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A NOTE ON OUR RESEARCH PROCESS

This book is written from Alix’s first-person point of view, giving voice to her lived experience as an undocumented immigrant. However, there is a “we”—Alix and Antero—that went into researching and writing it. We want to tell you how our unique research partnership came about, and how the costs described in this book brought us together.

In 2019, Antero hired Alix as a nanny to help care for his newborn twin daughters. This working relationship plays out in the background of parts of this book. We weathered the pandemic together, and two years in, we recognized our shared interests in centering the voices typically pushed to the margins of society.

In his work as an educational researcher at Stanford University, Antero regularly centers the expertise of youth, who are otherwise sidelined in the very research that dictates their educational futures.1 And, as you’ll see in the chapters that follow, Alix has spent much of her life working on issues like immigrant rights and the needs of people experiencing homelessness. We are both committed to storytelling and scholarship as tools for social justice. And we were both interested in exploring how individuals labeled “undocumented” were confronting the everyday challenges of life during and beyond the pandemic. We discussed historical and sociological research approaches to exploring this topic. Building from this, we embarked on an awkward experiment: for the first year that we conducted research for this project, Alix still worked for Antero’s family. This led to a sometimes uncomfortable power dynamic that we discussed openly and acknowledge here.

Research authorities advise against the kind of power imbalances at the forefront of this research relationship. However, the systems that dictate such concerns typically reduce people like Alix to research subjects, while granting people like Antero the authority to conduct research on other people. We rejected these predetermined roles. Ours was a relationship built from a relentless pursuit of justice and birthed from a shared investment in the care of two growing toddlers. When Antero’s twins turned three and started attending a local preschool, our research partnership continued without the added layer of caregiving.2

PLÁTICAS AND THE “MIRROR METHOD”

Many popular social science books rely on the tools of economics and quantitative data. Such books draw on large-scale surveys, randomized control trials, census data, and economic reports to offer incisive looks into social inequality, racism, sexism, and poverty. We build on these bodies of work throughout this book while also deviating from their methodological approaches. We used a set of research tools less familiar to most readers, first and foremost the Chicana feminist tradition of pláticas, or talks. Plática3 dates back to scholarship from the 1970s and ’80s and centers the “everyday”4 expertise of individuals who may not hold traditionally recognized scholarly credentials. It recognizes their embodied and lived experiences. As Cindy O. Fierros and Dolores Delgado Bernal write, a Chicana feminist lens is not solely about an analytic approach; rather, it embodies “who we are and requires us to grapple with our activist-scholar role, embrace alternative ways of knowing, and confront those aspects of ourselves that render us the colonized or the perpetrator.”5 This tradition centers people who would usually be considered research subjects as co-constructors of knowledge, leaning into “relations of reciprocity and vulnerability and researcher reflexivity.”6

During our weekly pláticas, we sat, platicando (talking) about our lived experiences, the histories we draw from, and the ways social science data shaped our understanding of it all. Some scholars might refer to these as, in methodological parlance, semi-structured interviews, but that assumes that one of us was the interviewer and the other the interviewee—a premise that we reject.

As we sketched out the initial outline for this book, we reached out to friend and fellow researcher Leigh Patel. She noted that this kind of work reflects the regular forms of knowledge production that the academy often overlooks: “That is what happens in communal living—knowledge is always made collectively… . the biggest thing that qualitative research has going for it is the fact that it’s relational.”7

For this book, we pushed this method one step further, collaboratively constructing our pláticas as spaces for what Alix calls our “mirror method.” We did not just co-construct knowledge. We codesigned the study that is this book to emphasize how readers might come to learn about the experiences of being undocumented. This was an experiential process that shaped our pathways for collecting archival data, interviewing individuals, and writing the book.

Our work was and continues to be relational. One of our primary methods is dialogic: we talked, we listened, we reflected out loud with one another.8 The raw data for large portions of how we worked on this book do not look particularly fancy. They look like the two of us engaged in lengthy, sometimes heated, conversations.

Cultural anthropology and ethnographic approaches privilege the lone scholar venturing into the exotic wilds of a given research site for prolonged periods—out and away. We chose instead to go in and toward. During our pláticas, we focused on finding a vocabulary for the embodied and embedded memories that are otherwise ineffable. Alix might not be able to put to words how her “brown body knows”—referencing the qualitative scholarship of Cindy Cruz—but this process allowed her to uncloak the tacit knowledge of labor abuse, domestic violence, and workplace sexual harassment she carries with her.9 Our ideological and theological differences, too, shaped our conversations. For example, Antero’s agnostic worldview contrasted regularly with Alix’s faith-based understandings of purpose and God. We had prolonged conversations about terms that are fundamental in this book: feminism, Christianity, activism. We sometimes disagreed about the varied suffixes to describe Latino/a/ex/e individuals. These conversations were not about hashing out who was right or who might convince whom but about getting to a shared understanding of the purposes and truths that underlie individuals and society.10 This was, for us, the hard work of qualitative research: bringing our full and vulnerable selves to understand the truths around us.

DATA, ANALYSIS, AND WRITING

There is an expansive and somewhat lucrative market for qualitative software tools that help researchers organize, sort, and code their qualitative data. Contrary to what might be assumed, qualitative data such as interviews, transcribed pláticas, and written observations can, like numerical data, be coded thematically to illuminate patterns and triangulate insights. Digital products purport to speed up and support researchers in this process. However, for the most part, they are not particularly useful and contrary to the aims of this book. Digital coding software often takes researchers away from the human perceived experiences and from ourselves as interpreters of life around us. It also often reinforces the dispassionate dispositions we are expected to maintain in research environments.

One of our early conversations led to Alix reflecting on the ways her undocumented status is “convenient” for the US economy. The opening paragraphs of the introduction that follows this section are an edited version of that musing. This framework of costs and their benefits became a kind of coding structure for the data we collected. As we organized themes of varied costs, we knew not all of them would fit into a single book.

Methodologically, we tried to account for our full selves without quantification and without purely putting personal pain on voyeuristic display.11 To get to Alix’s narrative as the central driver for this book, we engaged in discursive analysis of the transcriptions of our pláticas and of various other texts such as written reflections, legal documents, and photographs. We analyzed activist social networks and online spaces to help us understand undocumented policies and immigrant rights movements. We interviewed scholarly experts, family members, friends, pastors, doctors, landlords, and health insurance agents.

Member checking is an important component of ethnographic research. Traditionally, a researcher might take their work back to the site where they conducted their research and ask participants if the findings they developed accurately depict their experiences. This is how researchers “check” if their findings match the views and beliefs of their participants. We didn’t member check most of Alix’s narrative because this work is closer to traditions of autoethnography, memoir, and decolonial research practices.12 We did, however, revisit the family members and friends who played central roles in Alix’s narrative. More importantly, we frame the chapters in which they appear as an accounting of Alix’s life with the recognition that there are parallel pathways in the lives of others. We also knew that this book would not cover the entirety of some mythological universal undocumented experience. Instead, large portions of some chapters, like “The Cost of Love” and “The Cost of Mental Health,” deviate from generalizable experiences. Applying our mirror method meant seeing one person’s vulnerable self and knowing that her experiences of harm and loss might reflect emotions present in all of us.

Substantial academic research has been written through conducting research on vulnerable communities generally, and on undocumented youth and families in particular. While this work generates important insights into the precarious experiences of these communities, it is often conducted in ways that “other” and extract their life. Our methods took these concerns to heart and additionally looked at existing methodological writing about research with immigrant and undocumented individuals and families.13 We shifted to this personal approach because Western academic research has a pernicious legacy of harming individuals and communities, from the racist medical scholarship of the Tuskegee Institute to the legacy of the HeLa cells that were cultivated without the consent of Henrietta Lacks to social science practices like the Stanford Prison Experiment and Stanford’s ongoing heraldry of eugenics.14

Researchers have an overt responsibility to conduct our research morally and ethically. Institutional review boards (IRBs) are a central means of protecting research participants, researchers, and, of course, the universities that house them. They are the first step in any research study that Antero undertakes, and the research for this book was no exception.

Except that our IRB protocol was rejected.

In a note sent back to Antero, the Stanford IRB stated:


This protocol is being returned to you because, based on the information provided in this application, the IRB has determined that this project does not meet the definition of “research” as defined in 45 CFR 46, which requires the results to contribute to generalizable knowledge. In the future, if you decided to increase the sample size of your study, please contact us as your project may require IRB review.



We don’t dispute the fact that this research revolves around one individual, and Stanford’s response is in line with how social science research is framed. However, we are seeking to transgress this particular border. Across the hundreds of pages of reflection that led to this book, we deliberately avoided generalizing from Alix’s experiences. If we truly want to understand the costs of immigration policy in the United States, this book presupposes that generalizability is a hurdle—a border—to overcome. Readers must recognize the individual voices, perspectives, and contributions of Alix, her family members, and the countless other individuals that are otherwise lumped into grotesque, blanket characterizations that misrepresent their actual strengths and desires. Ultimately, the IRB determination allowed us to continue our research. Because it was not defined as “research” in the eyes of Antero’s employer, we were at liberty to continue collaborating together as a non-generalizable activity.

ON WRITING

Given the sensitive nature of this work, Antero initially proposed writing up our research using the same anonymizing steps that are expected in approved IRB protocols. He proposed that we would publish our findings as an anonymous case study of an undocumented perspective during and beyond the pandemic. We would give Alix a pseudonym and mask many of her personal details. This is the familiar pathway for qualitative research publication. It is the assumption of how you do ethical research on vulnerable communities. Alix, however, had other plans.

Alix felt that it was imperative for her identity to be maintained, as a form of advocacy and also so that she could be properly credited for the self-expression and reflection she had given to the research. Recognizing the extractive nature of research, we discussed how the formally trained researcher often benefits from systems of subject anonymity. As Leigh Patel said in a conversation, these scholarly systems “come from these settler colonial ideas that one can own knowledge.” Anonymized subjects allow researchers to claim ownership over findings that are often developed on the backs of individuals who do not have postgraduate university degrees.

There were many fits and starts before we found the “right” voice for this book. We ultimately realized that the best approach would be to write in the first person, the “I” always representing Alix,15 with the actual writing done collaboratively. Every interview mentioned in this book was conducted together. We wrote and reviewed each sentence as a team. We compiled many of the accounts of Alix’s life from our plática transcripts, from written material passed back and forth in email and on Google Docs, and through lengthy voice memos.

Once a rough draft was in place, we edited it together both in real time and asynchronously. Alix would identify words that sounded out of place, while Antero would find narrative gaps. Together, we coalesced around the same sentiment that had carried us through our pláticas.

The production of this work didn’t require complicated tools. It did require trust, a willingness for tears to be shed as a part of our collective research process, and moving the language toward a simpler vernacular of shared understanding. We agreed that stories were how we would portray Alix’s immigration experience. Leigh Patel encouraged us to lean into narrative and storytelling as our mode of communication: “Narratives ignite our imagination. I imagine that’s part of why you want to write the book in a way that actually reflects and honors your relationship over the years, and maybe really hit that this is research, this is knowledge.” This is why, in our first chapter, we ask a question that centers Alix and her “I:” “Why am I here?”

Of the many borders we’ve encountered throughout this book, the border between academic writing and public access has been a surmountable one. In 2022, as we were in the middle of writing this book, we decided to launch La Cuenta, an online publication that invites other writers and storytellers to join us in our accounting for undocumented life. Each week, we curate voices from a growing community of undocumented creators. While this book is a cumulative accounting of the costs of living in this country for one individual labeled undocumented, La Cuenta brings together short snippets of the lives of others.

If writing is a human act of reciprocity, as described by Robin Kimmerer in Braiding Sweetgrass,16 how might our writing create closeness with an unseen reader, with an uncertain tomorrow? Can we build emotional fortitude with an unknown? Can our words and images and banter build the nest that might incubate a better tomorrow now? And can we do this together, collectively? Ultimately, our research approach for this book—and La Cuenta—has been one that calls for broader and more inclusive methods. With important exceptions, the majority of scholarship that impacts the well-being of minoritized communities is written by folks outside of those groups. They are speaking for others, rather than with or as them. Qualitative research, despite its name, often belies a lack of caring about the quality of the relationships at the center of this work. Our research partnership was born out of an unexpected, shared interest in each other’s well-being and how the pandemic opened pathways for understanding and learning alongside each other.17 It shouldn’t take global catastrophe for research to center care.







INTRODUCTION



THE BALANCE

If you ask me what it’s like to move through life as an undocumented person in the United States, I’ll tell you it is an exhausting mental game. You have to trick yourself into believing you’re going to be okay. Otherwise, how could you even step outside? Legal surveillance is everywhere, and police checkpoints are frequent in Southern California, where I live. Contrary to how you’re portrayed in news and media coverage, it’s not like you can keep your existence a secret. The IRS, the DMV, the police, they all know you exist. There are records that you surrender to the whims of the government—like proof of address and documentation of your identity—in order to do the simple tasks of living, such as getting a driver’s license or receiving your pay.1 Those records then ensnare you. You are, conspicuously, documented in your process of living “illegally” in this country. The US government is aware that you are working because, although you lack a Social Security number, you are assigned a personal identification number that you use to pay taxes each year. They know how to find you because of your proof of address. If they have a reason to come get you, they will. The smallest traffic infraction or an altercation at a grocery store could be enough to incite your deportation. But if they don’t have a reason, they’re going to take advantage of you instead. Even though we work, we are denied the basic forms of help that most Americans can depend upon; no access to consistent healthcare in most parts of the country and no 401(k) or other retirement benefits are just two examples. Because—and this is the crux of how my physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being have been taken away from me—the presence of undocumented immigrants is convenient for the United States. Your time, your labor, your ingenuity: this country extracts these from you cheaply, with no safety net proffered in return.

The scars of the past hardships that brought me to this country intermingle with my fear of Border Patrol—a fear that is triggered by even the most banal of activities. From showing my driver’s license at a bar to getting on the freeway to go to work, each public act feels like stepping on thin ice.

In 2011, I fled my home country, Mexico, and landed in the United States in a daze of loss, clutching the hand of my little brother, AC. We were seeking refuge from a war—a war of drug cartels—that the US refuses to acknowledge, meaning the government will not allow us to claim refugee status. I do everything in my control to live in accordance with the legal system in this country. Despite the label I’ve been assigned, there isn’t anything “illegal” about me.

ON “THE COST”

In 2010, Harvard economist Raj Chetty and his research team suggested that a high-quality kindergarten teacher is worth $320,000 per year, based on the wage earnings and life outcomes of their students.2 This, of course, is far more than actual teacher salaries, which averaged $61,000 that year.3 There is a yawning gap between the value that these teachers produce and the salary our society is willing to pay. In this spirit, I work throughout this book to illuminate the actual value of the services the US has extracted from me while also denying me the rights of citizens.

Although I express this value as a sum, in truth, it exceeds mere dollar amounts; it’s too overwhelming to fully comprehend. The tally also includes intangibles: Rocío Rosales, an associate professor at UC Irvine who has spent years studying the lives of fruteros (fruit vendors) in Los Angeles,4 has identified losses such as the “cost of memory.” “What does it mean to miss years of your parents’ lives, to miss a funeral, to miss the act of mourning with your family? … There are all these young men and women who are living in Los Angeles and across the US, who are missing out on creating memories with their families in Mexico. In terms of the price that undocumented immigrants pay, that’s one of the heaviest: that when you are in the US, you might never see your family again.”

Rosales’s reflection gets to the historical and structural factors that push people to migrate to the US in the first place. American culture often frames a person’s choice to migrate as driven solely by their individual concerns. Jonathan Rosa, a linguistic anthropologist at Stanford, notes in an interview with me, that “the prevailing, dominant narrative around immigration and around everyday life in the United States, is just kind of focused on individual-level choices that are imagined as only coming from a single person, an individual person, and only impacting that person.”

Rosa goes on, “There is actually a long history of US wealth being built through extraction from the very places that then prompt people to migrate to the United States. And then our entire economy is built on the labor of people who are held in a perpetual stasis as portable and vulnerable.”

Becoming undocumented is something that the United States did to me. But that’s not who I am. The “cost” in the title of this book is one that was imposed upon me, dehumanizing me and treating me as little more than labor. I am seen as a statistic, not as an individual with dreams and desires. Unseen in the eyes of this country are the ways I spend my time making films, creating stories, and collaborating on social justice movements. I’ve always been driven by words and by helping the world around me. When I was younger, I assumed that the only way I could help people and transform unjust systems was by becoming a lawyer. I never thought I would be someone in the kinds of dire need that I detail in this book. After years of pursuing the prerequisites to a law degree, accumulating debt in the process, I realized that access to higher education is closed off to me in the United States. Forced to drop out of college, I shifted my efforts. Today I produce films, collaborate on research, and write stories as my primary means of bettering this world.

And so, despite the heavy costs of life in immigration limbo, I’ve still been able to thrive and transform my community. The growth of the US is indebted to the individual suffering in marginalized communities, as well as to our bright moments of success. The researcher Leigh Patel writes: “Although rarely acknowledged, the nation owes a great debt to the many cultures it has exploited for the purposes of accumulating property as whiteness… . The nation owes debts not only to those who have suffered under its project of settler colonialism, but also to those populations who have manifested, under challenging obstacles, success and stability.”5

One of the hardest aspects of trying to offer a summary of the costs of undocumented American life is the fact that these costs overlap and compound.6 The cost of being an undocumented immigrant overlaps with the cost of existing as a racialized multilingual Mexican woman in a white supremacist culture. My limited access to medical care is compounded by my inflexible work schedule and a lack of paid time off. When you are undocumented, finding a job you “want” isn’t an option, and flexible schedules or paid time off are not up for negotiation. The stress of navigating these difficulties intertwines with my mental health. And so on.

ORGANIZING AND RESEARCHING THE COSTS

Each of this book’s ten chapters accounts for one specific cost of my life as an undocumented American. This accounting is grounded in the overarching narrative of my arrival in the US and my struggle to build a life here. These chapters share the broad strokes of a younger me thriving on one side of a border before global forces and local dangers forced me to merely survive on the other side. The first three chapters detail a childhood and young adulthood spent in Mexico. Readers might wonder what these chapters have to do with the cost of being undocumented in the US. The answer is that global markets, Western cultural attitudes, and a never-ending drug trade created pivotal and precarious moments in my life long before I arrived here, ultimately making my experiences in the US even harder.

It took all of my strength and emotional energy to share these stories with you, and know that I—and any individual labeled undocumented—could fill this book ten times over with additional costs. As I unwrap the private parts of my life for you, it might surprise you to know that I am a deeply private person. Many of the stories I share in this book are new even to most of my friends and family. Excavating them has been an incredibly difficult process. To protect the people I have been close to, and to avoid retaliation from people who wish me harm, many of the names, locations, and corroborating details have been changed. I am sharing these stories because this country spends too much time talking about and not nearly enough time listening to people like me. With the exception of a few nuanced, singular memoirs, there aren’t many places where you’ll find our voices.7 Specifically, Jose Antonio Vargas’s Dear America, Karla Cornejo Villavicencio’s The Undocumented Americans, and Julissa Arce’s My (Underground) American Dream have been important touchstones for this book. This book adds to those voices, but also goes a step further by situating my personal experiences within the larger context of scholarship on immigration policy, immigration history, and ethnographic research. Together, these research approaches explore the limits of empathy and redefine how readers can support and understand individuals like me.8

I am also sharing this book with you because I want to convey a complicated feeling that many other undocumented immigrants can relate to. I hold a deep love for the United States, even as I am often furious with its treatment of me. I am grateful for how this country has protected me from the violence that would have killed me in Mexico, even if, lately, the inaccessibility of healthcare here has nearly taken me out. Yet I’ve been able to access an abundance of beautiful opportunities in this country. Opportunities to create films, to lead organizations that better the lives of people in my city, to write this book. Putting these feelings side by side, it may seem like I am in a codependent relationship. And so, as I will write bitterly in the pages to come, remember that I carry a deep love for this country, and I hurt when this country hurts.

Lastly, I write this book to speak to and alongside my immigrant community. For every family that has ever been separated by borders and immigration policies, I write this for you. For us. I wish that my suffering was not relatable and that this was not a book that needed to be written. And so, I write, hoping if I illuminate my truth, it might help many of us, collectively.

A WARNING

In many ways, my story may not be what you expect. I didn’t cross the border with a coyote—I flew in on a tourist’s visa. I wasn’t brought here as a child, innocent of my undocumented status—I made the decision to take these risks as an adult. I am not one of the famous Dreamers; I do not qualify for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA).9 My story is my own, and, like the stories of all human beings, it is filled with contradictions. I am a dutiful and pious daughter in one paragraph and a confidant to the children of one of Mexico’s most prominent drug cartels in another. I am an activist organizing a large-scale humanitarian campaign for the unhoused only to find myself rattled and broken by insecurity and developing English proficiency.

We don’t talk about people being “documented.” It’s a label that exists largely only for those that lack it. Labeling people as undocumented—something Americans do to roughly 11 million people in their country—defines us as incomplete, not of equal value, not fully existing. While the media has painted broad pictures of us as a monolithic entity, the full spectrum of who we are, the dreams we harbor, and the desires we suppress are not fully shown. In this way, my story is a singular accounting of the mounting costs of my lived experiences.

The costs of my survival in this country include multiple descriptions of (my own and others’) physical and mental abuse, work exploitation, drug use, and attempted suicide. These were not easy memories to excavate, and they will not be easy to read. I want you to take care of yourself and consider if my costs might be too much for you as a reader at any given time. The stories will be waiting when you’re ready to pick this book up again.

PROPINA

These stories are an accounting, but they are also my gift to you. A pequeño regalo (small gift).10 Since 2022, I have been coediting La Cuenta, an online publication that centers the voices of undocumented storytellers. At the end of each weekly story, our contributors offer a propina—an action item, an offering for the reader to take away with them. When La Cuenta publishes a story about undocumented motherhood or higher education or the perils of E-Verify, for example, it is followed with links to resources or poems or other ways to stay engaged. In the same spirit, I want readers to consider each chapter of this book as a set of narratives to guide dialogue and spur action. If my research and experiences connect with you, I hope you’ll share them with your friends and colleagues, and I hope you’ll reevaluate the narratives of immigration and “legality” that litter the news today.

We are not that different, you and I. I want you to work alongside me in building a different, more compassionate world, where our similarities drive toward a balanced-out accounting of everyday life. In the words of activist Lilla Watson, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time, but if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.” The first step toward our collaboration is understanding. Take out your ledger book and tally with me as we begin our accounting of the cost of being undocumented.







CHAPTER 1



THE COST OF TIME

A healthy life should have a past that can be cherished, a present that offers challenges and joys, and a future to look forward to. However, because of my circumstances, my past has nothing for me. It is just a house that used to be my family’s, ransacked of my childhood belongings, sitting in a now unfamiliar city. My present is filled with mounting costs, all to live in a country that does not always tolerate me. And my future is a series of bleak prospects and dead ends.

People very rarely ask why I am living in the United States in the first place. It frustrates me that the circumstances that bring the undocumented community to this country are overlooked or depicted as problematic stereotypes. It is convenient to not have to know me and my truth. It’s easier to keep me in an exploited position that way. The United States profits from not acknowledging why I am here. But as I share in this chapter the costs of my past, my present, and my uncertain future, I will begin with the painful story that brought me from there to here, from then to now.

THE PAST

I grew up in a very wealthy family in the Mexican state of Sinaloa during the 1990s and 2000s. If you were walking the streets of my hometowns of Culiacán and Navolato during those years, you might have heard delivery trucks playing the jingle for my family’s chain of tortillerías: “Tortilla’s Alix!” The chain was named after me, and the tortillerías were a cornerstone of my family’s wealth. My sister and I grew up working in several of the nearby shops. Before becoming entrepreneurs, my father practiced business law and my mother was a private school director and teacher. By the time I was a young child, they had both left those careers to focus on building their grocery empire.

My family had multiple houses and a collection of cars. I grew up among nannies and housekeepers. We were raised with conservative, Apostolic/Pentecostal Christian values. My parents instilled in me and my two siblings, alongside lessons of humility and respect for everyone, the fact that money was an illusion that could disappear. This is why my parents felt it was so important for my sister and me to work in our family’s business from an early age. Sinaloa had long been a center of drug cartels. The escalating violence in my city and the threats of extortion directed at our family’s businesses meant that we never took our comfort for granted.

These lessons were shared quietly and deliberately. My dad was a natural introvert, though also an energetic and exuberant person. He would speak only when he had something important to say. He talked and moved slowly. He was a calming, steady presence for me, an angel. He had so much peace in his heart that it overflowed into the corners of our home. My childhood is soundtracked by my dad playing hymns on our family’s piano. He loved me and my siblings more than anything.

In 2008, when I was in college, my dad started to invest in projects that involved collaborating with people beyond his established network. A family friend introduced him to someone interested in partnering to expand our chain of stores across Mexico, perhaps even internationally. My dad took on a substantial loan from this investor. The opportunity, however, came at an unfortunate time. The global economy took a turn for the worse, and our lives started to go downhill. Sales went down as people in the city were forced to make do with less money, buying fewer extra groceries or tortillas. My dad began working endless hours, as longtime employees had to be let go.

It seemed like everybody in my country was losing money. Businesses were shutting down. Many people around us were losing their houses and cars. The particularities of life in Sinaloa made this situation even more adverse. At the time, 90 percent of the cocaine in the US was being smuggled in from Mexico, much of which was controlled by cartels in Sinaloa. Escalating feuds between cartels and with the Mexican and US governments made life in Sinaloa all the more dangerous. Gunfire in the streets, robberies in broad daylight, and kidnappings were daily occurrences. Families that had the means fled the area. My family, too, had plans to move and open shops in Cabo. We also knew that our family’s debt would follow us to another state. We delayed our departure, hoping to first make a substantial dent in the money we owed. And yet, despite his efforts, my dad found himself unable to make payments to his new business partner.1

One of my parents’ biggest fears was that my sister, my brother, or I would get caught up in the life of the cartels. Because of those fears, they perhaps protected us too much. We weren’t allowed, for example, to listen to the popular narcocorridos that glorified the gruesome cartel crimes on the streets of Culiacán.

Corridos are a genre of narrative ballads in Mexico, and narcocorridos focus that form on cartel violence. Cati de los Ríos, an associate professor at UC Berkeley, explained to me over a Zoom call, “Narcocorridos were blowing up in the late ’90s and 2000s. Around 2010, the [Mexican] government started banning them, prohibiting them on the radio. Kids were basically not allowed to listen to them. And that’s also kind of why, a lot of corridistas in Mexico would come to Los Angeles and find refuge with certain record labels because they felt like, ‘Okay, we’re less likely to be sued for defamation or killed on this side if we sign with [record labels in the US].’”

Explaining her years-long work listening to, interviewing, and observing Mexican youth writing and listening to corridos within California, de los Ríos is careful to make clear that the violent narcocorridos were only a portion of the corridos that circulate more widely: “A lot of the kids, yes, would listen to narcocorridos. But it would also not necessarily be a blueprint for how to live life. It was, for them, a kind of reading and learning about the horrors of capitalism and the drug war.”2

This glorified drug war was front and center for my family. The stress of the new financial reality brought on by that war, in addition to the global downturn, weighed heavily on my father. The house grew quieter as he retreated into himself, trying to find a way to dig us out of mounting debt. Within months, his hair went gray, and his once lithe figure became alarmingly thin. By 2009, an old man had replaced the person I’d known as my dad.

This was when he started selling our cars, our businesses, and our houses. Things started getting tense at home, but I was too young to understand that my dad was in a living nightmare.

Two years later, in late 2010, when I was nineteen years old, my father gathered us for a very hard conversation. It was the five of us: my dad, my mom, my older sister, Cindy, my eight-year-old brother, AC, and me. At the table where we’d shared Christmas dinners and laughed as a family, my father slouched in a seat diagonal from me, not at his customary position at the head. He breathed out slowly, controlling his voice. He told us that he’d found out that his new business partner had been laundering money for one of the major drug cartels in Sinaloa. This meant that the business partner was an incredibly dangerous man. Fuzzy details of our lives became clearer to me; the new bodyguards my father had suddenly hired as security for our house now made sense. My family had hired bodyguards before, when I was younger and cartel-related violence had gotten especially bad, but the appearance of this additional security had been a surprise. At the time, we didn’t know that the debt we owed would become the breaking point for us as a family. That we would be broken apart.

As my father spoke, it became clear that the heaviness he was carrying was killing him. We kept our emotions in check for one another, no one wanting to cry, as we listened to my exhausted father. I broke down silently, wiping away my tears so that my dad would see me as strong. I stood and paced anxiously in the dining room, too agitated to stay seated, as my dad said, “You know what? We’re going to have to sell the other houses. We’re going to keep this house because this is our home. We’re going to sell all the cars. At the end of the day, I don’t care if we lose material things. I’m just really scared that our lives might be in danger.”

The danger turned out to be greater than my siblings and I could have known at the time. My parents were hiding from us the fact that cartel members had been in regular contact with my dad, and that he had sold some of our cars and our houses to keep them away from us. While Cindy, AC, and I could see our wealth draining, we couldn’t see how desperately my dad surrendered our belongings in an attempt to protect us.

At the end of the conversation, my dad said something that has stayed in my heart: “We’re losing everything. But look, it’s the five of us. We’re not going to focus on what we don’t have anymore, which is money. We’re going to focus on what we have left: the five of us.”

He said that two more times. We’re going to focus on what we have left: the five of us. We’re going to focus on what we have left: the five of us.

I think of that sentence every single day of my life.

When I heard that, I realized that we were probably going to end up homeless. But hearing my dad say “the five of us” gave me comfort. I was reminded that hardships happen in life. We might lose all the luxuries of wealth, but that was okay. We would still have each other. That night I slept, knowing I had my family.

THE DAY I LOST IT ALL

I am eighteen months younger than my sister, but we were both always treated like “older sisters.” If you are an older sister in Mexico, you are like a mom. We pretty much had to raise our little brother as a team, because that was the cultural expectation. As a result, I developed a lot of the skills I rely on today. My parents might have worked hard, but so did we.

One of my tasks at home was cooking. I loved cooking because my dad appreciated it so much. He was always so grateful when I cooked a special dish just for him. One afternoon in December 2010, I decided to make him camarones en crema while he was at work. He loved seafood. I had done a really nice job preparing that dish and was excited for him to come home.

But he never came home to eat that meal. Just before six o’clock, one of his employees began shouting outside for my sister: “Cindy! Cindy! Cindy!”

Cindy and I went to the window. The employee told us our dad was going to the hospital in an ambulance. He had fainted.

My sister and I grabbed our keys, went to the hospital, and waited for hours to see him, as my mom stayed by his bedside. Finally, she came out and told us something I didn’t fully understand: “Your dad fainted, and he woke up without his memory.” I had just seen my dad that morning. How could he have no memory?

For three days, the doctors tried to figure out what was wrong. On the third day, a doctor told us that my dad had five cancerous tumors in his brain. They were the reason he didn’t remember anything.

The doctor then added that the effects of the tumors on his brain and his perception were why the doctors had been forced to tie my dad to the bed. My mom had been hiding that information from us. She had been protecting us from the reality that my dad had been trying to escape the hospital, screaming that he had to go home.

My dad stayed in that bed for thirty-two days. On January 2, 2011, he regained his memory for three minutes. He told us, “I’m going to go with God very soon.” He was crying. And he said that things might not get easier right now, but that we had to trust God that at some point things would get better. He told Cindy and me, “All the time, I have been telling you girls how to be strong, wise, and brave. The most important thing that you need to do is to protect your brother and to protect each other. Your lives are in danger, so you have to be careful with every single move that you make. You have to stay safe.”

That night, I slept on the cold hospital floor next to his bed. Even though it was uncomfortable, I was so grateful to lie next to my dad one last time. When I heard his breathing go ragged at six in the morning, I stood up. He was struggling to breathe. I held his hand because I thought he might be having a bad dream.

What happened next was one of the biggest blessings in my life. I saw my dad pass away. I saw how he took his last breath. Even though it was a nightmare to go through, it was an honor to witness.

There was no use trying to collect myself. I walked into the hallway and everybody was there: my grandparents, my mom, my sister, and the doctor. As soon as they saw my face, they knew he was gone.

I followed them back into his room. I now wish I hadn’t done that, because I regret seeing what I saw. The doctors tried to revive him by putting all these things on his chest, but nothing helped. I knew nothing was going to bring him back.

I was the person who had to tell the rest of our family and friends that my dad was dead. And then came the moment my dad had prepared me for: telling my brother. When I hugged him and told him the news, he was destroyed completely. So was I. He told me, “Hey, we’re going to be okay. We are going to be just fine.” He
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