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“You have a game tomorrow night, right?” Luis asked his son, Mateo, during dinner. Luis normally checked his calendar app for schedule questions, but he’d left his cellphone on the stand by the front door, where he habitually left all the belongings he’d need the next morning.

“Yeah. We’re playing Worst Central.” 

West Central, Luis translated. Mateo was good. Now a senior, he was Jefferson High’s shortstop and leadoff hitter, likely minor league material, perhaps majors someday. And that wasn’t just Luis’s dad bias; the coach thought so too. 

Luis’s wife, Flora, put down her fork. “Big game?” 

“Yeah, if we want to make the playoffs we have to win this one. A little pressure.” Mateo shoveled another helping of chicken and rice onto his plate. “I mean, if we lose, we still have a shot, but Bridgerton would have to beat Hereford. That’s out of our control.”

Luis tried to recall the high school standings and statistics from the newspaper and internet. “You have a better record. Play your best, and you should win.”

Flora added a smile. “We’ll be there to cheer you on.”

“And watch you win,” Luis added. He met his wife’s eyes and felt the bond that, despite the occasional argument, had only grown closer over time. They’d left everything and everyone they’d known in the Dominican Republic, but still had each other. And because their children were born in the U.S., they’d have a better life than Luis and his parents had. America was the land of opportunity, where you could do whatever you wanted instead of breaking your back and sweating to death in a sugarcane or rice field.

Opposite Mateo, jammed against the wall of the small dining alcove, Luis’s fifteen-year-old daughter Maya grunted. She’d never shown any interest in sports, preferring to spend her time on her phone or laptop. Luis couldn’t complain, though—she got good grades and had a knack for computer stuff—coding she called it—writing games and such. Probably the most marketable skill there was. If she stuck with it, who knows, maybe she’d be a tech billionaire one day.

Luis returned to his food, downing a piece of roasted broccoli, then a bite of cilantro-accented chicken. Having an assistant chef in the family had its perks; everything Flora cooked was delicious. Luis’s job—warehouse manager for a shipping company—had no such side benefit, except maybe when cleaning and organizing the garage or basement. 

Flora broke the silence, addressing Maya. “How was school today?” 

“Fine.” A typical Maya response since her recent accession to adolescence. 

“Did you learn anything new?”  

“Not really.” Maya didn’t look up, focusing on her plate.

“How’s your... what are you working on these days on the computer?”

Maya let out a huff. “Geez, mom. You don’t need to interrogate me. Talk to the baseball star; he’s who you and dad really care about.”

Luis stopped eating. “Maya, that’s not fair. We love you both the same.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Luis was mulling a response when a loud thud came from the front door, followed by a sharp crack. The locked front door flew open, crashing against the entryway wall. A knot of men in camouflage fatigues, bulletproof vests, helmets, and cloth masks stormed inside, brandishing automatic weapons. The house vibrated with their heavy boots.

“Stay where you are! Don’t move!” one shouted. Another, a stocky man with a skull printed on his mask, dropped an iron battering ram onto the entryway floor with a thump, making a heavy gash in the wood.

Maya dove beneath the table. Flora rose from her chair. Luis froze in his seat, heart pounding.

One of the invaders in the adjoining living room pointed a black assault rifle at Luis’s wife. “Siddown!” he barked.

Luis’s bladder threatened to soak his pants. Oh God, is that thing loaded? 

One of the other men lowered his weapon and held up a sheet of paper. “Luis García?” His voice sounded muffled through his mask. 

Luis trembled. He’d never committed a crime in his life. But neither he nor Flora were U.S. citizens yet. They had green cards and had filed all their paperwork, but were still stuck in a queue which had dragged on for years. He followed the news, sort of, and assumed these men were ICE or Border Patrol, here to deport them from the country... from their home of nearly twenty years. 

Stiff with anger, Flora remained standing. “Who are you?” Their uniforms had no markings or name badges. “Who do you think you are, breaking into our home? Don’t you dare point those guns at my children.”

Luis wanted to dive beneath the table like Maya had. But he managed to rise from his chair. He held up his hands so they wouldn’t shoot. “We’re legal residents.” 

The man who’d addressed him—presumably their leader—put away the sheet of paper before Luis could read it. “You under the table!” he shouted, “Come out!” He flashed hand signals at the other invaders.

Two of them marched past the dining alcove into the hallway with the bedrooms and bathroom, guns pointed forward. Two others shouldered their rifles and approached the dining table. They overturned it, spilling food everywhere. Crouched on the floor, Maya screamed. 

One of the men grabbed Maya by the hair. “Get up!” 

Maya struggled in his grasp, terror on her face. Luis tried to react, but couldn’t—his feet were glued to the rug, his voice strangled inside his throat. 

Mateo leapt to the rescue and tried to twist the attacker’s hand off his sister’s hair.  

A man wearing a mask with an image of blood-dripping canines held up a blocky-looking pistol. He pointed it at Luis’s son and fired. Wires shot out of its muzzle. Metal prongs pierced Mateo’s T-shirt and made a crackling noise, followed by a whiff of lightning and scorched flesh. Mateo shook like an epileptic and fell with a thud. 

Flora screamed at the man who’d shot their son. “No! Stop! What are you doing?” 

One of the two men who’d overturned the table thrust a long rod at her. Flora held up her arm to block it. 

The two tines at the end of the rod hit Flora’s arm and crackled, blue-white sparks flying into the air. Her arm jerked back and she howled, more in anger than pain. “¡Vete al diablo!”

“Down on the ground!” shouted their leader. 

Luis tried to make sense of the unfolding horror. Armed, masked men had used a cattle prod on his wife and a Taser gun on his son. People who’d done nothing wrong. In the middle of dinner. It was like stories his grandfather had told about the Trujillo dictatorship, whose secret police had tortured or killed tens of thousands of people.

Flora knelt next to Mateo and reached for the wires electrocuting him. The man with the cattle prod shocked her again and she fell backward. 

Someone kicked Luis in the back of his right knee and forced him to his knees. They restrained his wife and children also. The attackers zip-tied his wrists behind his back, patted him down, then tied up his family. They whipped out cloth bags out from their utility belts. One of the bags dropped over his head, turning everything black. 

Someone hauled Luis to his feet and marched him outside. He heard his wife and daughter sobbing close behind him. Shame buried Luis’s sense of worth like a truckload of concrete. He hadn’t fought back, almost pissing his pants instead. They had guns, though.

“That was work,” a voice near him said. “Usually they’re more cooperative.”

“Good job, team,” the leader’s voice said. 

Through his sneakers, Luis felt grass give way to asphalt. His legs hit a vehicle bumper. Hands grasped his armpits. Other hands grabbed his legs. They lifted him and shoved him forward, his knees banging on hard plastic. He was forced into a sitting position, then bound to a wall or something behind him. He heard his family shoved in, some scuffling, angry curses from his wife, then the slamming of car doors. Flora will never look at me the same again. I failed my family when they needed me the most.

“Let’s go,” the raiders’ leader said, and the vehicle began to move. 
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Luis slid from side to side as the vehicle—a van or maybe a delivery truck—turned, stopped, and accelerated. His stomach cramped and threatened to spew out his dinner. He hoped his kids and wife weren’t seriously hurt. He’d seek a lawyer as soon as possible. 

“Who’s here with me?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

“What’s going on?” his son replied. “Those assholes tasered me. In motherfucking America, supposedly land of the free.” 

“Quiet!” someone shouted from the driver’s direction. 

“Deberíamos demandar,” his wife said, ignoring the command. We should sue. 

Luis agreed, but first they had to get out of this mess. 

“Are they going to send us to CECOT?” his daughter asked, her voice cracking. 

Luis had no idea what CECOT was. But to reassure everyone, he said, “No, this is a mistake. Your mother and I are legal residents and since you were born in the U.S., you’re both citizens.” At least that was the case last time he looked, and was the main reason they’d emigrated from the DR. “We’ll get through this. It’ll be okay.”

“I need to pee,” she said.

“Hey!” Luis shouted forward, “My daughter needs to use a bathroom!”

No one responded. Luis and his family repeated the request several times, then someone turned on a radio, classic rock, and increased the volume to near ear-splitting levels. 

Luis smelled urine and his daughter began sobbing. “Hey!” Luis shouted forward again
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