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Chapter 1

The Hospital
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Rosa glanced at her husband Alfredo who was looking outside the hospital window. He has been this way for days. Everytime he looked at their sick daughter Alejandra, it seems to drive him mad. In his mind he wanted to open the hospital window and wanted to jump to escape it all. The tragedy of a very sick daughter fighting for her life and the loss of their business which they have put their entire lives and money into was almost too much for him to bear. 

Rosa and Alfredo used to own a small but successful candy making business. The business is tough but somehow they managed to grow their business such that they had twenty-one employees working for them. Their big mistake however, was trusting Juan the godfather of their daughter to do the accounting of their company. He was a gambler and gambled the money of their business.

Once they found out it was already too late. He has nearly gambled all their money from their business. Once confronted, he even had the gall to organize a strike in their business which saw their own employees stealing whatever they can carry from their business. This includes the trucks which they were still paying for. Juan disappeared along with many of the employees who stole from them. They became deep in debt.

This broke them but they could not have seen that worst was yet to come. Their daughter got a severe fever one day. One medical check led to another and they soon found out that she has leukemia. As if the world has collapsed around them. With their limited funds left they tried to go from hospital to hospital hoping for a cure they can afford.

But it finally dawned upon them that the most important thing is not the money but to see to it that their daughter gets well. They swallowed their pride and asked for help from people they knew and hardly knew. Donations poured in especially from their friends and relatives. But it was still not enough. This was despite them getting donations from relatives even from overseas who were sending in the almighty American dollar.

Rosa looked at the hospital bills in her hand which were piling up. Her heart missed a bit as she saw the note which says she needs to pay a certain amount in order for her daughter to continue staying in the hospital. The doctors have already reduced their fees in order to help them. There are even doctors who simply waived their fees out of pity to them. But hospitals are not free and like it or not they must charge their patients even the poor.

Rosa and Alfredo are at wits end trying to find a solution for their predicament. Looking for jobs that would support their daughter’s treatments as well as paying their business debts is hard to find in Mexico were the unemployment rate is very high. They are also both not highly educated which is needed to get a good paying job. They are also at an age where younger employees would be favored instead of them. 

Starting another business is simply out of the question. The failure of their candy making business is simply too much for them to recover both financially and emotionally. No one would be foolish enough to give them capital for a new business after their failure. They needed money fast. They were desperate to try almost anything as long as it would solve their money problems.

In one of their discussions she proposed that they go to America. She has a relative in America who for years have been telling them that all they need to do is to find a way to go to America and she would help them once they are in America. Her relative was named Tita Mercedes and she was rich. Everytime she visited them in Mexico she would drive around in an expensive American brand car and she would be wearing expensive clothes and jewelry when she visited. 

She now regrets not taking seriously Tita Mercedes’ invitation to go to America. But family was important to her. She could not leave her aging parents who in a few years would also need care. Her parents, her daughter and her husband completed her life. Now, for the first time in her life, she was seriously thinking of going to America and perhaps even bringing her loved ones along with her once she has settled there.

She remembers what her Tita Mercedes said about working in America. She said that an American worker can earn in one hour what a Mexican worker would earn in an entire day of working. She also said that American jobs were easy to do and because of this one could have more than one job which means more money for the worker.  

Rosa now dreams of working in America and having two or more jobs which pays in an hour what a Mexican would earn in a day. Surely she thought, this would solve their money problems especially if both Alfredo and her work in jobs that pay in American dollars.  

She looked at her husband again and felt sorry for him. Between the two of them she could say that she is the stronger one mentally. It was her idea to start a candy making business. She was also mostly responsible for its success. Alfredo acted only as a support person for her. She however does not take it against him. For all his weaknesses he was a loving husband to her and a loving father to her daughter.

Alfredo quietly paced himself back and forth near the hospital window. She knows Alfredo. Whenever he has something to say but is unsure about it he does this. She waited for him to make his move. At times he would pause and look at the window shaking his head as if he lost a big fight or something. Minutes passed before he finally approached her.

“Do you want to go to America?” he muttered to her. She was taken aback. She can see from his face that he was serious. She shook her head slowly, “I don’t know”. He lowered his head as if embarrassed that he asked the question. This is one of the few times in their relationship were he demonstrated a sort of courage over her.

He went back near the hospital and stared at the outside. Then once again he came to her. This time he looked around the room as if searching for something. He seems to be making sure that no one else was around. He looked out of the room and into the hospital corridor. Seeming satisfied he again came to her. Before he can speak out she said to him, “What is going on?”. 

These words must have given him the courage because he tensed up and clearly said, “I know of a government official who can help us go to America!”

“How Much?” She knows that when a government official is involved there would be bribes to pay. 

“4,000 American dollars for each of us,” She nearly fainted. “And where are we going to get 8,000 American dollars?” 

“We can use my parent’s land as collateral.” Her face reddened with anger. She could not do this to Alfredo’s aging parents. What happens if they cannot repay the money back? Then Alfredo’s parents would lose their house which they themselves inherited from their parents. “No, We cannot risk your parent’s land for this.” 

Alfredo was about to say something when she further said, “Do you know that with that money we could have started another business?” Alfredo lowered his head admitting defeat. He did not think his idea through. She was right as usual. He covered his face with his hands and sobbed. This melted her heart. The sight of her husband sobbing like a child was enough for her to forgive him. She gently hugged him.

She knows that she cannot depend on her husband to get them out of their predicament. She would have to find a way for her and her husband to go to America without paying such a large amount of money. She begins to think. She knows she has to plan the same way she started a candy making business. She also knows that like her failed business, she must not trust anyone with taking care of them. She also knows that they must succeed for the sake of their daughter.
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Chapter 2

The Plan
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She does not know of anyone who has actual experience going to America among her friends and relatives in Mexico, but she knows of one actually living in America. It’s her Tita Mercedes. She is the best person whom she trusts would give her sound advice in their plan to go to America.  

The problem is it has been a couple of years since Tita Mercedes visited them. Rosa remembers that she hardly calls nowadays. She maybe called twice last year and for less than an hour each. The family of Rosa are friends with her online but she hardly posts nowadays. There was a time when she was very excited with Facebook. She would always post pictures of her enjoying her time in America.

She would post pictures of her while she was dining out and enjoying the scenic parts of America. Rosa’s family envied her as she showed them pictures of her in her big house in America. They especially envied her trips to Disneyland. The family dreamed of going to Disneyland one day. This was one of their daughter’s dreams.

But that was then. Nowadays Tita Mercedes seems to be distancing herself from the family. Their online birthday messages were not replied back. The family reasoned that this might be because she was busy. They have even theorized that she has gotten to be more American and has been forgetting her Mexican roots.

No matter the reason, one thing was important for Rosa. She must contact her and ask for help in going to America. Rosa has already tried actually. She has left her several messages on Facebook messenger. She never replies back. It was only when her mother messaged Tita Mercedes that she replied back. 

Her mother sent a message telling Tita Mercedes that her niece needed help going to America and that they desperately needed her help. She replied back that she is going to look for help and she would contact them soon. She told them not to contact her anymore but she promised to contact them very soon.

A day passed by without her contacting them. Then on the second day she contacted them. She left a short message to her mother. “Contact Maria Vasquez. I have already talked to her. She can help. Contact her at this number: ...... Regards, Auntie Mercedes.” The message contains the name of a fixer in Mexico that Tita Mercedes had used before to enter America illegally.

The message specifically stated that they are not supposed to pay anything to the fixer. Tita Mercedes would take care of the payment. Rosa and her family was delighted. They contacted the fixer but it took several days before she arranged a meeting with them in their house. 

Rosa made sure that they have good food and drinks served when she arrived. She does not like fixers at all but she swallowed her principles especially since the fixer was highly recommended by someone she trusted. Then the appointed day came. It was the turn of Rosa’s father to take care of their Rosa’s daughter in the hospital. Rosa, her mother and Alfredo waited for the fixer to arrive.  

A brand new car stopped near the house of Rosa. An aging couple alighted from the car and after checking the address of the houses in the vicinity they proceeded to Rosa’s house. The couple were a picture of luxury. They were dressed in casual yet expensively branded clothes. They wore shining gold jewelry and watches. They were old but it was definitely clear from their faces and skin complexion that they were well looked after.

“Rosa Rodriguez? I’m Maria Vasquez. This is my husband,” was what the woman said while meeting Rosa and Alfredo. They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries while all of them entered the house. Rosa’s mother served their guests beverages and some food. “Oh! You shouldn’t have troubled yourself,” Maria said to Rosa’s mother as she was serving the food and beverages. 

Maria and her mother talked about Tita Mercedes while Rosa, Alfredo and Maria’s husband attentively listened. Maria and Tita Mercedes met each other under the same circumstances. But back then Tita Mercedes does not have anyone to pay for her so she could be smuggled into America. This is according to Maria.

Tita Mercedes instead surrendered the title of her parent’s land to Maria. Maria took the land title as collateral until Tita Mercedes paid her debts to her. Tita Mercedes got lucky when she went to America and married a rich American. She paid her debt to Maria and they even became sort of good friends. This is again according to Maria.

But Rosa and Alfredo’s case is different. Tita Mercedes would pay for their way to America. But Maria did not divulge the details of the payment with Rosa and her family. Maria said that finding legals ways for Mexicans to go to America is getting difficult with American laws and border patrols getting stricter. Then as if to praise herself she told them of successful stories of people she was able to arrange to legally go to America.

She says that unlike coyotes or Mexican criminal gangs that smuggle people and drugs across the border between America and Mexico, her services are safe and cheap. She said that she has helped many Mexicans improve their life and even made them wealthy. For example she talked about a “client” of hers whom she helped to illegally work find work in America. 

She told them that now her client can afford to send his children to exclusive schools no thanks to his high paying job in America. “He is also having his house rebuilt into a bigger one,” Maria told them with a smile. She continued to talk more about her successful clients. She definitely enjoys bragging about her services. Rosa and the family were meanwhile clearly impressed by her stories. Maria’s husband butted in and told them of the good life of their clients in America.

He opened his phone and showed them a picture of an aging man dressed casually but in expensive clothes. He is also wearing plenty of gold jewelries. He had thick gold necklaces, bracelets and several rings in his fingers. He is also holding a can of beer. He is definitely in some sort of celebration. 

“He has two jobs in America. By day he is a factory worker and by night he is a cleaner. He also works on weekends that is why he is so rich!” Maria’s husband told Rosa’s family. “Americans are lazy. This is the reason why employers want to hire Mexicans in America.” 

“Americans like us because we don’t complain. We are also hard workers. This is the reason why it is easy for us to get jobs in America!” Maria’s husband said this while clenching his fist in a sort of tribute to Mexicans. Alfredo, clearly moved by the stories said, “What you say is true. We Mexicans are hard workers and we are not afraid to get our hands dirty as long as its pays well.” 

Maria saw that they have captured the attention of Rosa’s family. She became serious. She asked if they had money in the bank. Rosa and Alfredo were taken aback. Rosa embarrassingly said that they have no money in the bank. Maria sighed, “Then Mercedes would have to pay me extra.” She said that one of her services was to prove to immigration that people have enough money in the bank to cross the border.  

“I do not only have to pay off immigration officers but also bank managers as well. I do this to get the proper supporting documents.” She further asked Rosa, “Are you sure you do not have any money lying around?” Rosa and her family fell silent. Maria frowned, “Very well. It’s okay. I would have to just charge extra for it.” 

Then she asked about the condition of Rosa’s daughter. Rosa detailed the medical situation of their daughter. Maria told them to gather up all their daughter’s medical records. She says she can use this as a reason for the couple’s trip to America. They would reason that the purpose of the couple’s trip to America was to find a suitable American hospital to treat their daughter.

Rosa was a bit angered because Maria was using her daughter’s sickness in her illegal schemes. She checked her anger. Rosa reasoned that her daughter was actually sick. And  afterall, they are also doing this scheme for the sake of their daughter. Still, the thought of their daughter being involved in an illegal scheme bothered her conscience.

Maria explained to the family her plan. Rosa and Alfredo were to get the documents for their failed business and give it to Maria. Maria would see to it that when she is finished with the documents it would seem that they do not have a failed business but a successful business. 

Rosa and Alfredo will also have to get the medical records of their daughter and give it to Maria. She would create documents that would prove that the reason the couple is going to America is to find a hospital that would treat their daughter. 

Rosa and Alfredo would not have to speak to any government official. Maria would process all the documents and give it to them once they are ready. Then they would be able to cross the border with America legally. Tita Mercedes would pick them up once they have crossed the border. She then would give instructions to Tita Mercedes as to who to contact in America so Rosa and Alfredo could work legally there.

She warned them not to contact her while she is processing the documents. She would contact them instead when the documents are ready. She also warned them not to talk to anyone about what they discussed. She asked them to repeat her instructions. They repeated her instructions. 

“I have important friends in the government. Everything will be okay. There is no need to worry. I have done this a hundred of times,” she reassured them. Then in a patriotic tone she told them, “Once you are in America do not forget where you came from. You came from Mexico and Mexican people are tough!” 

Maria concluded the meeting. She and her husband said their goodbyes and left the house. Rosa and Alfredo escorted them to their car all the while thanking them for helping them. Maria told them that they should instead thank Tita Mercedes who arranged their meeting. 

Rosa and Alfredo were nearly in tears as the car left. For the first time in a long while, they see a solution to their predicament. They would be able to go to America and earn a lot of money just like the man in the mobile phone picture. They would be rich also!

Three weeks passed by. The couple busied themselves with taking care of their daughter. They were also busy trying to raise money that they can use once they have reached America. They do not want to be a burden to Tita Mercedes and would like to pay her as soon as they can for all the help she has given them.

They hinted to most trusted friends and relatives that they might soon go to America. They are however careful not to mention meeting Maria and her husband. They were times when Alfredo in a fit of joy would nearly spill their secret but Rosa managed to control him. She warned him that they risk angering Maria and this might spoil their plans in going to America.

When they had time, they would research life in America. They would research the places where Mexicans congregate. They would research about the job market in America. They would listen to politics, entertainment the scenic places to visit in America and so on. Lastly they researched about the laws on how to go to America and how to stay there as a foreigner. 

They also researched about how Americans treated Mexicans in America. They were worried about this. They knew that were Americans hated foreigners in their land especially those who took their jobs. They also researched which places in America are hostile to foreigners. They lastly researched which organizations might be able to help them once they are already there.

They also did some shopping. They bought cheap clothes that they think normal Americans wear. Alfredo even contemplated on growing a beard though he normally never grows one. He even began contemplating on getting his hair cut based on the haircuts he saw on American television. Rosa stopped him. She explained that immigration would think they are trying to blend in with Americans and might suspect them.

Alfredo admitted his mistakes in thinking this way and promised to let Rosa do the thinking. Out of caution they searched for any information they could find about Maria. They found out that Maria is an immigration lawyer while her husband owns a travel agency. Besides this information, they found nothing else about Maria and her husband. 

Rosa knows that immigration lawyers have connections with immigration officials due to the nature of their job. Her husband also owns a travel agency which Rosa guessed could also help them with travel tickets. Though Rosa felt satisfied that Maria is competent to process their immigration documents, she still worries because they are using a fixer. She does not know whether the documents Maria would be giving them are fake or genuine.

Occasionally Maria would ask them to bring some of their documents to her office. At other times she would ask them to come to her office to sign some documents. Maria’s office was located in a small building near the center of a business district. The office was small with only two employees but it was beautiful.

“The documents would be ready within one to two weeks,” she said this one day. “You should start saying goodbye to your loved ones.” They took her advise. They started visiting their loved ones and began preparations to leave their daughter under the care of Rosa’s parents as well as some relatives who promised to help.

Another two weeks passed by and Maria called them for the last time. She said she has completed their documents. They rehearsed the plan again which was the original one they discussed before. They also rehearsed the way they would handle questions and checks by immigration. “Here are the names and addresses of the hospitals in America you are supposed to be visiting.” She handed them an itinerary of the things they were supposed to do in America as well as other travel and immigration documents.  

She also handed them a question and answer script. The questions were what immigration would likely ask them when they get checked. Rosa and Alfredo were supposed to memorize the answers to the questions. She then showed and explained to them each of the document she processed and is now giving to them. She tested them by acting as an immigration officer questioning them.

After she was sure that they can handle themselves she bid them goodbye and good luck. Rosa and Alfredo thanked Maria as well as her staff and left worried but happy. The documents they have with them said that they have exactly two weeks to depart for America. 

Upon reaching their home they told the good news to the parents of Rosa. They started calling friends and relatives to say goodbye. They told them they were going to America soon to work. Many of their friends and relatives got excited by the news and wanted to know more. When Rosa and Alfredo told them they would throw a farewell party many attended.

Many of them congratulated Rosa and her family and wanted to know more. But Rosa and Alfredo promised them that as soon as they are actually working in America they would tell them. They also tried to call Tita Mercedes but she only sent a message that she would be waiting for them  after they have crossed immigration.

They spent their last few days preparing to pack. When this was finished they devoted almost all their time to their daughter. The thought of not seeing their sick daughter for a very long time was very painful to them. Even when Rosa’s parents promised that they would never let anything happen to their grandchild, Rosa would burst into tears out of sorrow.

“Alejandra, daddy and I would be going to a far away place. We might not see you for a very long time.” Then she burst into tears. 

“Mommy, why are you crying and where are you going?”

“I’m not crying. I’m just happy because me and daddy are going to America.”

“Why are you going to merica?”

“Were going to America so we can earn a lot of money so we can buy you lots of nice things.”

“But I don’t need nice things. I need you and daddy.”

“Do you want to go to Disneyland?”

“I want to go to Disneyland. That’s where Mickey Mouse and his friends lives.”

“This is the reason why we’re going to America. To take you to Disneyland.”

“Promise?”

“Yes, we promise. Now you rest and be a good girl to grandpa and grandma.”
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Chapter 3

The Crossing
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The day came when they have to leave for America. A friend of theirs volunteered to drive them to the US border. But first they stopped for an hour or so to the hospital were their daughter is being treated. They made sure that she was sleeping when they visited her. They didn’t want the parting with their daughter to be a difficult one. Tears ran down the couple’s eyes as they have to say goodbye to their daughter while she was asleep. The parents of Rosa then said their goodbyes to them as they prepared to take care of Rosa’s daughter.

It was now straight to the US border. Along the way the couple clung to each other comforting each other. They were happy and sad at the same time. They were happy they were going to America but sad that they were leaving Mexico and especially their sick daughter. Their friend who was driving the car together with his wife consoled them. He told them how envious he was that the couple was going to America.

He told them that the best thing that they did was leaving Mexico. He told them bad things about Mexico while telling them how he envied the life of Americans especially their big houses and nice cars which he sees all the time in television. “How I wish I was coming with you!” Then they heard a Mexican folk song over the car’s radio. 

It was a Mexican song used for celebrations. Their friend sang the song while his wife seems to be embarrassed for him. “Sing the song with me!” offered their friend to the couple. All of them started to sing the song and many other Mexican songs as they traveled towards the US border. The songs livened their mood that they almost forgot about their worries.

They finally arrived at the US border. They said their goodbyes to their friend and his wife and proceeded at the checkpoint. The immigration officer checked their documents and asked them why they were going to America. They told the officer about their sick daughter and how they plan to visit American hospitals to find a cure for her. The officer checked the medical records of their daughter.

Rosa and Alfredo were anxious. Their heart were beating very fast. Alfredo looked pale. Rosa feared that any minute now they will be denied entry to America and probably be even jailed. The officer asked, “Why do you have to go to America? Can’t you find a doctor in Mexico?” 

Rosa’s brain worked fast trying to find an answer to the question. “America has the best doctors in the world. It’s unfortunate, but in Mexico we lack the proper medical technology to cure our daughter. In fact, we have a list of American hospitals to visit which are all world class.” 

The officer seems suspicious. Then he saw a picture of the sick daughter. “Is this your daughter?” She replied, “Yes, she is our daughter.” He took a last look at the couple before saying, “I have a daughter too. I know how it must feel.” Then he said that the documents of the couple were in order and let them proceed towards the entry into America.

The heart of Rosa and Alfredo continued to pound hard until they were out of the immigration building and into American territory. Then they finally accepted the truth that they were indeed in American territory. They wanted to shout with joy but controlled themselves. They remembered Maria warned them not to do this if they pass US immigration. She said border officers might get suspicious. 

They remembered what Maria has said. Once you get into America be very careful and trust no one especially the Americans. They remembered that they are now in America and not Mexico. They are in a foreign land where their skin color might put them in a disadvantage or even danger. They carefully studied their location and compared it to their itinerary.

They are supposed to meet Tita Mercedes in front of a restaurant nearby. They proceeded to walk towards the restaurant. As they walked taxi drivers would call on them hawking their services. They became scared of the attention. They can see people giving them strange looks when they pass by as if they were judging the couple.

It was a scary half an hour walk for both of them. When they arrived in front of the restaurant they peeked inside hoping to see Tita Mercedes. They could not see her. They waited outside for about fifteen minutes and then peeked again inside. She was still nowhere to be seen. They decided that Rosa should enter the restaurant and look for Tita Mercedes. She found that Tita Mercedes was not inside the restaurant. 

Too afraid to ask around they waited patiently outside. Fear gripped them as they felt that people entering and leaving the restaurant were looking at them. The day was hot and there was no proper shelter for them from the heat. They texted Tita Mercedes informing her that they were already in front of the restaurant. Several minutes passed by but there was no reply from Tita Mercedes. They began to get scared. What if Tita Mercedes did not come? What would they do? 

Rosa and Alfredo were hungry but they were so scared to buy from the restaurant. Besides, Tita Mercedes could come any minute and might miss them if they entered the restaurant. They also felt that people from the restaurant were looking at them. Then suddenly a man came out of the restaurant and approached them. They can tell he was a Mexican based from his appearance.

“Are you Mexicans?” he asked. They answered yes. The man then said, “Are you waiting for someone?” They again answered yes. The man said that the restaurant staff suspect that they were waiting for someone. He explained that their restaurant is frequently used by people to meet up especially by Mexicans who have just crossed the border. He asked if they wanted to go inside but the couple said that they were supposed to wait outside.

The man went inside the restaurant and came back with two cups of water. He gave it to them and then wished them luck in their trip to America. He cautioned them against trusting people from the area. “Be very careful. A lot of people get victimized in this area especially those who just arrived.” With this warning he went back inside the restaurant. 

They were getting worried when someone called them. She introduced herself as Tita Mercedes. She said she was just running late and unable to call much sooner because she could not find a safe place to stop her car. She told them to enter the restaurant and order food for themselves. Then she said she would be inside the restaurant soon. 

As commanded they entered the restaurant and ordered some food. Their Mexican accent was clear when they ordered in English which the waitress who was white skinned and definitely an American found hard to understand. She seems irritated. The Mexican man who gave them water before intervened. He took their ordered as well as handled their payment. “Do not mind her. She just doesn’t like her job.”

“Come to me if you need anything,” he further said and then left to go back to his work at the restaurant. They thanked him and proceeded to eat while they waited for Tita Mercedes. Although they were still worried, they took consolation to the fact that they were finally able to eat. The Mexican man working at the restaurant was also a comfort for them especially when he told them to come to him if they needed any help.

It was a good thing that the restaurant was not full always, otherwise they thought the restaurant owners could have driven them away for staying too long inside. They were very careful and spoke in hushed tones. They do not want to attract any attention especially because Tita Mercedes was not yet around to help them. The waitress looked at them from time to time but she never went near them.

Finally a brand new blue colored Ford sedan stopped in the restaurant. Out came Tita Mercedes. But this time she was dressed in simple clothes and she was not wearing any jewelry except for the ring in her finger. Rosa and Alfredo were overjoyed. Rosa stood up to greet her. She seemed both troubled and happy at the same time. As if she was thinking of something serious but hiding it.

She ate and rested at the restaurant. She chatted with them about how Rosa’s parents are doing in Mexico and about their sick daughter. She said she was busy that was why she was late. She also asked if they had any problems at all with the immigration people. They told her about their experience with the immigration officer and how he pitied them because of their daughter’s picture. 

Then, they all decided to leave the restaurant. Alfredo looked at the Mexican who was at the counter serving customers. He waved his hand to say goodbye to him. The Mexican smiled and waved his hand as well. Rosa who saw what happened, did the same thing. Then Tita Mercedes and the couple left the restaurant. As they left the Mexican in the restaurant said to the American woman beside him, “I think they’re illegals. They will definitely overstay in America.” 

The woman nodded, “I think so too. Why does everyone want to go to America? I don’t think it’s special at all.” He smiled, “This is because everyone in the world watches American movies and television. Everyone wants to live the American dream.”  

The couple and Tita Mercedes meanwhile are already on the road. It was more than two hours drive to her house. Along the way Rosa and Tita Mercedes would speak to each other about Mexico especially about entertainment and social issues. Alfredo would join their conversation from time to time but most of the time he would be looking outside the car to view the streets. As if he was a child in a candy shop looking at all the beautiful and delicious candies.

They finally reached Tita Mercedes’ house. It was a beautiful and big house. The young daughters of Tita Mercedes greeted them warmly when they were in the living room.  The daughters of Tita Mercedes were more fair skinned than them and they were both beautiful. Tita Mercedes asked them to wait in the living room while she fetched her husband. 

There was a loud slamming of the door. Then they heard the voice of an angry man shouting from the second floor of the house. “I told you they can never stay here!”, the angry man shouted. Rosa and Alfredo can only guess that this was Tita Mercedes’ husband. They already assumed that they were not welcome in the house. They waited in embarrassment as Tita Mercedes sobbed and pleaded while her husband scolded at her repeatedly.

Then after about an hour Tita Mercedes appeared again. She dried her tears and faced Rosa and Alfredo. “I’m sorry you cannot stay here. My husband does not want you to stay here” she said this while looking ashamed. “He does not want anyone to stay in this house except me and my daughters.” Rosa and Alfredo does not know how to react. 

It is clear to them that they cannot stay at Tita Mercedes’ house. Before they can say anything Tita Mercedes explained to them that she has already persuaded a friend to take them in instead. She would drive them to her friend tonight. She instructed them to pickup their luggages again and to enter her car. Her daughters said goodbye to them. They do not know if Tita Mercedes’ daughters were also happy that they would not be staying in their house.

Tita Mercedes was quiet as she was driving. It was late at night now and everything seems gloomy for Rosa and Alfredo. It took them an hour to reach the house of the friend of Tita Mercedes. It was a late at night but they can see that most of the buildings in the area were apartment blocks. Instead of big houses the people lived here in apartment blocks that look somewhat old and unkept.

They entered the building and they smelled the foul scent of cigarette smoke filling the air. The corridor also smelled of decay as if someone has forgotten to take out the garbage for a while now. The lights were also the old kind: yellowish and dim. They followed Tita Mercedes to the second floor where she knocked on the door. She has to knock several times before the door opened slightly. “Who is it?” A woman’s voice meekly said from inside. “It’s Tita Mercedes.” This was what Tita Mercedes said in a hushed voice.

“We do not know of any Tita Mercedes here!” It was a man’s voice coming from inside the apartment. Tita Mercedes in a loud voice suddenly said, “I do not have any time for games here!” The woman inside the apartment said, “Wait a minute.” Then she closed the door of the apartment.

Rosa and Alfredo felt their heart dropping as they feared they would have nowhere to stay for the night. They were also fearful that they would be spending their night with complete strangers if ever they found a place to stay. “Don’t worry,” said Tita Mercedes as all of them waited for a response from the woman inside the apartment.

Then they heard footsteps coming from inside the apartment. A man said to them, “Who do you want?” Tita Mercedes replied back, “Is that you Eugenio?”  
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Chapter 4

The Gang
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There was laughter inside the apartment as the door was unlocked to admit Tita Mercedes and the couple. Tita Mercedes hugged a skinny aging man with eyeglasses. She said to him, “You haven’t changed much Eugenio. You are re still as ugly as ever.” Eugenio replied back, “Who are you calling ugly? I’m still young and as handsome as ever!” Then both of them laughed while the other people in the apartment also laughed but in a lesser tone.

Rosa looked at the people in the apartment. They were all Mexicans. She can guess that all of them are illegals even without knowing their backgrounds. One of them served them coffees and left them alone with Eugenio. The others continued what they were doing. Most of them were watching a Mexican movie while a few were looking at their mobile phones. 

The apartment was small. It has two bedrooms. One bedroom was just enough for a couple while the smaller one is only suited for one person. Yet there were six people in the apartment including Eugenio. This must be the reason why the people in the apartment were looking at the couple. They seemed annoyed that there would be two more additions to the people already living in the cramped apartment.

There was nothing separating the dining area from the living room. The couple quietly sat at the dining chairs and listened while Tita Mercedes and Eugenio talked. Tita Mercedes told the story of the couple and why they have come to America to earn money to solve their problems. Eugenio then told them he understood but explained to them that they need to follow the rules of the house which he explained. 

He explained the division of labor between the occupants of the apartment as well as cost sharing. He was also very careful to warn them not divulge their location to anyone. Also, they were not to open the door until they are precisely sure that who was knocking is not the police or immigration officers.

Then he introduced the couple to the rest of the people in the apartment. He told them their story and why they needed help from them. Many complained however that the apartment is already crammed with people and that the addition of more occupants would make life in the apartment unlivable. At this point Eugenio made it clear to everyone including the couple that the situation was temporary. 

The couple would have to find their own place once they are settled. The couple confirmed this embarrassingly while trying not to look at the faces of the occupants of the apartment directly. 

Tita Mercedes then spoke directly to the occupants of the apartment. “I would look for an apartment for them as early as tomorrow. They should be gone from here in a few days. Please try to help your fellow Mexicans.” As if the assurance of Tita Mercedes lightened their mood. Most of them started smiling at the couple. Then they started to talk to the couple. They inquired about Mexico and talked about America. 

Then Eugenio said: “Tonight we celebrate the arrival of Rosa and Alfredo in America. We are going out.” Sure enough a few of the occupants of the apartment joined them as they rode the subway towards an entertainment district near a chinatown. The couple were tired but did not want to disappoint Eugenio. They just followed along what they were doing.

It was a small dark club lighted by neon lights on the ceilings. The group ordered drinks while they talked about Mexico. Some of their women companions were flirting with the Americans that were on the other tables. Then the women of the group went to the table of the Americans in the nearby table to drink with them. Eugenio exclaimed: “I hate these women! Some of them are even married back home in Mexico!”

He drank his beer, “These women are willing to sleep with these men just to get a green card! They have husbands and children back home waiting for them.” Then a man passed by their table and asked Rosa to come with him. The instinct of Alfredo immediately controlled him. He was ready to confront the man when Eugenio stopped him. “Control your temper. You are now in America. You must swallow your pride and keep a low profile.” 

“Whores!” The American shouted at Rosa and then walked away noticing that Alfredo was about to pounce on him. After a while, a fight between Asian looking men and Americans broke out. The Asian looking men where trying to befriend American girls and their male companions objected. 

“Welcome to America!” Eugenio said jokingly as all of them went out of the club to escape the brawl that was going on inside. The couple was scared. They have not been in any brawl all their life. The Americans were also much taller than them.  They know that  they can easily be beaten by the tall and big Americans in a physical fight.

When they got back to the apartment they talked some more. Eugenio told them that Americans behave this way because they think women from other countries will sleep with them just to get green cards. He also told them that there were male Americans who hated seeing their women with men from other countries. He told them to remember what he said especially if they were interacting with Americans.  

Eugenio told them what life was like for illegal immigrants. “You work from morning to evening and weekends just to earn money. In the few hours that you have left you mostly just sleep to recover. Maybe you get a few hours of relaxation every now and then but that is it.” It was a Friday night and at about 10:00 p.m. a few of their companions left the apartment. Eugenio explained that they were going to their second job cleaning buildings. 

Then Rosa asked if where they could
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