Ivy Lei

25-years-old, Chinese, born in China, and currently lives in New York, New York.

“We sing the national anthem and pledge to the same flag. We love America and we want to give back and contribute to the land that raised us […] If I never told you, you’d never know that I am undocumented”

Short Summary: I came to the U.S. with my mother and sister when I was seven. For immigrant youth who are brought to the U.S. at a young age, we’ve become integral parts of this country. We sing the national anthem and pledge allegiance to the same flag. We love America, and we want to give back and contribute to the land that raised us. I speak English and I’m bilingual. I went to elementary, middle and high school here in New York and graduated college, pay taxes and work more than my 40 hours a week. I value education and if I never told you, you’d never know that I am undocumented. 

We work hard, and many of us are taking leadership positions in and outside of our jobs and community. Since I was not eligible for financial aid, or most scholarships, I worked many part-time jobs to pay my tuition. 

We were told that if we work hard, we would succeed. We were told that if we fail, get right back up and march on. We were told, that when we grow up, we can be whoever who want to be. We were told all of the above and we are fighting to make sure that this comes true. To us, it’s not just a dream, it’s our future, it’s our family’s future, our country’s future.

Full Story: Each morning, as I walk through the beautiful medieval style doors, I remind myself of how far I’ve come to own the employee pass I have to beep through the front entrance of a Fortune 500 company, and that no matter how rough work has been, I am not allowed to feel tired, or defeated, because once upon a time, this was just a dream.

I was born in Macao, China, a beautiful Portuguese-influenced Chinese city where the foods are slightly sprinkled with a hint of western culture. A traditional pork bun had orange-color dressing, and Chinese egg custard covered in crème brulee. These are the stories I’d tell my friends whenever they ask me about Macao. It was my only way of “connecting” to the birth place that I had not visited in 18 years and felt very little connection. I’d tell them about the casinos and how fast the city grew. I’d brag about the money coming in, and the opportunities, the bridges, the landmarks—all of which I read about but never experienced. My relationship with Macao is like that of a teenager and their favorite celebrities—I read a lot of about it, but I don’t really know it. And when someone asks me why we came to America, I’d say, “My mom told me we were going to Disneyland. I’ve still never been today.” Although I’ve told this story a million times, it never fails to stir up all the emotions that I try very hard to not feel. 

The truth is, it took a lot for my parents to uproot our entire family, but they did it because America was the land of opportunities—so, there’s got to be something there for us too. Our struggles were nothing short of a typical immigrant story: a tiny apartment infested with cat-sized rodents and summer nights spent on rooftops because we couldn’t afford to turn on the fan. 
We arrived at JFK on August 26, 1998. I was seven years old, and my older sister, 15. My father and my brother had arrived a year earlier. After our tourist visa expired, we continued to live in America. Being undocumented has been one of the biggest challenges in life—the phrase “living in the shadows” is very accurate way of describing our way of life. We never caused trouble, never asked for more than what we were given, and were perpetually afraid to attract anyone’s attention. We were very poor, and since my parents couldn’t afford babysitters and we had very few relatives in the states, my siblings and I spent most of time in the garment factory where our mother worked. Her day started at 7am and ended around midnight. Everyone in the factory loved me, especially the sewing ladies who were alone and had left their family in China to make a living here and send money back to their kids. Whenever an inspector came, I was told to hide in the cabinets where we keep the fabrics. Sometimes, it would last for hours before I was signaled to come out. For the hours I was hiding, I’d spend half of my energy staying still, and the other half not screeching from sitting next to a swarm of cat-size rats munching at leftovers they found. 
It wasn’t long before my parents signed me up to a local elementary school. I now understand this was possible because enrollment didn’t require much documentation. I was told to never tell anyone about my “status” and if someone asks to just tell them I don’t know. 

I grew up being the translator for my family. I dreaded the times I had to call customer service because our phone wasn’t working, or when our bills were higher than usual. This was especially horrifying after 9/11. We lived 10 minutes away from the World Trade Center, and our phones didn’t work for about a year. As much as my mother shouts in Chinese what she wants me to convey to the poor lady on the other end of the phone, the 11 year-old me couldn’t possibly translate correctly with my barely proper English. I am sure the customer service people didn’t know they were speaking to an 11 year-old child—or that I was on the verge of crying every single time. 

I remember being deathly afraid to speak English because people would always make fun of my accent. I felt humiliated. I thought, “if only I spoke perfect English, maybe they’ll like me more.” For the next couple of years, I watched every American television show on TV and read all the books I could find until I became virtually accent-free, but to my surprise, it didn’t change much. I was bullied and it wasn’t because I didn’t speak like them, it was because I wasn’t born here. 

It was junior year in high school when the principal set up appointments with each student to ask about his or her college prospects. She laid out all the options for college applications, study abroad, scholarship opportunities, and financial aid—all these options that I learned very young would never be available to me. I considered saying thank you and leaving without telling her the truth—I didn’t want to feel like a burden—but eventually, I said, “I’m not supposed to be here.”

To my surprise, I was not the only one in school. She didn’t tell me their names, but the fact that I knew there were classmates just like me made me feel empowered. They, too, have been pretending like they belong and have shared the same sadness whenever we throw away another set of beautifully printed scholarship and financial aid brochures. 

There were very few scholarships that didn’t require legal status at the time. I eventually applied to an honors program at a city university. It was a weekend morning when I received their phone call—I remember because I was still in bed. 

The staff told me I did not get into the honors program I had applied for, but they are willing to take me in for another full-ride scholarship opportunity, all they needed was my social security number.

Needless to say, I told them I didn’t have it. He was quiet. I gripped my phone tighter, and finally he said, “sorry, there’s nothing we can do if you don’t have your social security number. Why don’t you ask your mom to see if she can find it, maybe you just lost it.” 

I dropped the phone to the side of my bed and slammed into my pillow. I’ve never felt so disappointed in my life, the tears came out so uncontrollably. All the strengths I built up to pretend to have normal life burst into thin air and evaporated. I was trembling, helpless, and scared. 
After collecting myself, I decided to apply for the best city university we could afford and was fortunate enough to be accepted. I worked random part-time jobs to pay for my tuition and expenses, and with the help of my family, I graduated with a BA in Communications minoring in Mathematics. 
When DACA was announced, my father cried and my mother laughed. My father cried because his children finally had a shot at making something of their hard work, and my mother laughed because her resilience and optimism finally paid off. As happy as we were, I was hesitant to apply because of the fear of backlash. I was afraid that the government would someday take back their words and deport my family since the application asked for education, residential and other history for the last ten years. It took me a while to apply for DACA but I am happy that I did and it was approved right before my graduation.

Over the years, I have learned so much—that first and foremost, never underestimate the love of immigrant parents for their children. Not to discredit all other mothers and fathers, but I’m sure the pain I felt being rejected from a program because of a decision they made for us hurt them immensely. They will always question whether they did the right thing, and whether we will ever blame them. Though there have been really tough times, I am grateful to have never had success handed to me because it made me resilient and gave me the courage to overcome any challenges. 
Through the mentors who have taken me under their wing, I was able to intern to gain work experience and then was finally accepted to a full-time competitive rotation program at one of the largest advertising holding companies. I have since worked in various Fortune 500 companies and have integrated into the life that I never thought I would have. A badge, a phone and email address assigned just for me means so much more to me than the means to entering a building or a telecommunication tool—it’s a constant reminder that I have a status, and my existence is meaningful. This would have never been possible without DACA, and I thank President Obama everyday for changing my life. 
I have found a community of Dreamers who share the same story, same struggle and same courage. We were all once part of the 12 million undocumented immigrants living in the shadow without a line to go on, or a process to follow, and nothing to work towards. DACA has changed all our lives, and we’re finally able to contribute and give back to the country that raised us, that taught what great things we can achieve with hard work and resilience. 
I hope everyday that I will have another day I can assimilate into a normal life—a life without fear, a life with gratitude and opportunities. I will never know if today’s the last day I can walk into a corporate office and use the skills to make good use of myself, but being an undocumented immigrant has hindered me in so many ways that I refused to impose self-inflicted barriers, like not feeling like I’m good enough, or not owning my immigrant story, my culture, and the unequivocal determination that honesty, integrity and hard work will bring you opportunities. And that, to me, is my American Dream.
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