
with my daughter I started taking classes. 
I remember the first time I was there, they 
said, “We’re gonna take you here if you want 
to take GED classes, but you have to prom-
ise us that you cannot deliver your baby 
here.” The funny story is that I completely. I 
finished the class. And then I completed the 
test. So two days after the test I delivered 
my baby!

Deborah:

That’s incredible. And that was just the 
beginning of your long journey to reach 
your educational goals. How do you explain 
your resilience and the way you kept going? 
Tell me the story of that. I would really like 
to hear that.

Nicolasa:

Again, when I had my daughter then I came 
back and I started taking English classes. 
And one day another teacher told me, “I 
think you’re ready to go back to college.” I 
said like “college.” I don’t know. I don’t think 
my English isn’t that good. And she said, 
“Well, you should try.” So they helped me 
to do the paperwork and I registered myself 
at the Roxbury Community College. And 

I continued studying English there. And I 
remember that my daughter was a baby and 
she was very sick. She had asthma and she 
would get sick very often. And the teacher 
allowed me to bring her to the classroom. 
So that was a great support. Just having her 
with me all the time and being able to go to 
school. That helped me a lot. 

Then it was a time that I had to stop school 
because I became single with three small 
children. And I had to juggle my life and 
take care of my kids. And then again when I 
had the opportunity, I tried again in college. 
This time I felt more comfortable about 
my English and my knowledge of writing 
English and communicating in English so I 
registered at the Franklin Institute of Tech-
nology. My daughter was a year old at that 
time and she was doing much better. And 
I was there for three semesters. But then I 
had to quit.

Deborah:

To have to leave school again. That must 
have been a very hard decision.

Nicolasa:

I was working as a waitress in a restaurant. 
I was working from 6 to 2:30 a.m. Then I 
would go home, sleep for a little bit, but 
then I had to get up early to get the kids: 
two of them ready to go to school and then 
bring my daughter to daycare and then 
go back to school. And then it was the 
same: then come back, pick the kids, come 
home, take care of the kids, get ready to 
go to work. It was a lot. So I had to decide 
what was my priority at that time and my 
children were my priority. No doubt. So I 
dropped out of school. Again I was work-
ing, trying to do the best that I can for my 

children and from time to time I would 
go take a training, do something. Then a 
couple of more tries. I tried to go back to 
Cambridge College. It was unsuccessful. 
I couldn’t for the same reason, I couldn’t 
juggle the three things at the same time. So 
time went by. I had to put my education 
on hold. And just was working and taking 
care of my kids. Once I told myself, once 
my kids complete high school, finish high 
school then I will go back to college and 
complete my education and that’s how it 
happened. I remember was graduating. And 
she graduated in 2010, and in 2011, I regis-
tered at Bunker Hill Community College. 
That was amazing. Every day I would look 
forward to go there. Just the fact that I was 
learning. It was such a beautiful experience. 
And then, I completed my associate degree 
in political science. And then one day they 
had an open house with different univer-
sities and four-year colleges, and I learned 
about Northeastern University, a program 
that they had for adults. And I transferred. 

Deborah:

No more delays. Now you’re on your path 
for your undergraduate degree. Your bache-
lor’s degree.

Nicolasa:

Back to back, I completed my bachelor’s 
and that was amazing. That was finally my 
dream is come true. My kids were there 
with me. My friends. Some of my family 
came from another state. 

Deborah:

But that wasn’t enough for you, was it? You 
had to go on to graduate school. Tell me 
about that.

Nicolasa:

Something that I had dreamed for such a 
long time. And it happens in 2013. So that 
was amazing. And then, I got, you know 
what? I just love learning. So I went back 
and registered and I completed my masters 
in education. And again, that was amazing! 
That sometimes you think that you cannot 
achieve, but you set your mind to it, and 
sometimes it takes time for your dream to 
come true, but if we persevere, if we believe 
in ourselves, and then there’s a lot of pieces 
that need to come to place, and there’s a 
lot of people that also, who played a very 
important role on those pieces being put in 
place. And just not giving up. It’s something 

That dream—sometimes you think 
that you cannot achieve, but you 
set your mind to it  . . . if we perse-
vere, if we believe in ourselves, and 
then there’s a lot of pieces that need 
to come to place, and there’s a lot 
of people that also, who played a 
very important role on those pieces 
being put in place. And just not 
giving up.
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that, again, that I learned from my grand-
mother, that she sacrificed so much just to 
make sure that I get an education that that 
day was like giving her, even though she 
wasn’t here anymore, giving her what she 
worked so hard for. I feel extremely good, 
and I love what I’m doing, and I love that 
I was able to get my education. That was 
something that I longed for for so long. 
Something that I dreamed of. Yup, I love to 
learn I have to say.

LAUNCHING  
A CAREER/17:20
 Deborah:

So how long after you got your masters did 
it translate into an actual career?

Nicolasa:

Since 2011. Literally, since 2007, actual-
ly. And then I understood that the more 
I learned, the better I can support the 
families. So literally, I was working in this 
field and the knowledge that I acquired 
attending school, it just made me stronger, 
and given me a better understanding of the 
need of the family and how to support them 
in a better way. Sometime, we might have 
experience. We might ask how can I help 
someone. If I don’t have all the tools that I 
need. And that’s where my education comes 
in place. I learned so much about child de-
velopment. Understanding the background 
of the families [I work with]. Understand-
ing how the brain works. So it has given me 
another perspective. And, again, a better 
understanding on how to better support our 
families. So I’ve been working in this field, 
this career, with education that has given 
me more strength, more knowledge.  

WORKING DURING  
THE PANDEMIC/19:03
Deborah:

I was going to ask you about your pathway 
to citizenship but I would like to seque from 
what you were saying about understanding 
about families, what you’ve learned during 
this pandemic in the work that you’ve done. 
I know you’ve been so, so busy. It’s such an 
unusual event in the history of the world.

Nicolasa:

Yah, I learned so much. We’re talking about 
resilience, right? And our families amidst 
the struggle and their needs. Because there 
is such a high need. And they are so strong 

and amazing and how they have come 
together to support each other. 

Deborah:

Now these are all immigrants that you have 
been working with?

Nicolasa:

We have around a hundred families that 
have high needs that we have identified. 
They don’t qualify for a lot of the resources 
that are out there. Because they cannot 
apply for unemployment. So that means we 
have been left behind. With no work. With 
no jobs. They don’t have a savings. They 
don’t have the resources that other people 
have, that some of us are so blessed. They 
are home. They don’t know what’s going to 
happen. Many of them are behind on their 
rent. Many of them...Every Thursday we 
have to bring meals and food for them. But 
at the same time, they have so much dignity, 
and they are just waiting for the moment 
to go back out there and work. And they’ve 
been day to day working with their children 
trying to help them continue their educa-
tion without knowledge. Because many of 
our families never had the technology. They 
have a smart phone. And they know the 
basics. We bring technologies to them, we 
work with them over the phone to try to 
help them. But most of them learned and 
did it on their own. And they were resource-
ful. They tried to connect. If they find out 
one family needed something, they will call 
and connect them. That was the other thing 
that I admired about our families. If they 
find resources, they share the resources. 
They don’t keep it to themselves. And that 
something we saw in our communities. 
Families came together. Some of them have 
more resources so they said, so this is what 
we have so we are going to share. And they 
shared with the other families. Some of 
them said, “We’re here. We can help you 
bring in food.” It’s interesting. When we 
started bringing food to our families, Mr. 
Sara and myself, we went to Rosie’s Place, 
which is in Roxbury, and they would give us 
like five bags of food. And we would give it 
to the family that we knew they needed the 
most. Mr. Sara would go to ABCD, and he 
would get five bags of food and we would 
give it to five families. And then we started 
looking and searching and we found out 
this amazing agency, the Brazilian Working 
Center, and now we get every single week 
we get 85 meals for our families. So, and 

besides that then, we have the YMCA also, 
that offered to help. And they are delivering 
to another 85 families. 

So when we think back from five bags that 
we started to bringing to our families with 
only five bags, and then we were able to do 
this amazing job. Every Thursday, we come 
here. We have volunteers, parents who 
come here and bring food. They help us 
to distribute the food. Because we deliver 
the food to the families. So that’s another 
thing that we’ve been doing and that makes 
a huge difference because many of the 
families, even though they live in Brighton, 
Allston, the food sites that were available 
weren’t as close for them to go walking. And 
at the beginning of the pandemic, no one 
knew how infectious it was and people were 
afraid to go outside. 

So we were able to put together this group 
of people, amazing people, and we started 
bringing food to the families. Some of our 
families got infected with the virus, and we 
were able to support them. And then, the 
school parents council organized a fund-
raiser, a Go Fund Me page and they raised 
more than seven thousand dollars. And 
then, Lauren Fogarty, which is the director 
of extended services, she started contacting 
agencies and then we were able to raise 
more money, and then we were able to start 
supporting our families financially. Like 
if they needed to pay a bill, if they, some 
we helped with the rent, others we gave 
grocery gift cards. It’s just been an amazing 
experience seeing how the community 
comes together. 

But at the same time, we don’t want to 
forget that this pandemic has widened the 
gap for our families. Like, again, people that 
have a lot of resources, they were able to 
manage and they continue to manage, but 
then our families that don’t have so many 
resources, that are undocumented, they 
are falling behind because they don’t have 
enough money to pay the rent. And if there 
are resources that have been created for 
undocumented, it is a lottery. Some of our 
families have been lucky enough to get it. 
Many, the majority of our families have not. 
So they don’t know what’s going to happen 
when the rent moratorium is lifted because 
the rents that they owe need to be paid. 
And how are they going to pay? And that’s 
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the question. And many of them won’t be 
able to go back to their jobs. Because again, 
the places where they were working are not 
working at full capacity. 

Deborah:

What about the immigrants and the families 
that weren’t able to stay home that were 
forced to go work? In some of the restau-
rants. Doing the take out food. Or health-
care workers. Did you have families that had 
to continue working?

Nicolasa:

So we have many families that had to con-
tinue working and there was another issue 
because then, they didn’t childcare. And 
then some of the older siblings had to take 
care of the younger siblings. And then their 
education was interrupted. Not only once, 
but twice, because now they don’t have the 
guidance that can sit down with them and 
tell them what to do, or when to do their 
homework, or when to connect. And some 
of those kids did not continue joining the 
Zoom classes even though we tried to reach 
out to them and tried do our best, there’s 
nothing we could do because the family 
didn’t have any other options. It’s like, your 
life has already been interrupted, but you’re 
being asked to get out of the house, and 
miss everything that’s going on. And who’s 
taking care of your children? 

Deborah:

What a dilemma! What a dilemma.

Nicolasa:

Again they weren’t given the option like, 
“Oh, you can stay home.” No you can’t 
because you cannot collect. And you didn’t 
get the stimulus check that many other peo-
ple got, because you’re undocumented even 
though you’re paying taxes. Like all of us, 
you’re paying taxes every single paycheck, 
everywhere you shop, you pay taxes, and 
you fill out your taxes. Then, like any other 
person in the United States. However, you 
don’t get the benefits that you deserve. Just 
because you’re missing a piece of paper.

Deborah:

And how do you stay cheerful in the middle 
of all this?

Nicolasa:

It was hard. There was days, it was a strug-
gle. Just to think about all the families and 
how we can best support them. But at the 

same time, when we were able to bring 
them a little bit of relief to their struggles, 
that kept me going. You know, sometimes it 
is not about how much, it’s about what little 
can I do for another person. And I think 
that’s the best part of this job. 

Deborah:

And to stay in the day. What can I do today?

Nicolasa:

What can I do today to alleviate the pain 
for someone, but at the same time when we 
were making the delivery that we would go 
to the families and we could see from afar, 
we see the children, we see the family. That 
was another thing. That was like the gas that 
I needed to keep going. And then every day 
we understood like, Oh we need to be there. 
We need to be there for supports. We need 
to hear. Sometimes people just call us, just 
to talk sometimes. Sometimes that’s what 
the family needs. They need to know that 
we are here for them, that we are strong for 
them. Because if they come to us and we are 
not strong for them, then they’re just going 
to crumble down, right?

Deborah:

It’s incredible work you’re doing. And at 
the end of the day, how do you renew your 
spirit after a day like that?

Nicolasa:

So something that I had learned, that when 
you love what you do, you don’t feel like it’s 
a job. Sometimes, just knowing that I was 
making a difference in the life of one of my 
families. Just know that one time there was 
a family that called me. That they didn’t 
have enough food for another week. And 
just knowing that I was able to bring them 
enough food for her and her family. That is 
what kept me going. Just knowing if I am 
strong I can make a difference in the life 
of another person. And I think that’s my 
purpose in life: trying to support whoever 
needs support.

CITIZENSHIP & THE  
DESIRE TO VOTE/31:26
Deborah:

You’ve made a huge difference and continue 
to make a difference, because this pandemic 
isn’t about to disappear. Just circling back a 
little bit, can you retrace your personal path 
to citizenship?

Nicolasa:

I consider myself to be very fortunate. I 
came to the United States with a visa, and I 
came during a time they had recently passed 
amnesty. I was able to apply for the amnesty 
to get my work permit and eventually get 
my permanent residence. 

Deborah:

Is that the green card?

Nicolasa:

I got the green card, yes. I don’t think it 
was a struggle. And again, throughout my 
entire, since I came to this country I would 
have people who were amazing and willing 
to help and in terms...I didn’t have a lot of 
guidance in terms of education, but I had 
a lot of guidance in terms of how to get 
my papers. There were a lot of people who 
came together and made that possible. I 
came here very young. They had approved 
amnesty during that time, and I was able to 
apply and qualify for it.

Deborah:

With amnesty, you still had to follow some 
kind of path to citizenship. Become natu-
ralized?

Nicolasa:

It took me a while to get naturalized. And 
the reason why I became naturalized was 
that I understood the importance of voting. 
Unless you’re a citizen, you can’t have that 
right. The right to vote, right? And some-
times that’s the only voice that you have for 
yourself or for other immigrants. And just 
getting involved in political issues, under-
standing what was the need, what was the 
need for our community. And I said one 
day, “I need to vote!” Because that’s the only 
way my voice is going to be heard. If you go 
to the city hall and you have a complaint, 
sometimes they ask you is, “Ok. What is 
your name? Where do you vote?” Things 
like that which reminds me the power of the 
single vote. So that was the driving point 
behind my becoming a citizen. At first, I 
was reluctant. Because you know, I don’t 
want to lose my nationality. We have that 
mentality that if we become a citizen of 
another country, then you’d renounce your 
own country, your own culture, which is 
not true. Because I’m very proud of being 
Dominican, and I continue to honor my 
culture. But, again, just understanding how 
much power I have now that I can vote 
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moved me to apply to become a naturalized 
citizen.

Deborah:

And what year was it in which you became a 
naturalized citizen?

Nicolasa:

2006.

Deborah:

2006. Is there an object or something that 
you brought back in 1987 from the Domini-
can Republic that you still have?

Nicolasa:

Ya 1987. So, yes. I had an amazing good 
friend. Her name is Maria, just like my 
grandmother. The night before I came to 
the United States, she came to the house 
and she brought me a small, tiny gray teddy 
bear. And it was amazing. I still have it. And 
everywhere I go I remember and it’s like, it 
reminds me who I am, where I’m coming 
from. It gives me ground. Cause sometimes, 
humans, we tend to forget who we are and 
why we should have a purpose in life and 
be humble. Every time I see it, it brings 
me back to my childhood, to the beautiful 
childhood that I had, and all the amazing 
people in my life. So I still have it! 

Deborah:

Can you send me a picture of it?

Nicolasa:

I will send you a picture of it.

WHAT’S NEXT?/36:44
Deborah:

This has been so inspiring for me to listen to 

your story, Nicolasa. I admire you so much. 
What about future dreams? Where are you 
on that score?

Nicolasa:

Yesterday I told to myself, “I need to write! I 
need to write!” And I’m gonna start writing 
and I’m gonna write the story of my life. 

Deborah:

It’s going to be a compelling one, that’s for 
sure.

Nicolasa:

I’m planning to take a course because I 
have to improve my writing. I love to write, 
actually. When I was little I used to write a 
lot of stories and poems. So, that is in my 
bucket list, not my bucket list, that’s I’m 
gonna do it.

Deborah:

How old are your children now?

Nicolasa:

My children, I’m so blessed. I got three 
amazing children. They are 31, 30, and my 
daughter is going to be 29. And I have four 
amazing grandchildren and one on the way 
which is due at the end of July. I’m very 
blessed.

Deborah:

Thanks so much Nicolasa for this interview. 
I’m sure you’re going to inspire a lot of 
people

Nicolasa:

Thank you Deborah. It’s been an amazing 
pleasure and I’m so happy having met you 
and having had the opportunity to share 
a classroom with you. I hope we can do it 
soon again.

Deborah:

Thanks, Nicolasa.

I hope Nicolasa’s story has inspired you 
with a window into the life of such a  
determined, resilient and passionate person. 
If you enjoyed reading this transcript of 
Nicolasa’s journey, you can listen to the 
actual podcast by visiting the Adult Edu-
cation Program at Gardner Pilot Academy 
www.gpaesol.com or your favorite podcast 
channels.

 
THANKS TO OUR FUNDERS

Thank you for staying with us right to 
the end of this episode. The Immigrant 

Voices Podcast Project is the brainchild of 
Michelle Duval, the Program Director at the 
Adult Education Program at the Gardner 
Pilot Academy in Allston, Massachusetts 
and podcaster and ESOL teacher Debo-
rah Bluestein. You can learn more about 
English for Speakers of Other Languages 
Program at our website www.gpaesol.com. 
or by emailing Michelle Duval directly at 
m.duval@live.com. Without the funding 
of Charlesview, Inc., and the support of 
Jo-Ann Barbour, its Executive Director, this 
project would never have been possible. 
And a big thank you to all the guests who 
participated in the series of interviews, and 
to our listeners, we say thank you and do 
come back for the next episode!

 

This is the teddy bear that traveled from the  
Dominican Republic to Boston with Nicolasa for  
the last 33 years.
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INTRODUCING PERLA/00:37

At a very young age, Perla came to the 
U.S. from Guatemala. As memories 

of her homeland faded, she learned the 
vocabulary of her new country while never 
abandoning the culture and language of her 
parents. Despite crowded living conditions, 
and the ever-present threat of deportation, 
Perla’s hard-working family persevered to 
build a secure home. Having completed her 
masters in social work, Perla, who is now 
a DACA recipient, helps other immigrant 
families to navigate their lives while she 
continues to dream of the day when she can 
come out of the shadows of her uncertain 
status, become naturalized, and revisit the 
land of her birth.   

CHILDHOOD MEMORIES/01:29
Deborah:

My next guest is Perla. So Perla, how old 
were you when you came to this country? 

Perla: 

Hello. I was six years old when I first came 
to this country.

Deborah: 

Was your country war torn? Did they flee, 
were there life threatening conditions? 
What was the situation?

Perla:

There was no war at the moment, but 
financial issues, safety issues, and concerns 
in our country were pushing my parents to, 
to leave our home and come to the United 
States. So financial instability and safety 
concerns. 

Deborah: 

Do you remember anything from being 

six years old? Anything about the journey? 
What do you remember about your house? 
Was it a big house? 

Perla: 

Yeah. Our house wasn’t too big. It was, it 
was a very interesting house. Yeah. it was 
two floors. And, you know, in a country 
where, you know, you have rooftops that 
are not even closed, they’re just kind of like 
open, you know, I remember just playing 
a lot in the rooftop. We had a front porch, 
which was closed. There wasn’t much grass, 
it was mostly cement that we were allowed 
to play there. It was safe. It was close. It was 
safe. It was a small home. It was a, let’s say a 
four-bedroom, three bedroom home. Not 
a lot of space, but it’s just, it was, it was fine 
too. I have a lot of members.

Deborah: 

That’s great that you can remember from 
when you were six. Wow. You’ll get back 
there someday.
 
Perla:  

I hope so. It’s still there. Boston to us was 
familiar. We had family members already 
established here for many years and it was. 
We always got to visit so possible was famil-
iar to my siblings and I, however, when we 
stayed longer than we were used to. From 
what I remember is feeling confused, feeling 
lost, and missing my, my home in Guatema-
la a lot.

Deborah: 

You remember that?

Perla: 

Yeah. I have those memories from six years 
old. 

Deborah: 

Anything else that you remember that 
stayed with you from that age?

Perla:  

Adapting to, you know, a new country was 
very difficult. So language barrier was, it was 
difficult. I couldn’t really communicate with 
other kids my age. And they didn’t speak 
the same language as I did. I remember 
being in Boston for first couple months in 
school. I couldn’t really find friends that 

I could play with just because they didn’t 
speak the same language as I did. So I 
remember that very clearly.
  
Deborah: 

Did your parents encourage you to learn 
English or did, or was it sort of a cultural 
imperative to keep speaking the native 
language? 

Perla:

At  home, we always spoke Spanish. So my 
parents always encouraged us to continue 
to speak Spanish. When we were outside, 
they encouraged us to speak English. They 
said both languages were going to be very 
important. Back then many years ago, 
schools in the Boston public districts, they 
were bilingual. So they had separate classes 
for kids who had just recently arrived and 
spoke only Spanish. But it was still hard to 
kind of adjust to it. 

Deborah: 

What made it hard? 

Perla: 

I guess the different types of Spanish as 
well. We were used to speak in a certain 
way. Certain accent. And even though the 
other kids spoke Spanish, I still couldn’t 
understand what they were saying. Espe-
cially families from like Puerto Rico, kids 
from the Dominican Republic, or kids from 
Colombia. Their accent was so different. I 
didn’t know that other people spoke differ-
ent types of Spanish, if that makes sense.

Deborah:

Yeah. Wow. 

Perla:

Yeah.

Deborah: 

Did it all kind of congeal for you though? I 
mean, after a while, were you able to under-
stand other dialects and other versions of 
Spanish more easily?

Perla: 

I think as I was very fortunate to come here 
as a child, because as a kid, you know, kids 
adjust to environments very quickly. And 
although it was challenging, you know, 

EPISODE #2 — PERLA  
DACA/DREAMER FROM GUATEMALA 
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 we were able to, to get used to it and feel 
comfortable with other kids. Learning 
about different cultures from people’s own 
perspectives, compared to like a book, that 
we were still learning in our own country.

Deborah: 

It must have been challenging though. 
Would you, do you remember like making 
your first friend who was American? Who, 
who didn’t speak Spanish? 

Perla: 

I remember. Just making up words in En-
glish and hoping they would understand it.

Deborah: 

Can you give me an example? Was it Span-
glish?

Perla: 

It wasn’t Spanglish, or maybe some other 
language that I invented. You know, I think 
asking kids to like play with me, like, do 
you want to be my friend? I would, I can’t 
remember the exact words, but I remember 
their faces and. Going back many years ago, 
almost 20 years ago. I could just remember 
how they would look at me and be like, 
what are you saying? Continually asking me 
to repeat myself. And it was hard. It caused 
me to, to be very anxious. I was like, am I 
doing something wrong? And I was, but as a 
child, I didn’t know.

BEING BILINGUAL/07:09
Deborah:

In what ways has it helped you, being 
bilingual as far back as you can remember? 
Right up to today, how has being bilingual, 
helped you?

Perla: 

Being a child who had to help my parents 
when we went out to the stores, when we 
went to doctor’s appointments, whether it 
was my own doctor’s appointments on my 
parents. Going to your local grocery store 
or anything like that. It helped me advocate 
for my parents and support them when 
these places didn’t have people to support 
them in their language. So it helped me. It 
also with the same, it also caused me to feel 
a lot of pressure because I was alone with 
my older siblings, we were the ones translat-
ing things that were really for adults. They 
put us in this weird position of a bigger au-
thority than our parents, because we could 

understand English and they couldn’t.
 
Deborah: 

So you were kind of the adults in a way? 

Perla: 

Yeah. 

Deborah: 

How many siblings?

Perla: 

There’s five of us.
 
Deborah: 

Whoa. What are the ages of your siblings? 
What were they when you came?
 
Perla:  

The oldest one, which is before me, she was 
about seven. She was like a year older than 
I am. The one after me, she was about, she 
was a little younger, so she was about five, 
and my brother was about nine months 
old. He was a baby. And then my youngest 
sibling was born here in Boston.

Deborah: 

Is everybody bilingual? 

Perla: 

Everybody is bilingual, yes.
 
BECOMING A DREAMER/08:51
Deborah: 

In what ways has your status as a dreamer 
been an obstacle or an asset or both, if you 
can tell me a little bit about that. 

Perla: 

I think it has definitely been both. An obsta-
cle has been that, you know, not knowing 
what my status was until going to college 
and figuring out that my journey was not 
going to look the same as everybody else’s, 
and not understanding why; it was all be-
cause of eight numbers that I did not have, 
which was a social security, which wouldn’t 
allow me to qualify for financial aid or really 
any financial support, or even apply for a 
job. Then the dream act was passed. The 
DACA was passed where students on June 
2015, which that was a big, big difference. It 
made a big, big difference in our lives.
 
Deborah: 

In what ways? 

Perla: 

Being a DACA recipient allowed me to 

work, and also allowed me to be able to 
apply for a driver’s license, or driver’s per-
mit. I guess in a way, it gave me some type 
of freedom. And security that my freedom 
wasn’t at risk anymore.
 
Deborah: 

How about the freedom of your parents? 

Perla:

That’s still, my parents’ freedom is still 
something that we kind of juggle every day 
because they still don’t have a status. And 
it’s very difficult. It brings a lot of times like 
this, during this pandemic. No, they, they 
can’t really qualify for any, you know, unem-
ployment benefits. There’s, they’re almost 
like not, not noticed or acknowledged as 
hardworking people, individuals who work 
two jobs.
 
Deborah: 

Well, are they still working even, even 
during the pandemic? 

Perla: 

Unfortunately not. Not at this moment.
 
Deborah: 

Oh, they’re not working now. So. Undergo-
ing a big hardship, I would think. 

Perla: 

Oh, yes. Yes. An asset of being a dreamer is 
that a lot of people recognize the struggles 
that undocumented students go through. 
I think they see our, our efforts. They see 
that we want a better future. And I was very 
lucky enough where I attended college. My, 
my master’s not my undergrad. My under-
grad, I was just another regular student who 
had to pay lots and lots of money to go to 
school with no financial support at all. And 
that was a state school. For my graduate 
school, it was different, people recognized 
me, saw my hard work, and were able to 
support me, because they knew that I want-
ed this really bad, and without their own 
institution’s private scholarships, I wouldn’t 
have been able to pursue my dreams.

Deborah: 

That’s fantastic that you were able to finance 
it. How about the asset in terms of the kind 
of work that you do? I would think being 
bilingual and also having an insight into the 
plight of immigrants, it just kind of being in 
both worlds is got to be an advantage.
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Perla: 

It’s definitely being bilingual has allowed 
me to work with so many individuals who 
have similar or different backgrounds as I 
do. And, being a clinical social worker, you 
work with many students whose parents are 
undocumented, who they themselves have 
been undocumented. So you get the best 
of both personal experience as well as, no, 
as a job and you understand both and it’s 
living the best, best worlds. And because of 
my personal experience, I am now able to 
provide just to even more supports to those 
people who are going through similar things 
as I am. 

IMPORTANCE OF TRUST/13:02
Deborah: 

Well. how does trust figure into your work?

Perla: 

Trust is very important. It’s all of my work. 
If there’s no trust in between the client and 
myself, which, you know, most of the time, 
I’m working with kids, then there’s really no, 
no work that can be done. If there’s no trust 
between the parents of the children that I 
work with, it can become very difficult. I al-
ways agreed with, “It takes a village to raise 
a child.” And if there’s no trust between two 
adults who are working to support child, 
then there’s really no support that can be 
given to that, to that kid. It’s hard. It’s almost 
impossible. 

Deborah: 

I would think that your status as a dreamer 
and being bilingual, and that the trust is 
almost, I don’t know, I’m sure you have 
to earn it, but that it’s, it’s more automatic 
because you’re not an outsider.

Perla: 

Yeah. Another one of all of us.

NEVER THE SAME /14:04
Deborah: 

Do you have early memories from your, the 
country of your birth, and how old were 
you when  you realized that your status as a 
dreamer was going to have an effect on your 
life and your future? I know you said earlier 
that when you got to college age, you be-
came more aware of it, but if you think back 
a little bit, what’s your earliest memory of 
getting a sense that you were different? You 
know, other than, you know, I’m, I’m assum-

ing you acquired language pretty quickly at 
the age of six, you know, and you don’t have 
any accent, obviously, so I’ll just ask that 
again. Do you have early memories from the 
country of your birth? And how old were 
you when you realized that your status as a 
dreamer was going to have an effect on your 
life and your future?
 
Perla: 

A lot of my memories from my country of 
birth just require, you know, our own home 
that we had, which to me was, this was fun. 
A lot of fun memories. Life in my country 
was very different. It was always warm. We 
were always outside playing. If we were, had 
to be inside, it was because it was time to eat 
dinner, or go to bed. I just have a lot of like, 
as a kid, a lot of just plain. That’s all I could 
remember. 

Deborah: 

More of a sense of freedom. Did that change 
when you came here?  

Perla:

I would say yes. We didn’t have a home. We 
lived in an apartment, two bedrooms most 
of our years, our first years here, we had a 
share. It was a two-bedroom apartment. My 
uncle lived in one bedroom and basically 
my parents and my myself, including three 
other siblings at the moment, we were only 
four. We had to share one bedroom. So 
things were very different. There was no 
backyard. If you wanted to go play, you had 
to go to a park. 

Deborah: 

How long did that last, that living situation? 

Perla: 

I want to say maybe two years, three. It 
was a lot, there was a lot. It wasn’t just one 
bedroom. It was too much.

Deborah: 

Are there any particular incidents that 
happen during that time? Because of the 
crowded circumstances that you can recall, 
like a particular day, a particular event, or 
something that was either traumatizing or, 
something that brought joy. I, you know, 
either one or both?

Perla: 

I think having my uncle around there was, 
well, was fun. We got to go check out like 
different places, you know. We got to do a 

lot of fun activities outside of the home. But 
when it came to like being inside the home 
in a very tight two-bedroom apartment, it 
was uncomfortable. We were kids and we 
always wanted to be running around and 
playing, as any other, you know, regular kid 
would want to do. And, and I think there 
was times where our uncle—it was like little 
bit hard for him to understand that.

Deborah: 

Did you all eat together? 

Perla: 

Mostly, I believe it was mostly my own fam-
ily, like my parents and my siblings.
 
Deborah: 

So you kind of did shifts in the kitchen kind 
of thing. 

Perla: 

Yeah, I kind of. I feel like a lot of the times 
my uncle spent a lot of time eating out. He 
was young, but when it came to like, and 
focusing on his own personal stuff. I think 
space-wise as a kid, you’re making noises, 
you know, you’re running, you’re playing. 
And I think sometimes adults required, you 
know, just some quiet downtime and as 
kids, of course, it was hard for us to under-
stand that.

PAST/FUTURE DREAMS/18:00
Deborah: 

Aside from the quote “American dream,” 
what human dream have you had for 
yourself in your life? And have you accom-
plished it and what are your dreams today? 

Perla:

I feel like one of my biggest accomplish-
ments, that I, one of my biggest dreams that 
I have accomplished so far is, you know, 
pursuing my master’s degree. For me, that 
was just a dream. It wasn’t something that 
I thought I would ever be able to do. And 
now I can say I did it. So that’s accom-
plished. Now the dream is being able to 
buy my parents their own home and here in 
Boston, and have them financially secure, so 
they don’t have to worry about working so 
much. So my dream is to give my parents a 
good life and continue to provide for them. 

Deborah: 

Do your siblings—did they share that same 
dream? 
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Perla: 

Yes. They do. I feel like our parents have giv-
en up their own home back in our country, 
and this is a place to call home. Now they, 
they love Boston. They admire everything 
about it. They talk about it like if they were 
born here. And I think it’s only fair that they 
get to have a home in a place that they call 
home.
 
Deborah: 

Any leads about where you’re looking to 
buy a home or is it about saving the money 
or what, what stage are you? Is your home 
search for them at this point with your 
other siblings?

Perla:  

I think that we always just dream of having 
like a home in Brighton. Brighton has 
always been the place where we’ve lived, 
and just having a home in the Brighton area, 
their backyard, something that we’ll be able 
to financially afford as well. But make it. 
We always say, “If you’re going to do it, do a 
good and do it big.” If not, just continue to 
save it. So we know that when we want to 
buy a home, it’s something that’s going to 
be, you know, it’s going to be big, it’s going 
to be comfortable, and we want something 
really nice. So we’re in the process of right 
now we just have ideas. Financially, we’re 
still not there yet, but in a couple of years, 
that’s my dream to get my parents at home, 
along with my siblings as well. 

Deborah: 

Great dream! When you compare yourself 
to people, kids, your age, who haven’t had 
to worry about their status, people who are, 
you know, citizens automatically, do you 
think that they have any concept of what 
you’ve done, or the sacrifices your parents 
have made?

Perla: 

Not a lot of people understand. 

Deborah: 

Why is that?

Perla:  

I remember just having conversations 
where people would ask me, why do you 
still live with your parents? Or, you know, 
what do you hope to do? And my, what 
I’ve always said is I want to be able to have 
a home where my family can live, where 
there’s a two or three-family home. You 

have them live upstairs and I live down-
stairs, but I want to make sure that I when I 
first buy a home, it’s a home for my parents. 
And a lot of people don’t understand that. 
They say, well, why? Why can’t your parents 
do it? And my story is my story. So it’s not 
something that I like to share a lot with 
everybody because of the fear that not a lot 
of people have been able to understand in 
the past. So they don’t understand that my 
parents sacrificed everything. They came 
here with just the luggage and us. And they 
don’t understand the sacrifice of living of 
my parents leaving in their home, and com-
ing here and just starting from nothing.

Deborah: 

So, because of your status, you’ve, you’ve 
never actually been to Guatemala since you 
were six, right?
 
Perla: 

That’s right. 

Deborah: 

Any desires to get there? Or are you feeling 
like it’s hopeful that you’ll be able to go on 
a track to citizenship? What, what are you, 
what’s your gut say right now to you?

Perla:

One of my dreams has been to go back to 
Guatemala and just visit all their beautiful 
places. I dream about Guatemala all the 
time. I know that sounds silly, but I can just 
imagine like the volcanoes, all the beautiful 
places that friends or even family members 
talk about. And I want to be able to experi-
ence that, just experience my own culture in 
my home. Yeah. So I, I hope to do that one 
day. Path to citizenship right now, with this 
current administration, is it’s sort of difficult 
to look at, just because there’s a lot of,  I 
don’t want to say hatred, but almost like 
dislike against undocumented immigrants. 
And so you feel like they might not be any 
hope for it. Other people have taken differ-
ent paths to become a citizenship, whether 
that’s like, you know, marrying someone 
they love, marrying a citizen and exchang-
ing their status from a DACA recipient to 
now, you know, legal resident or you was a 
precedent because there are other ways, but 
that way does not fit for everybody.

Deborah: 

Right. Do you have friends who’ve done 
that?

Perla:

I’ve seen people, you know, find their 
husband, or their wives and fall in love and 
got married. And now they’re able to travel 
anywhere they want. But for me, my time 
hasn’t come, and I’ll be waiting for that 
time, but I hope that something else comes 
before that. And so I would like for some-
thing else to come before. Marriage to me is 
a little scary. Yeah. 

Deborah: 

How old are you now? 

Perla: 

Twenty-seven.
 
HAVING A VOICE/24:14
Deborah: 

Twenty-seven. Wow. When you were think-
ing about this interview, what were some of 
the things you wanted to be sure to tell me? 
 
Perla: 

When I first thought of this project, I 
thought about the many voices that have 
not been heard, or even my story. And I just 
wanted to be able to share it and hopefully 
inspire somebody who may be in, in pursu-
ing their dreams at this moment, who might 
be a DACA recipient, or maybe have no 
legal status at this moment, just to inspire 
them, and let them know that dreams do 
come true if you pursue them, and if you 
try your best, and that undocumented 
immigrants are very resilient. And I hope 
that for someone who has no idea what I’ve 
been through or who would never probably 
understand what being a DACA or undoc-
umented immigrant means. I hope that 
through my story, they’re able to, to just, 
just hear what it’s like.

Deborah: 

Well, I really appreciate your being willing 
to, to share it. So what is exactly the status 
of the dreamers right now? In May of 2020, 
what, what’s the situation? 

Perla: 

Right now, I know that our status is for 
about every two years we have to renew it. 
Dreamers can continue to, to renew their 
status. Even through this pandemic. And so 
far, there has not been put a stop for any-
body to continue doing that, to continue to 
renew their permit, to work, and to be able 
to travel within the United States. Other 
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than that, there’s really not much.
 
Deborah: 

Then you, you still pay, you pay taxes too, 
right? 

Perla: 

Oh, yes. 

Deborah: 

But you don’t, you don’t have a social secu-
rity number.

Perla: 

At this moment, yes. Now I do. After DACA 
was given, it allowed us to have a social se-
curity number to work and be able to apply 
for an ID or a driver’s license.

Deborah: 

That’s great. 

Perla: 

Yes, but our social security cards are very 
different compared to, are you a citizen, or a 
legal resident. 
 
Deborah: 

In what way?

Perla: 

In a way that it says this is it, it’s printed on 
the social security number. It says this is 
only for work permit. It does not authorize 
any permit to The United States is just a 
work permit. So there are some benefits 
that we may qualify and some benefits that 
we definitely won’t qualify at all.

CONSTANT PRESSURE/27:04
Deborah: 

I think the average American has no con-
cept of the pressure that you live under.

Perla: 

Every day.

Deborah: 

Every day. I asked you a question earlier. 
I don’t think you answered it about, like, 
when were you first aware that you were 
different from your classmates and that, 
that, that your status was different? I know 
you said it was, it became extra clear when 
you went to college. It must’ve, you must’ve 
been aware of it before that. 
 
Perla: 

And as you asked this question of, you 

know, when did I first become aware, a 
picture of my aunt driving on a Friday 
afternoon, just popped in my head. And I 
remember that day, clearly. She was driving. 
She also doesn’t have a status and she would 
drive us around a lot with our cousins going 
to get ice cream, you know, movies, and I 
remember one time. She was stopped by a 
cop and was asked for her, for her ID. No, 
of her driver’s license passport, whatever 
she had. And I remember as she was pulling 
over for the cop to stop us, she, she was very 
worried. She continued to tell us that she 
loved us all.

Deborah: 

As though she might get dragged away.
 
Perla: 

Yes

Deborah: 

How old were you then?

Perla:  

Sorry. I was about 11 years old. I want to 
say. 

Deborah: 

So like in sixth grade or something. Wow. 
And what happened when they pulled her 
over? 

Perla: 

Yeah. You know, I remember us laughing 
in the car. She had done nothing wrong. 
She just happened to be pulled over. I think 
one of her lights or something was wrong 
and can’t remember. They asked her, you 
know, for any identification, she didn’t have 
anything, but her passport from Guatemala. 
And the cop at first was very rude. And. I 
know that cops have a job to do, but I also 
think that we’re all humans and we should 
be talked to as humans. And I remember 
just him yelling, “Where’s your driver’s 
license from the United States?” She was 
becoming more nervous. She said, “I don’t 
have one.” And then he stared at all of us 
in the back. Could imagine what kind of 
faces you saw. Because we all froze. It was 
like a moment of just everything froze 
around us. We couldn’t hear anything, but 
him talking and he looked at us, his tone of 
voice changed and, you know, he warned 
her. He said, I don’t really know specifically 
what he said to her. I think at that time I was 
just so traumatized and it was kind of like 
that freeze flight mode. And to me, I think 

I froze. Just remember seeing his lips move 
and tell her something and he let us go. 
Then when we went home, she explained 
to us that we have to be careful with cops. 
We always have to be good. That we can’t do 
really bad things because, you know, if, if we 
were to do bad things, the cops would send 
us back home to Guatemala. We basically 
became afraid of cops. Every time after that, 
I remember, seeing cops everywhere, it was, 
it was traumatized. And it was like reliving 
that same experience. Again, they’re going 
to take me away. They’re going to send my 
family back home. So cops were us, my 
siblings, my cousins, and I have always been 
very traumatizing.

Deborah: 

Has it changed at all? Have you, have you 
met any any law enforcement, people who 
have been nice to you who have maybe 
been immigrants themselves? 

Perla:  

We met a very nice cop in, I’m not sure how 
we met him, but I think it was at an event. I 
can’t remember how, but he was very nice 
to us. And I  think that I was. When I was 
probably 17 years old. So I guess my fear of 
cops, or at least my perspective of the bad 
guys, which sounds funny, but the bad guys 
to me were the cops. Kind of changed until 
I was 17. But even when we’re driving, even 
with people who have, you know, who can 
legally drive in the United States, that’s still 
a fear that lives within me because I know 
that other family members who are in a car 
might not have a legal status. And I dunno, 
an officer will ask all of us for a status. So 
cops are still scary. As I would say, as a child, 
they were scary. 

LEARNING TO COPE/32:10
Deborah: 

And as an adult, do you have any kind 
of personal practice from meditation or 
anything that you do that, that offsets some 
of this stress, you know, anything that calms 
you down when you worry about these 
things, I mean, are you in fault with any 
group of other DACA people or have any 
personal hobby or something that, that you 
do that helps you not have to think about all 
these things? 

Perla: 

When I see cops, whether on the street or 
like a traffic stop with someone that has 
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nothing to do with us, I do a lot of like 
breathing, just taking really, really deep 
breaths, and just to help myself calm down. 
So I won’t be afraid when I see cops. In gen-
eral, as a DACA recipient within, on, you 
know, on, I don’t know what’s going to hap-
pen in the future. The way that I cope with 
this is I go on a lot of walks. I love nature. 
So just being out there, helps me clear my 
mind. But this is something that’s always on 
my mind. Every second of my life. Because 
I have my parents, I have family members, 
I have clients, parents. So this is something 
that I think a lot, right? 

Deborah: 

Not, not just personally, not just personally, 
but professionally, you’re, you’re swimming 
in it all the time.

Perla: 

All the time.

Deborah: 

Wow. 

ORGANIZATIONS FOR 
CHANGE/33:55
Perla: 

And there’s an amazing student immigrant 
movement group in Boston, and a couple 
of years ago, maybe four years ago, maybe 
five now, I attended a retreat in Boston that 
they had. And they are the most amazing 
individuals. People who were younger 
than me, people who were older than me, 
people who were the same age as me, are 
leading this groups to inform, you know, 
to get allies, to get people informed about 
what it means to be undocumented, how 
to support them, just to get them educated. 
I went in, I went in as an ally because I had 
shared with one of the team members that 
I was still afraid to share my status. And the 
work that they do is incredible. Those peo-
ple work every second of their lives to make 
a difference in my life. And one day I hope 
to do that. I hope to be able to continue to 
join in them and helping them. But it’s hard. 
It’s hard to come out to everybody as you 
know, someone with an unsteady status at 
those moments, because I know that it’s not 
just me, it’s my parents as well, and that can 
put their life at risk, but I hope one day I 
can join them and continue to advocate for 
millions of children like myself.

Deborah: 

So you’re saying belonging to that makes 
you a little bit more visible, which puts your 
parents at risk. 

Perla: 

Yes.

Deborah: 

Oh, okay. Can you share the name of the 
organization?

Perla:

It’s called a Student Immigrant Movement, 
SIM. 

Deborah: 

Student Immigrant Movement. And, and 
that it’s just for Boston, or is it internation-
al? Is it national movement?
 
Perla: 

It’s a national movement through the Unit-
ed We Dream. 

Deborah: 

That’s great. 

Perla: 

And I just know the one in Boston called 
the Student Immigrant Movement. 

Deborah: 

Wow. Well, this has been really good. I 
could talk to you for hours. I just wanted to 
let you know, and you may be aware of this, 
that, the Gardner had a GoFundMe page 
and they’ve raised several thousand dollars 
and they are trying to find out people in the 
Gardner community or extended commu-
nity who need help. Either food, that have 
their rent paid. You know, they, they want 
to give money or gift cards or something 
out to people. So talk to your parents. If 
you think they need some help, don’t let 
their pride get in the way, because the 
money needs to be spent on people who 
need it right now during this, you know, 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Perla: 

Okay. 

LAST SOUND BYTES/36:53
Deborah: 

Anything else you wanna tell me? You have 
a different youth than typical Americans. 
You’d just, you know, you, so having to be 
so responsible and so much respect for your 

parents and admiration for them, it’s, it’s 
very different from the typical American 
who’s rebelling. Do you ever have friends 
who are kind of on this rebellious thing and 
you talk to them to let them know that they 
should appreciate what they have? Have 
you ever had a conversation like that? 

Perla: 

I have. 

Deborah: 

Anything you want to share? 

Perla: 

I would just say living this American culture 
is so different because once you turn 18, 
everybody becomes independent. You do 
what you want. Your parents can’t tell you 
much and being in the Guatemalan culture 
is totally the opposite. You can be 55. And 
if you still live under your parents’ rule it’s 
your parents’ rules. That’s what it is. That’s 
what it is. And a lot of the times I’ll tell 
them, “Oh, you have to be grateful.” Or, you 
know, “Why don’t you have sacrifices for 
your own parents?” and so many different 
perspectives and, you know, I can’t force 
them to think the way that I do.

Deborah: 

Did they listen to you? 

Perla: 

I would say they’ll take it into consider-
ation, but most of the time, you know, 
they’re used to what they’re used to, so they 
all follow what they want.

Deborah: 

Well, Perla, thank you so much for sharing 
so much with me. It’s been great. 

Perla: 

Thank you for doing this. This is amazing. 

Deborah:  

I hope Perla’s story has given you a window 
into the life of one Dreamer, who despite 
her uncertain status, has been able to forge 
an independent life and career without ever 
abandoning her commitment and loyalty 
to her parents, the culture of her birth, and 
a passion to be a contributing citizen of her 
adopted country.
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DESIRE TO LIVE ABROAD/01:38
Adson: 

First of all, I have to say thank you for hav-
ing me, for having the opportunity to talk 
about our life in the United States. Actually, 
I came following my wife. She wanted to 
live abroad. She was really stressed because 
she was running the company that we had 
which was a small T-shirt factory, silk-
screen. Since I was finished my bachelor’s 
in journalism, and work as the cultural coor-
dinator for the city hall in our city. My wife 
was running the company alone, and then 
we were 46 years, and . . . 

EPISODE #3— ADSON  
ENTREPRENEUR FROM BRAZIL 
Deborah: 

You mean, forty-six years old?

Adson: 

Forty six, yes. And our twin daughter were 
21. They could live by themselves. I would 
say the reason for me to come here is love. 
Because how could I stay there if Aleide, my 
wife, the love of my life, she wanted to live 
abroad. Then I decided to follow her. 

When we arrived in the United States, at the 
beginning it was really, really tough. We had 
to rebuild our lives. My wife started to work 
as a housecleaner, and I started to work in 
construction. I’d never thought I could have 
done a job like that. In Brazil I never did.

 
Deborah: 

You never did that kind of work in Brazil?

Adson: 

Yes. Never.

Deborah: 

What made you think you could do it here? 

Adson:

It’s interesting because, when I arrived. 
In the house the guys used to live in that 
house, they worked in construction. And 
then it was my first job. And I really liked 
construction. When they started to work 
in construction, I thought, oh, I’m a lucky 
guy because I liked. For me construction, 
it gives me the opportunity, I don’t like 
routine. I don’t like to do the same thing 
every day go back the house, go back the 
house. That’s why I like construction. It 
gives me the possibility to know about the 
city, different city, to be in a different place. 
It’s nice. I like it.

 
Deborah: 

This variety. 

Adson: 

Yes, exactly!

Deborah:

Not a 9-5 drone.

Adson: 

Yes. Exactly. Nine months later, I had the 
opportunity to work for a Brazilian paper. 
So I started to work at a newspaper and 

construction. For 10 years I worked as a 
journalist and in construction. 

Deborah: 

A journalist while you were in this country?
 
Adson: 

Yes. For 10 years. But then they don’t pay 
enough money. I decided to concentrate 
on construction. For 10 years I worked. 
After six years of working for a big Brazilian 
construction company, I decided to grab 
the bull by the horn and I opened my own 
company. Now I work only for my compa-
ny. I really long for the opportunity to go 
back and forth. 

Deborah: 

Ah, to go back and forth. 

Adson: 

Yes. That’s what I really long for. 
 

Deborah: 

Is that the hardest part about being in this 
country?

 
CULTURE SHOCK/
Adson:

Yes. Actually, the hard part was the begin-
ning. Everything is different, everything, 
even when we arrived, it’s not like now-
adays. Nowadays, you can find Brazilian 
stores, you can find a lot of different things. 
That time when we arrived,

Deborah: 

What year was it?

Adson:  

2006. Even telephone. I had no telephone. 
It was really, really difficult. Food here was 
different. Now everything is easy. Now 
if you arrive here today you can see your 
family in Brazil. You can talk to each other. 
It’s really easier now. It’s interesting to 
think about. I think about Aleide’s grandpa 
because he was from Italy and he went to 
Brazil to live in Brazil. 

Deborah: 

This is your father-in-law. 

Adson: 

Not my father. My family’s from Portugal. 

INTRODUCING ADSON/00:37

Once their daughters were en-
rolled in University in Brazil, 

Adson and his wife Aleide, left be-
hind their careers to live life abroad. 
Culture shock hit hard. Not just the 
language and the food, but the snow, 
and a sudden career change made Ad-
son’s adjustment tough. As a concert 
coordinator, journalist, and musician 
in his native country, he found himself 
suddenly painting houses in Boston. 
After years juggling work as a journal-
ist for a New England Brazilian paper 
and as a construction worker — while 
amassing a collection of musical in-
struments (you can hear him playing 
the flute in the background of this 
introduction), Adson started his own 
home improvement company. As a 
successful entrepreneur, Adson has 
made New England his home and all 
those who know him are grateful that 
he stayed.
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Deborah: 

Right. But it was Aleide’s father.

Adson: 

Not Aleide’s father, Aleide’s grandfather. 

Deborah: 

Ah Aleide’s grandfather.

Adson: 

When he arrived in Brazil, he sent a letter 
to Italy, and three months later, the letter 
arrived in Italy. And then someone sent a 
letter to him in Brazil. Three months. Six 
months to get news about his family. And 
when I came [here], my friends, said, “Are 
you crazy? Your life is nice here. Why are 
you going to the United States? It’s not 
like two centuries ago.” I can come back to 
Brazil. It’s ok. 

But when you arrive it was very very diffi-
cult. It seemed like the sugar was different, 
bread was different, the taste was different. 
I don’t know if it was only in my mind. But 
I felt like that. And I almost got depression 
because we arrived in July and in December, 
if you don’t know anything in construction, 
you start painting. I was helping. Then when 
the winter came, the job was gone. I had no 
job for everybody. And then I have to stay 
home. It’s the I almost got depression. 

Deborah: 

How did you avoid the depression? What 
did you do? Did you play music? I know 
you’re a musician. 

Adson: 

Yes. Yes. I am going to talk about how that 
music help me a lot here, but I have to . . 
. I had, I am a lucky guy because when I 
arrived, some people helped me to meet 
other people. And I spent all my time home 
and talking to people through the internet. 
But it’s very, very difficult because it’s ex-
actly the opposite in Brazil. When it’s here 
winter, in Brazil, it’s summer. 

 
Deborah: 

Ah it’s below the equator.
 

Adson: 

Yes, exactly! And the summer in my city is 
party, has parties everywhere.

Deborah: 

Parties everywhere.

Adson: 

And I used to be coordinator of the cultural 
in my country. And I used to. My office 
was on the beach. I used to work seeing 
the ocean. And I organized live concerts 
and things like that. Here, when I looked 
through the windows, it’s snow, snow, snow. 
Oh my god, I started to get depressed. The 
days are short days, the night is long night 
like 4 o’clock, it was getting dark. In my 
country, it was party, when I turn the TV 
on, see my all my friends on the beach. I 
said, Oh my God, what am I doing here?

 
Deborah: 

So you had regrets?
 

Adson: 

In that moment. OK, I feel like that. I used 
to cry a lot.  And Aleide said, “You have to 
stop crying. You have to look for something 
to do.”

Deborah: 

I know you left the twins behind because 
they were in university. But you must have 
missed them a lot huh?

Adson: 

That was another tough problem. We stayed 
five years without not see. To see, we had 
the webcam. But to give a hug. It was five 
years.

Deborah: 

Five years without a hug.

Adson: 

Oh my god. 

Deborah: 

Was that one of the hardest things. 

Adson: 

Actually, some people say, “I miss my mom, 
I miss my father.” I don’t miss my mom. I 
have a good relationship with my mom if 
I’m here, she is in Brazil. It is nice. But if 
we are in Brazil, together, we start to lock 
horns. 

Deborah: 

But it’s different with your children.

Adson: 

Yes, of course. When we came from the 
airport in Brazil. I could not cry. I like to cry 
but there was my children, and my friends. 
It’s not because I was ashamed. No, I liked 
to show them that we are going for their 

lives. For everyone. But when we got into 
the plane, we started to cry.

Deborah: 

Both of you? 
 

Adson: 

And when we arrived I remember. We 
arrived in Florida. I had a friend there. The 
first night something really strange. I told 
Aleide. “Oh my god, I think I’m going cra-
zy.” It’s nice because we came together and 
we could support one another. 

Deborah: 

It must have taken a lot of adjusting to your 
new life.

Adson: 

When we arrived. My soul was in Brazil. 
My body was here. And then five years, 
half of my soul was in Brazil. My body was 
here. And today. My body is here. My soul 
is here. I like to stay here. But now Aleide is 
thinking about going back to Brazil. 

Deborah: 

For retirement.

Adson:

Yes. But I would like to stay here. I think I 
can still work for another 5, 6, 10 years I can 
still work. But I have no choice. I have to 
follow.

THE WORST MOMENT/14:40
Deborah: 

You had mentioned earlier that you had the 
worst moment.

Adson: 

Since we arrived here, we’ve had been living 
nice moments, happy moments, but the 
worst moment in our lives, my family life, 
happened here. Actually, it doesn’t happen 
here, it happened in Brazil, but we were 
here. Clariana, our daughter, she got cancer. 
Thyroid cancer. And then during at least 
three months, we lived under pressure. 

Deborah: 

Because you couldn’t go to Brazil to be with 
her.

Adson: 

Yes, if we decided to go, that would mean 
we would have to go permanently. And in 
that moment it was really complicated to 
go back to Brazil. We had goals here and we 
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had not achieved our goals. 

Deborah: 

Oh you had goals here. I thought you said 
you had ghosts here.

Adson: 

It’s interesting because Clariana, she is very 
strong. I remember. She called me around 
11 at night. She told, “I have something to 
tell you. Where’s Mommy?” She told us. 
“I got an exam. I cried for consecutive for 
30 minutes And I decided. Don’t cry any 
more! I don’t want to see anyone crying for 
me because I already . . .” She’s strong. I’m 
proud about her. She wrote [read] 45 books 
about the disease. I have all the information. 
I’m gonna fight against. I already went to 
the doctor. I will go to the surgeon.” She did 
15 days with her mind without talking with 
anyone.

Deborah: 

I don’t quite understand. You mean she 
stayed alone like a silent retreat? When she 
found out about the cancer.

Adson: 

Yes. When she got the exam, she decided, 
“I don’t want to talk with anyone about 
it. I would like to get all the information.” 
I don’t think if I had the same problem, I 
could be strong like her. I think my first de-
cision would be to share with someone, ask 
someone, some help. And she stayed alone 
for fifteen days. She prepared everything 
with the doctor. Everything. She called me. 
She said, “I’m gonna have the surgery.” And 
then we started to cry. She said, “I don’t 
want to see you guys cry.”
I remember that night I couldn’t sleep. 
Actually, I don’t like to sleep and I have 
trouble to sleep. I usually go to sleep after 
midnight and sleep maybe 5 hours. Since 
she told me, during the three months I used 
to sleep two hours a night.  I used to wake 
up crying during the night.  She went to the 
doctor to get a surgeon. We were home. Me 
and Aleide. Mariana was here. She went to 
the doctor’s. She went from the surgery to 
home. It was supposed to be 40 minutes 
and they spent two hours.

Deborah: 

In surgery?

Adson: 

Yes. And then Aleide got into a panic. 
She started to cry. “Something happened. 

Something happened.” And I started to cry. 
Approximately after two hours, they did 
call us. “Ok. Everything is nice. Don’t worry 
about it. She only needs to stay alone be-
cause you needs to have Io, some chemical 
product.”

Deborah: 

Iodine.

Adson: 

Yes. And then, we had to wait for six 
months. It’s like an alcoholic: day by day 
[a day at a time]. And she waited for three 
months to get a new exam, then six months. 
Now she needs once every five years. 

Deborah: 

That’s great! That was the hardest experi-
ence for you?

 
Adson: 

Yes. Yes. Because I discovered that I don’t 
have Brazilian friends here. We used to have 
our house full of people. Have a drink, have 
wine, have beer, have a party. But when we 
got the news about Clariana, nobody called 
me. Nobody. Nobody called me to say. It’s 
not about support money. It’s to give some 
word. Nobody asked and everybody knows. 
It make us understand that we are strong 
together. We decided to, not avoid Brazil-
ian people, we decided to live our life, and 
don’t get involved in other peoples’ lives. I 
remember Michelle. Michelle sent a card 
with nice words about. 

It’s interesting because Aleide has a client 
and she is really, really demanding client. It 
is very difficult to work for her. But she has 
a big heart. And she called me and she told 
me and Aleide, “I want to give you mon-
ey to bring her here. I’m not lending you 
money, I’m giving you the money. You’re 
gonna put her here, and I’m gonna give 
nine doctors.” Because her son-in-law, he’s 
a doctor.

Deborah: 

So did that happen? Did she come here?

Adson: 

No, she told me, “I’m gonna put the money 
in your bank account. And you’re gonna 
take care of her. Don’t worry about it. 
Doesn’t matter how much it’s gonna cost. 
I’m gonna pay everything. You don’t need 
to pay anything!” She’s very nice. She has a 
lot of money. But I told her, “No! It’s nice 

things like that. Before I already considered 
you as an angel to my family. But Clariana 
has nice health insurance in Brazil, we have 
nice doctor. And before, the doctor call 
me and said, “Adson, I’d like to tell you 
something, I can’t lie because during my 
life I made I swear two times because I am 
doctor, and I am chief of the police. And 
I can’t lie. And I am not lying to you. You 
don’t have to come.” I was prepared to go 
back to Brazil. He said, “You don’t need 
to come, because I’m going to take care of 
her. If I had to choose what kind of cancer 
to have, I would choose this kind of cancer 
because it’s 99 percent of the possibility to 
get a cure.” 

Deborah: 

To survive. So that must have made you feel 
better.

Adson: 

Yes, of course, he told me, “I’m gonna take 
care. Don’t worry about it. You don’t need 
to come.” Ok. It’s nice of course.

Deborah: 

Did you pray. Did you go to church during 
this situation? 

Adson: 

I am not a religious person. I used to be 
a seminarian. I used to study at the semi-
nary, Catholic seminary, Italian seminary, 
the Franciscan. I was a seminarian but in 
the end, when I met Aleide, that’s when I 
decided, I want to give my life to her. But I 
believe that when things like that happen, 
it’s happen for some reason, and the reason 
it happened, at least for me, it is to make us 
strong. Since then we started to talk more 
about each other. Before I used to talk to 
Clariana once a week. Since then, we talk 
to each other every day. Every day. “Good 
morning. How are you?” Every day. That’s 
nice. It’s made our family grow. Of course, 
it was a terrible experience. But at the same 
time.

Deborah: 

It brought your family closer. Definitely.

Adson: 

Same time. It’s that’s the worst moment. 

DREAMS FULFILLED/27:05
Deborah: 

Wow.  Thank you for sharing. What are your 
dreams now?
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Adson:  

It’s interesting about the dreams, because I 
am really a dreamer. I can’t survive without 
dreaming. I am glad, I am grateful because 
all my personal dreams came true. My 
personal dreams.

Deborah: 

That’s great. These are dreams that you 
had when you lived in Brazil? Or since you 
came to America?

Adson: 

No I’m talking about since. In Brazil and 
even here. Actually, I never had a big dream. 
I’m not talking about material things, but 
my main dream was to have a family be-
cause my family was crazy. I’m talking about 
my mommy, my father. When I was two my 
father goes away. Never came back. Never. 
He left my mommy her with five kids. My 
Momma started to have, boyfriend, boy-
friend. She had more children. My family 
was a really, really poor family. I decided 
to go to the seminary because that was the 
only way to study. If I go to the seminary, I 
can study. 

Deborah: 

You’re saying seminary, through the church?

Adson: 

Yes. I’m really grateful about the seminary 
because it gave me a lot of . . . contributed 
to form my character. But since I was I a 
child, I had a lot of dreams. I wanted to play 
the harmonica. My grandpa, he used to play 
harmonica, accordion. He used to play a lot 
of different instruments. 

Deborah: 

Now how many instruments do you play?

Adson: 

Actually, I’m not savvy about a specific 
instrument. That’s the problem because I 
love all those instruments. I have trombone, 
I have trumpet, I have flute, I have saxo-
phone, I have five saxophones, I have oboe, 
I have banjo. I have piano. At least 12 differ-
ent harmonicas. I have two accordions. But 
I am not a specialist in any [instrument].

Deborah: 

That’s OK.

Adson: 

But I love. Music is since I was 2, my hobby 
is play music, listen to music. Everything I 

do, I listen to music. My hobby is bike, from 
bike listen to music. I love to read book, 
listen to music. Of course, different kind of 
music. If I am biking, it’s a different kind of 
music, not the same for reading a book. My 
hobby. The only thing I do without listen to 
music is when I am writing. 

Deborah: 

Me too.

Adson: 

I like silence. Here I have no time to do, 
but I like to write some poems.  I wrote 
a lot of poems for Aleide. She has com-
plained. “You don’t write anything for me 
any more!” But I don’t have time any more. 
I’m so sorry. But about the dreams, I am 
dreamer person. I am really happy. My main 
dream was to have a family. I have the best 
family of the world. Is my family.

Deborah: 

Wow.

ENVIRONMENT/31:45
Adson: 

Usually, I say to Mariana, Clariana and 
Aleide, “Of course, I don’t want to die, 
but if I die today, I have no regrets about 
the life. If I die today, It’s done. I’ve done 
everything I’d like to do.” As a dreamer. I 
have big dream about, not about my family. 
Of course, I’d like to have better life, better 
work for my family, but my main dream is 
to see a better world for how human beings 
and for the animals.

Deborah: 

Oh. OK. So, the environment you’re talking 
about.

Adson: 

Yes. I’m talking about the environment. But, 
specifically about dogs. Because back in our 
country. When I talk to Aleide and we are 
talking about going back to Brazil, we think 
about the dogs. Because in Brazil, it’s com-
mon to have dogs on the street. Dogs live 
on the street. It’s crazy because Aleide and 
I think, “If you go back there, we’re gonna 
have a lot of dogs in our space.” Because she 
loves dogs. I love dogs.

Deborah: 

Do you have a dog here? 

Adson: 

No I don’t have a dog here because I don’t 
have time to take care of a dog. I’d like to 
have. Actually, I’d like to stay here, to buy a 
house here, to have some dogs in my house.

Deborah: 

You said you’d like to go back and forth.

Adson: 

Yes that’s my opinion.

Deborah:

That’s a beautiful dream you can hold onto 
that you can go back and forth to your own 
country.

Adson: 

I think if I stop dreaming, I die. I think it’s 
like in my opinion I am like a factory of 
dreams. I think about dreams. I dream all 
the time.

PHILOSOPHER ADSON/34:21
Deborah: 

Are you talking about daydreams too? Or 
just like things you want to do someday? 

Adson: 

No, no. I talk to him about the dreams like 
it. Mmm. Something about the dream. He 
says, “Dream that you dream alone. It’s just 
dream alone. Dream that you dream togeth-
er. It’s the reality.” Yes. It’s Paulo Cuelo. I 
don’t know if know about Paulo Cuelo. He’s 
a writer. 

Deborah: 

I like that saying. 

Adson: 

Yeah, that’s a, that’s my, my opinion about, 
about the dream. That’s when I talk about 
the main dream, my main dream, it’s not my 
main dream. It’s qualitative dream. I will do 
like two it’s like a John Lennon dream.

Deborah:  

John Lennon.

Adson: 

I am not on alone. I have someone dream 
with me. 

Deborah:  

And reality. 

Adson:  

Same guy. He says something like this. “We, 
bird. We, everybody is bird with just one 
wing. Yeah. To fly. You need to embrace 



18

another one.” It’s a nice, it’s really nice here. 

Deborah:  

You’re a real philosopher. 

Adson:  

That’s just perfect if you think like this, I 
think the world can be better for everyone. 
I don’t need. People ask me to go to the 
church, you have to go to the church. Here, 
in the Brazilian community, I think is 90 
percent at the least they are Protestant. 
They are, they are Protestants. “You have 
to go to the church! You  have to pray.” I 
don’t need, I don’t need to go to the church 
to be a better person. I even, I don’t need 
to, to know about the 10 Commandments, 
to know the thing is you or I don’t need to 
read the Bible. Of course, I know about the 
Bible. I was a seminarist, but I don’t need to 
read the Bible to know that the 10 Com-
mandments, it’s right. Yeah, I can’t steal 
something for someone, I can’t kill some-
one. I can’t.

Deborah: 

You’re a humanist. 

Adson:

Exact. Is that is that I think that life is. 

Deborah: 

And the humanism may believe that people 
are inherently good. And that they don’t 
need religion to make them good. 

Adson:  

Yes, exactly. In my opinion, everybody’s 
good. Until someone proves the opposite.  
Everybody’s good. Aleide says, “You believe 
everybody!” Everybody is a human being.
If someone does something bad or now I 
know he’s that guy.

Deborah:  

Well, that’s a great note to end on, Adson. I 
love what you said about how your soul and 
your body are in the United States. You’ve 
made so many friends. So many people 
value the work that you’ve done in their 
homes. It’s been great talking with you.

Adson: 

Thank you for having me, for having the 
opportunity to talk about our life in the 
United States.

Deborah:  

I hope you’ve enjoyed hearing about  
Adson’s adjustment to life in the United 
States. His resilience and drive, tempered 
with his Brazilian family values make him 
an example to all of us for how to live a 
balanced life. You can hear his wife Aleide’s 
experience in an upcoming episode. 


