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Summary

Lillianna Chavez is living her best life as a scholarship student at university in Mexico City. Her dream to become a doctor is on track and going well when she gets an urgent message from her family in Oaxaca. Her father, having left his home country to find work in the United States to support the family, has all but disappeared, and Lily is charged with going to California’s Central Valley to find him. 

Ava Markely is digging a carefree life in Salinas and would much rather just be hanging out with her friends and having fun. However, when her father gives her the ultimatum that to remain living under his roof she either has to enroll in college or join the family produce business, she has a decision to make. While she understands his push for her to grow up and get serious about her future, she wants to put off responsible adulthood as long as possible, focusing more on her love of literature than her academic pursuits. 

When the two meet in a science class, the bond that forms is less about chemistry than it is about physics: opposites attract. 

While Lily worries about finding her father—and about being deported—and Ava wonders what this serious young woman is intent on hiding, the two navigate their vastly different worlds by trying to find any common ground that paves their divergent trails. 

Both armed with their own convictions and life experiences, they strive to not rush to judgment about the other and instead choose to let their hearts lead them.
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Prologue
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“Migra, migra.” The words floated out in the dry night air, just loud enough to put a scare through her. Lily Chavez pulled the strings of her hoodie tighter and curled into a tight ball. She had no idea how far she’d traveled that day, but if the cramping of her body was any indication, she was sure it was more than a few hundred miles.

Closing her eyes, she tried to ignore the gnashing pain in her stomach. Rationing water while eating protein bars wasn’t a good idea, but the side effects were more agreeable than trying to hide behind some scrub bush while she did her business.

“You’re the only one who can do this,” she remembered her mother telling her when she demanded Lily come home from university. Her dream of being a doctor was within reach.
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Chapter One

[image: ]





Lily’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel, her beat-up VW Bug bumping along the narrow road that led home. Dust kicked up behind her tires, turning golden in the setting sun that spilled across the Oaxacan landscape. With each mile marker that passed, her stomach twisted tighter, a physical manifestation of the dread that had been building since her mother’s terse phone call three days ago. She knew what waited for her at home—not comfort, not understanding, but duty. Always duty.

The radio crackled with static, the signal fading in and out as she drove farther from the university. Lily didn’t bother to adjust it. The inconsistent noise matched her scattered thoughts, providing an appropriate soundtrack to her journey. She rolled down the window, letting the warm air rush against her face, hoping it might clear her head.

“Your father hasn’t sent money in six months,” her mother had said on the phone, voice clipped and formal. Not “We miss you” or “How are your studies going?” No, those weren’t conversations they had anymore. Not since last year. Not since Elena.

Lily swallowed hard, pushing away the image of Elena’s face that threatened to surface. She couldn’t think about that now. Couldn’t afford to. The road ahead blurred momentarily, and she blinked back the tears that threatened, forcing her attention back to the potholed asphalt.

Her textbooks sat in a neat stack on the passenger seat, a medical dictionary perched on top. Fourth-year medical student. So close to achieving what she’d worked for since she was twelve years old. The books seemed to mock her now. What good was studying to heal others when she couldn’t even fix her own family?

The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the scrubby terrain. Lily’s father had always told her stories at dusk, calling it “the magic hour” when spirits walked closest to the earth. He’d spin tales of brave Zapotecan warriors and clever women who outsmarted gods. Where were those stories now? Where was he? The question hung in the air, unanswered.

Her phone chimed with a text message. Probably Carmen from her study group asking about tomorrow’s assignment. Lily ignored it. What could she say? “Sorry, can’t make it to anatomy lab. My father abandoned us, and my family thinks I’m the only one who can find him because my brothers are too important, and also I’ve already disgraced the family by being gay, so what’s one more sacrifice?”

She turned onto the familiar street where she’d grown up, the VW’s suspension groaning in protest at the uneven cobblestones. The neighborhood hadn’t changed—laundry still hung from balconies, children still played soccer in the dusty street, old men still gathered outside the corner store. But Lily had changed. She felt like a stranger here now, an imposter wearing her old life like clothes that no longer fit.

The apartment building stood the same as always: three stories of faded yellow paint and narrow balconies with potted plants clinging to life. Lily parked and sat motionless for a long moment, gathering the strength to face what waited inside. Finally, she grabbed her small overnight bag from the backseat and made her way to the entrance.

The stairwell smelled of cooking oil and bleach, familiar scents that once meant home but now just reminded her of all she’d tried to leave behind. She climbed to the second floor, her footsteps echoing against the concrete walls. At apartment 2B, she paused, took a deep breath, and knocked.

Her mother opened the door, face set in hard lines that had deepened since Lily had last seen her. Not a smile, not a hug—just a critical once-over that seemed to catalog every change in her appearance.

“You look thin,” her mother said in place of a greeting, stepping aside to let Lily enter.

“Medical school doesn’t leave much time for cooking,” Lily replied, the words coming out stiffer than she intended.

The apartment was smaller than Lily remembered, or maybe it just felt that way with everyone crowded inside. Her brothers, Eduardo and Javier, sat at the wooden dining table, both wearing expressions that mixed discomfort with impatience. Their wives were absent—conveniently busy elsewhere, no doubt. Tía Rosita stood near the window, arms crossed over her chest, her usual warmth tempered by the tension in the room. And little Sofía, eleven now and all sharp angles and sharper glances, paced near the doorway to the kitchen.

“Lily,” Sofía said, the only one who moved to greet her, wrapping Lily in a quick, fierce hug before pulling back, arms crossed defensively. “Took you long enough.”

“I had exams,” Lily replied, setting her bag down by the door. 

Her mother motioned to the table, where a chair waited empty. Lily sat, feeling like a defendant awaiting sentencing. The wooden chair creaked beneath her, the sound unnaturally loud in the stilted silence.

“You know why we asked you to come,” her mother began, remaining standing as if to maintain the higher ground. Not a question but a statement.

Lily nodded. “Papá hasn’t sent money.”

“Six months,” Eduardo interjected, gaze fixed on the table rather than on Lily. “Not a peso, not a call. Nothing.”

“Did anyone try to contact him?” Lily asked, already knowing the answer.

Javier scoffed. “The number doesn’t work anymore. We tried.”

“His boss at the plant says he quit four months ago,” her mother added. “No forwarding address.”

Lily felt the weight of expectation settling over her. “And what exactly am I supposed to do about this? I’m in the middle of my medical program. I can’t just—”

“We’ve done all we can,” Eduardo cut in with a dismissive wave of his hand. “We can’t go, we have—”

“Oh, let me guess, ‘My wife won’t let me go, just in case there is a woman over there that might turn my head.’” Lily looked at Eduardo with disgust. His womanizing was epic, and she was sure that his wife didn’t want to risk it.

“Fucking manflor.”

Lilly jumped to her feet, fists raised ready for a fight.

Javier held his brother down. “It’s not our fight,” Javier mumbled, exchanging a look with Eduardo that spoke volumes of brothers used to ducking responsibility.

Their wives were pregnant, and they all insisted on cramming themselves into their mother’s house. They were stacked like rats, but the boys couldn’t seem to get off the family tit. Typical mami’s boys.

“I have classes, exams,” Lily tried again. “I can’t just leave in the middle of the semester. I’ve worked too hard—”

“And what about what your father worked for?” her mother interrupted. “Six years in America, sending money so you could attend that university. So you could have those books and those classes.”

“I earned my place at university. I got the soccer scholarship, the good grades, and I work at the university so I don’t take any money from this family.” The fact that they were trying to guilt her into accepting this role galled her. The unfairness of it burned in Lily’s chest. Her father had left by choice. He’d made promises he hadn’t kept. Yet somehow, it fell to her to fix his mistakes.

“This isn’t about us,” Tía Rosita said, her voice softer than the others but no less insistent. “We voted. It’s your responsibility now, Lily. You’re the one he always listened to.”

That wasn’t true, and they all knew it. Her father had stopped listening to her the day he found out about Elena. The day the parish priest had come to their home with accusations and disgust. The day her mother had collapsed in tears of shame and her father had looked at her as if she were a stranger.

“But why always you?” Sofía burst out, stopping her pacing to glare at the adults in the room. “Why is it always Lily who has to fix everything? She’s finally doing something for herself, and you want to ruin it!”

“Sofía,” their mother warned, but the girl continued.

“It’s not fair! You didn’t make Eduardo or Javier sacrifice anything when Papá first left for the States. But Lily has to give up medical school? For what? For a man who—”

“That’s enough,” their mother snapped. “This is a family matter, and Lily understands her duty.”

Did she? Lily stared at the worn tabletop, tracing the familiar scratches with her eyes. Was this truly her duty? To abandon her dreams because her father had abandoned them?

“What am I supposed to do now?” The question slipped out, quieter than she intended, directed at no one in particular.

The silence that followed lasted only seconds but felt much longer. Then her mother stepped forward, reaching into the pocket of her apron to produce a crumpled sheet of paper.

“Call this man when you get to the States,” she instructed, placing the paper on the table in front of Lily. “He helped your father get his job. He might know something.”

Lily stared at the handwritten phone number, the implications of what her mother was saying sinking in slowly. Get to the States. As if the decision had already been made. As if her agreement was merely a formality.

“It’s not like we can send Sofía, can we?” Eduardo muttered under his breath, earning a sharp look from their mother.

“It’s the only way, Lily,” Tía Rosita added quietly. “The family needs this money. Sofía’s school expenses, your grandmother’s medication. The house needs a roof.”

The weight of it all pressed down on Lily’s shoulders. The practical problems. The financial strain. The unspoken accusation that if she refused, she was choosing herself over her family—again.

Lily’s hand trembled as she reached for the paper, her fingertips barely touching the edge. She looked between her mother’s stern gaze and Sofía’s downturned, frustrated expression. The room seemed to close in around her, the air thick with expectations and the ghosts of past disappointments.

“When?” Lily asked finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Now.”

“And how is this supposed to happen? My car won’t make the trip. Besides, I couldn’t stay without proper papers.”

“Easy, you sneak over,” Eduardo said. A smile she wanted to slap off creased his face.

“Illegally.”

“Meh. What’s the problem, are you scared?”

Illegally.

The word hung in the air, loaded with danger and criminality. Not a plane ticket and a visa—a desert crossing, a life in the shadows.

“And my studies?” Lily asked, knowing the answer already.

Her mother’s expression hardened further. “They’ll be there when you return. If you return.”

If. 

Not when.

Lily’s fingers closed around the paper, the slight crinkling sound deafening in the quiet room. She thought of her textbooks in the car, of the hospital internship she was supposed to start next month, of the small apartment she shared with two other medical students. All of it suspended indefinitely.

“For how long?” she asked, one last attempt at negotiating terms in a battle she’d already lost.

“Until you find him or until you discover what happened to him,” her mother said with finality. “Think of it as a way to bring honor back to this family.”

There it was—the true burden she was being asked to carry. Not just finding her father or securing financial stability, but redemption. A chance to undo the shame she’d brought upon them with her “lifestyle,” as her mother had called it. As if loving Elena had been a choice, a hobby, something frivolous and indulgent.

The room fell silent again. Eduardo and Javier avoided her gaze, their duty discharged now that the responsibility had been successfully transferred. Tía Rosita looked sympathetic but resolute. Only Sofía seemed genuinely distressed, her young face twisted with impotent anger on Lily’s behalf.

Lily folded the paper carefully and slipped it into her pocket. The decision made without her truly making it. The path forward suddenly altered, veering away from hospital corridors and medical textbooks toward desert crossings and unknown American streets.

“I don’t have a choice in this matter, do I?” Lily said finally, the words tasting like surrender in her mouth.

Her mother nodded once, satisfaction visible in the slight relaxation of her shoulders. “Good. You’ll stay here tonight.”

It wasn’t an invitation but an instruction. Lily nodded numbly. One night in her childhood home, surrounded by remnants of a life that no longer fit, before embarking on a journey that might cost her everything she’d worked for. They couldn’t have it all, the price of admission was too high.

As the family dispersed— Eduardo and Javier leaving with barely a goodbye, Tía Rosita squeezing her shoulder in passing, her mother retreating to the kitchen—Lily remained seated at the table, the weight of duty pressing down on her like a physical force.

Only Sofía lingered, dropping into the chair beside her.

“You shouldn’t go,” she said simply, fierce loyalty burning in her young eyes.

Lily managed a small, sad smile. “What choice do I have?”

“Everyone always has a choice,” Sofía replied, wisdom beyond her years coloring her words. “They’re just making sure all your choices are bad ones.”

Lily couldn’t argue with that assessment. She reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind Sofía’s ear in a gesture of affection she wouldn’t have dared offer anyone else in this house.

“I’ll come back,” she promised, not entirely sure it was a promise she could keep.

Sofía’s expression said she wasn’t sure, either, but she nodded anyway, accepting the comfort of the lie they both needed in that moment.

Outside, darkness had fallen completely, the magic hour giving way to night. Somewhere in America, her father was living a life separate from theirs. Soon, Lily would join that foreign landscape, leaving behind everything she knew, everything she’d worked for—searching for a man who might not want to be found, carrying the weight of a family’s expectations that had never felt heavier.
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The walk to her abuelita’s house took Lily through streets that grew increasingly narrow and winding, where the pavement gave way to packed earth and the houses pressed close like old friends sharing secrets. Unlike the tense drive home yesterday, each step now felt like a small liberation, carrying her toward the one place in Oaxaca where shame never hung between her and her grandmother. Lily hadn’t planned this visit—her departure was only a day away—but her feet had made the decision for her, seeking comfort from the one judgment-free person in her life.

The neighborhood smelled of wood smoke and cilantro, of damp earth and fresh tortillas. Children darted between houses, their laughter a bright counterpoint to the heaviness Lily carried in her chest. She nodded at familiar faces, the neighbors who had watched her grow from a serious child to a determined young woman. They still smiled at her, unlike many in her mother’s immediate circle who now averted their eyes. Whether her abuelita’s neighbors didn’t know about Elena or simply didn’t care, Lily couldn’t tell. The respite from judgment was welcome either way.

Her abuelita’s house sat at the end of the lane, a small adobe structure painted a faded blue that had once been vibrant. Potted plants crowded the narrow front porch, some flowering in brilliant oranges and pinks, others medicinal herbs her grandmother had used to treat everything from stomachaches to heartbreak. Lily paused at the gate, suddenly unsure. What if her abuelita wasn’t home? What if she was resting?

Before she could resolve her uncertainty, the front door creaked open, and there stood Abuelita Rosa, as if she’d sensed Lily’s presence. Small and sturdy as an ancient tree, with silver hair braided and wrapped around her head like a crown, she wore her usual outfit of a hand-embroidered blouse and a long black skirt. The smell of menudo wafted out of the house. It was a Sunday staple, and Lily was surprised her brothers weren’t here, like pigs to the trough. Then again, she suspected it was because of the crap they had just pulled knowing their grandmother wouldn’t put up with it.

“I was wondering when you would come,” she said simply, her voice warm and knowing. As if Lily’s visit had been an inevitability written in the stars.

“How did you know I was in town?” Lily asked, unlatching the gate and stepping into the small front yard. Abuelita Rosa’s gnarled hands reached for Lily’s, cradling them in her own. Raising them to her lips, Lily kissed them.

Abuelita Rosa’s smile deepened the web of wrinkles around her eyes. “The same way I know when it will rain before the clouds come. Some things a grandmother feels.” She stepped aside, gesturing for Lily to enter. “Come in, mi vida. The light is good in the living room this time of day.”

The familiar scents wrapped around Lily like an embrace. She followed her grandmother through the narrow hallway lined with framed photographs—generations of family captured in sepia tones and fading color prints. Lily’s own graduation photo hung among them, her achievement celebrated here when it had been met with stiff acknowledgment at home.

The living room was exactly as Lily remembered it—a small room dominated by an old floral armchair, a worn sofa covered with a handwoven textile, and a wooden coffee table that bore the marks of decades of use. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains, casting dappled patterns across the tile floor. This room had seen countless family gatherings, celebrations, and quiet conversations. It had witnessed Lily’s first steps, her childhood dreams, her adolescent tears.

“Sit, sit,” Abuelita Rosa urged, motioning to the armchair. “You look tired, mija.”

Lily sank into the chair, the familiar embrace of its cushions enveloped her like a warm hug. She hadn’t realized how tightly wound she’d been until that moment, when something inside her began to uncoil.

“Would you like tea?” her grandmother asked, but Lily shook her head.

“No, gracias. I can’t stay long.” The lie fell flat between them. Where else did she have to be? Her things were packed. Her call to the university had been made, a leave of absence reluctantly granted. Her life was on hold, suspended in the strange limbo between the familiar past and uncertain future.

Abuelita Rosa settled onto the sofa, arranging a patterned throw pillow behind her back with practiced ease. Her dark eyes, still sharp despite her eighty-two years, studied Lily with quiet intensity.

“Your mother called,” she said after a moment. “She told me about your father. About your trip.”

Of course she had. In their family, news traveled faster than light.

“Did she tell you it wasn’t my idea?” Lily asked, a touch of bitterness edging her voice.

“She didn’t need to.” Abuelita Rosa’s hands, weathered and veined, rested calmly in her lap. “I know my daughter. And I know you.”

Lily looked down at her own hands, the nails cut short for hospital work she wouldn’t be doing anytime soon. “I don’t have a choice, Abuelita. The family needs the money, and apparently, I’m the only one who can go.”

“There is always a choice, mi vida.” Her grandmother’s voice held no judgment, only a gentle wisdom. “Even when it seems there isn’t. Sometimes the choice is only in how we carry what we must carry.”

Lily felt a tightness in her throat. “I’ve worked so hard at school. Four years of medical training, and for what? To abandon it all because my father decided to disappear?”

“Your education is not going anywhere,” Abuelita Rosa said simply. “Knowledge, once gained, cannot be taken away. It waits for you, patient as stone.”

“But my place in the program—”

“Will still be there, or another will open.” Her grandmother leaned forward slightly. “Lily, look at me.”

Lily met her grandmother’s steady gaze.

“You have always tried to walk the path others laid out for you. Your father’s expectations, your mother’s rules, the church’s demands. Even now, you follow their direction, believing it is the only way forward.” Abuelita Rosa reached out, taking Lily’s hands in her own. Her skin felt paper-thin but surprisingly warm. “But there is another way to live.”

“What other way?” Lily asked, the question coming out more desperate than she intended.

Abuelita Rosa smiled and released one of Lily’s hands. She reached into the pocket of her skirt and withdrew something small that caught the sunlight. She placed it on the wooden table between them.

It was an old coin, its surface worn smooth in places, the engravings faded with age. Lily leaned forward to look more closely. On one side was the faint impression of a turtle.

“Follow your own path, like the invisible path of the turtle,” her grandmother said, her finger tapping lightly on the coin. “The turtle does not worry about where others think it should go. It moves slowly, deliberately, following the wisdom in its own heart.”

“Abuelita, this isn’t about finding my own path. This is about responsibility. About family.”

“Yes, family,” her grandmother agreed, nodding slowly. “But family is more than obligation, Lily. It is love. And love should lift you up, not weigh you down.” She tapped the coin again. “The turtle carries its home on its back, but it does not consider this a burden. It is simply part of who the turtle is.”

The wooden chair creaked as Lily shifted, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “Are you saying I shouldn’t go?”

“I am saying that when you go, go as the turtle does—carrying your true self with you, moving at your own pace, following what you know to be right.” Abuelita Rosa’s eyes held Lily’s with unexpected intensity. “This journey is not just about finding your father. It is about finding yourself.”

Something in her grandmother’s tone made Lily wonder how much she knew—about Elena, about the shame that had driven her father away, about the weight of secrets she carried.

“Did Mamá tell you...” Lily began, then faltered, unable to finish the question.

Abuelita Rosa’s smile was sad but knowing. “Your mother tells me many things, and what she doesn’t tell me, I see in her face, in her words not spoken. But more importantly, I see you, Lily. I have always seen you.”

The implication hung in the air between them. Her grandmother knew—had perhaps always known—and yet here Lily sat, still welcomed, still loved. She was sure the details of her life were grist for the gossip mill.

“They think if I find him, if I bring back the money, it will fix everything,” Lily said quietly. “That it will erase the...the disgrace I’ve brought on the family.”

“Some things cannot be erased, only embraced,” her grandmother replied, her voice gentle but firm. “The path you walk—it is yours, not theirs. The love in your heart—it is yours to give, not theirs to direct.”

Lily’s eyes burned with unshed tears. “But Elena—”

“What happened with Elena was a tragedy,” Abuelita Rosa said, her voice dropping to almost a whisper. “But it was not your doing, Lily. The weight of others’ cruelty is not yours to carry.”

“I miss her,” Lily admitted, the words scratching her throat. “Every day.”

“Of course you do,” her grandmother said simply. “To love is to risk loss. But to never love—that is the greater loss.”

“That is precisely why this journey might be necessary.” Abuelita Rosa released her hands and picked up the coin, pressing it into Lily’s palm. “Take this with you. Let it remind you that no matter how far you go, your true home is within you. And like the turtle, you will find your way by trusting the wisdom of your heart, not the maps others draw for you.”

Lily closed her fingers around the coin, feeling its weight—insignificant in physical terms but suddenly powerful in meaning. “What if I can’t find him? What if I fail?”

“Then you will have tried, and that is all anyone can ask of you.” Her grandmother’s expression softened. “But I don’t think you will fail.”

The coin warmed against Lily’s skin, as if absorbing her body heat, becoming part of her. “Thank you, Abuelita.”

“There is nothing to thank me for. I simply speak what I see.” Abuelita Rosa adjusted the pillow behind her back. 

The conversation shifted to practical matters—the contact in California who might help Lily find work, the few possessions she would take with her. Throughout it all, the coin remained clutched in Lily’s hand, a small talisman against the uncertainty that lay ahead.

As the afternoon light began to fade, Lily finally stood to leave. Her grandmother rose with her, moving more slowly but with a dignity that transcended age.

“Remember, mi vida,” Abuelita Rosa said, framing Lily’s face with her hands. “The turtle’s path is invisible to others but clear to itself. Trust what you know to be true, even when the world tells you otherwise.”

Lily nodded, unable to speak past the lump in her throat. She slipped the coin into her pocket, next to the crumpled paper with the phone number her mother had given her. Two different guides for the journey ahead.

When they embraced, Lily held on longer than usual, breathing in her grandmother’s scent of herbs and coffee, storing the memory like a provision for the desert crossing that awaited her. Leaning back, her grandmother made the sign of the cross and murmured a blessing over Lily as was custom anytime Lily visited.

As she stepped back into the fading afternoon light, the conversation echoed in the quiet room behind her, words of wisdom offering a different kind of map than the one her family had thrust upon her—not a path of duty and redemption, but one of self-discovery and acceptance. Whether she could follow it remained to be seen, but for the first time since her mother’s phone call, Lily felt something other than dread about the journey ahead—a small, fragile seed of possibility, as resilient and determined as the turtle on the ancient coin now nestled in her pocket.
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Chapter Two
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The back of the pickup truck rattled to a stop, engine sputtering before falling silent. Lily hauled herself over the edge and dropped to the ground, her legs nearly buckling after hours of being cramped against metal and other bodies. 

Salinas. 

Two thousand three hundred miles, and she’d finally made it. The lettuce capital of the world looked like any other small agricultural town—dusty, flat, and indifferent to her arrival.

“End of the line,” the driver called out, not bothering to look at her or the three men who’d shared the truck bed with her. “Good luck.” 

Lily nodded, fingers instinctively patting the small pocket sewn inside her jeans where she kept what was left of her money. The driver hadn’t asked questions when she’d paid him, and she hadn’t offered answers. Now standing on the side of a road she didn’t recognize, Lily felt the weight of her decision heavy on her shoulders.

The sun hung low in the Western sky, casting long shadows across the newly cultivated lettuce fields. Fields that stretched out on either side of the road, some green with crops, others black and bare. The smell of earth and fertilizer hung heavy in the air, different from the rich volcanic soil she knew from home. The three men who’d traveled with her exchanged quiet words before heading toward a cluster of buildings in the distance. None of them acknowledged her—traveling together hadn’t made them companions, but rather strange bedfellows.  

Lily brushed dust from her clothes, a futile gesture given how deeply the grime of travel had worked its way into the fabric. Her black backpack that held her most coveted possession—her laptop—once carried her medical textbooks now looked as dirty and tired as she felt. The small duffel was worse, but hopefully, her clothes were clean and protected. Two weeks of travel had worn away crisp edges, just as it had worn away her expectations of what crossing the border would be like.

No one had prepared her for the moments of terror, the hunger that gnawed at her insides until it became a constant companion. Her grandmother had told her to be careful, had whispered warnings and prayers in her ear before she left, but words couldn’t convey the reality of what she’d endured.

A semi-truck roared past, stirring up dust that momentarily blinded her. Lily squinted against it, waving the small dust devil away. A gas station stood about a quarter mile up the road. That would be her first destination—a bathroom, maybe something to drink. Then she’d make the call.

The call that would determine everything.

Lily shifted her backpack higher on her shoulders and started walking. Looking down at her boots, she realized they’d seen better days, but they had saved her life on more than one occasion on this trip. They provided little cushion against the asphalt, but she’d walked farther in worse conditions over the past few weeks. This discomfort was nothing compared to what she’d already endured.

She rehearsed English phrases in her head as she approached the gas station. Her English was good—she’d studied it since she was small—but exhaustion made it harder to think in any language but her native tongue. Still, she couldn’t afford mistakes or misunderstandings. Not now.

The gas station clerk barely looked up when she entered, allowing Lily to slip into the bathroom without issue. The mirror above the sink revealed a face she barely recognized—hollowed cheeks, dark smudges beneath her eyes. The trip had taken its toll in visible ways. Her eyes lacked their usual carefree sparkle. She turned on the tap and bent to splash water on her face, scrubbing away what dirt she could. The cold water felt good on her sunburned skin, but it did little to revive her.

Lily dried her face with a rough paper towel and stared at her reflection. Twenty-three years old and she felt ancient, far from that white coat intern she’d left at home. In her mind, she could still see herself in her white coat at the university, studying charts and practicing sutures, determined to become the doctor she’d always dreamed of being. Now that dream seemed impossibly distant, replaced by the immediate need to survive, to find her father, to figure out what had happened to the money he’d stopped sending home.

She pulled her small phone from her pocket—not a smartphone, just a basic model her mother had given her with a prepaid international plan that would let her make this one crucial call. Its battery showed less than half charge. She’d need to find an outlet so she could charge it.

Outside the bathroom, Lily bought a bottle of water and a packet of cookies, counting out dollars with careful fingers. The clerk made change without comment. Lily chose a spot outside, leaning against the building where she could watch the road while staying in shade. The cookies tasted like the best thing she’d eaten, at least better than the protein bars she’d gagged down. She forced herself to eat them slowly, to savor the small burst of energy they provided.

Wadding up the cookie package, she took a deep breath and pulled the folded piece of paper from her wallet. The ink had faded slightly, but the numbers were still legible. Her mother’s handwriting, careful and precise: the number for Miguel Hernandez, her father’s friend who had helped him find work when he first arrived in California. “Call Miguel. He will help you,” her mother had said.

Lily hadn’t been able to reach her father on the last number she had, so she knew it would be no use. His number rang and rang, eventually going to a voicemail message that wasn’t even in his voice. She’d left three messages over the past week. He hadn’t called back.

Now as she punched in Miguel Hernandez’s number, her fingers trembled slightly. This was it—her last connection, her only plan. If Miguel couldn’t or wouldn’t help her, she had nowhere else to turn.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. Lily closed her eyes, pressing the phone tightly against her ear as if that could somehow ensure someone would answer.

On the sixth ring, a click, then a man’s voice. “Hello?”

Lily’s throat constricted. She swallowed hard. “Hello. Is this Miguel Hernandez?”

“Yes, who’s calling?” His voice was gruff, suspicious.

“My name is Lily Chavez. I’m Juan Carlos Chavez’s daughter.”

A pause. Lily’s heart hammered in her chest. Please remember him, please know where he is, please help me.

“Juan Carlos,” the man repeated slowly. “Yes, I know Juan Carlos.”

Relief washed over Lily so powerful she had to lean more heavily against the wall. “My mother said she was going to call you and let you know I was on my way. She said you might be able to...I-I’m trying to find my father.”

Another pause, longer this time. Lily heard background noises—a television, perhaps, and the clatter of dishes.

“Yes, she explained. I told her that I would do my best to help you, but I don’t know where he is. She said I should find you work in the event you can’t find your father so you can send money home. Where are you exactly?” Miguel finally asked.

What? Her mother had known the whole time that she was sending Lily to the U.S. for work, not necessarily to find her father.

Betrayed by her own mother.

“Where are you?” Miguel repeated.

Lily looked around, searching for some landmark or street sign. “At a gas station. I’m not sure where. I just arrived in town.” She spotted a street sign across the road. “I’m near East Alisal Street.”

“You’re alone?”

“Yes,” Lily said, wrapping her free arm around herself. The question made her feel even more vulnerable.

A sigh came through the phone. “I don’t know where your father is, Lily. I told your mother weeks ago.”

The words hit her like a physical blow. “What do you mean?”

“He left Salinas about eight months ago. I haven’t heard from him since.”

Lily closed her eyes, trying to process this information. Her careful plan—find her father, find out why he’d stopped sending money, and get him to send money home—crumbled like dry earth between her fingers.

“Do you have his last address? A phone number?” The desperation in her voice was obvious, even to her own ears.

“No, nothing.” Another sigh. “Listen, I know you’ve come a long way. Your father and I worked together for years. If you need help...”

Lily bit her lip, pride warring with necessity. “Obviously, according to my mother, I need a job,” she finally said. “And a place to stay.”

“I can get you a job, and as for a place to stay, I’ll see what I can do,” Miguel said, his voice crackling through the speaker. “It won’t be much, but it’s something to start with.”

Lily nodded without looking up, her jaw tightening as she listened. “Thank you,” she managed to say, though the words felt heavy on her tongue.

“Where did you say you were?” Miguel asked.

Lily repeated the location, adding more details about the gas station.

“Stay there. I’ll come get you. I drive a blue pickup truck. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

The call ended, and Lily lowered the phone slowly. She stared at the screen until it went dark, then slipped it back into her pocket. Where the fuck was her father? The whole reason she’d made this journey just became more complicated, and she wasn’t sure it even existed anymore.

She thought of her mother, of Sofía, waiting for money she now needed to send. She thought of her medical textbooks waiting for her return.

Lily slid down the wall until she was sitting on the ground, knees pulled up to her chest. For just a moment—just one moment—she allowed herself to feel the crushing weight of everything she’d lost, everything she’d left behind. Then, with the practiced detachment of a doctor, she pushed it all away. She couldn’t afford to dwell on what was gone. She had to move forward.

In a few minutes, she would meet Miguel Hernandez. She would take whatever job he offered. She would find a way to send money home now that her father was nowhere to be found. Her mother’s betrayal hit hard. She’d known the whole time she was sending Lily to be the breadwinner now that her father was MIA.

She would survive.

Lily stood, brushed the dust from her jeans, and prepared to wait. The sun continued its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that reminded her painfully of home. But this wasn’t home. This was Salinas, California. The lettuce capital of the world.

[image: ]

A faded blue pickup truck pulled into the gas station thirty-five minutes later. Lily straightened from her position against the wall, watching as a heavyset man with salt-and-pepper hair stepped out and scanned the area. His eyes, dark and appraising, found her almost immediately as he rested his arms on the bed of the truck. She recognized the look—he was weighing whether she’d be worth the trouble. She lifted her chin slightly and met his gaze.

“Lily?” he called, not moving from beside his truck.

She nodded, gathering her backpack and walking toward him. Up close, Miguel Hernandez looked older than his voice had suggested. Deep lines etched the corners of his eyes and mouth, and his broad shoulders stooped slightly, as if bearing an invisible weight. He wore a faded plaid shirt and jeans that had seen better days, his hands callused and stained with what looked like engine grease.

“I’m Miguel,” he said, extending a hand. His handshake was firm but not aggressive. “You look like your father.”

The comment caught Lily off guard. “Thank you for coming,” she said, ignoring the twinge of emotion his observation triggered.

Miguel nodded toward her backpack and duffel. “That all you got?”

“Yes.”

He seemed surprised but didn’t comment further. “Let’s go then. You can put your bag in the back.”

The inside of the truck smelled of cigarettes and coffee. Lily settled into the passenger seat, keeping her backpack on her lap despite Miguel’s suggestion. Old habits of caution died hard. As they pulled away from the gas station, silence stretched between them, broken only by the rumble of the engine and the occasional crackle of the radio, tuned to a station playing old rock music.

“So,” Miguel said after a few minutes. “You came all the way from Oaxaca to find Juan Carlos?”

Lily stared out the window at the unfamiliar landscape passing by. “Yes. I didn’t have a choice. He stopped sending money six months ago.”

Miguel made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. “I’m sorry about that. Your father, he’s...complicated.”

Lily turned to look at him directly. “What happened? Why did he leave? Where did he go?”

Miguel tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. It was clear he was weighing how much to say. She didn’t blame him. Who wanted to get involved in family drama like hers? “Juan Carlos was a good worker. We were at the same processing plant, but he got restless. Started talking about better opportunities somewhere else. Some cousin of his said there was work in the orchards that paid twice what we make here.”

“And he just left?” Lily couldn’t keep the edge from her voice.

“He said he’d send for his wife and kids once he got settled.” Miguel glanced at her briefly. “I guess that didn’t happen.”

“No.” Lily’s tone was flat. “It didn’t.”

They drove in silence for another minute before Miguel spoke again. “Look, I don’t know what happened after he left. Maybe things didn’t work out the way he planned. Maybe he ran into trouble. All I know is he was determined to go, and nothing I said could change his mind.”

Lily nodded, absorbing this information. Her father had always been driven, ambitious. It wasn’t hard to imagine him chasing a promise of better pay, a better life. What was harder to understand was why he’d cut off contact completely, why he’d left them wondering and waiting.

“You have any way to contact him now?” Miguel asked.

“Well....” Lily gazed out at the fields they were passing, endless rows of crops stretching toward the horizon. “I left messages, but he never called back.”

Miguel sighed. “That’s not right, leaving his family like that.”

Lily said nothing. What was there to say? The facts were what they were.

“Anyway,” Miguel continued, changing the subject, “the job I mentioned. It’s at the same processing plant where your father and I worked. They’re always looking for people, especially now during peak harvest. It’s hard work—long hours on your feet, cold conditions. But it pays, and they don’t ask too many questions about papers.”

The unspoken acknowledgment of her undocumented status hung in the air between them. Lily appreciated that he didn’t dance around it or pretend it wasn’t a factor.

“What would I be doing?” she asked.

“Sorting and packing lettuce mostly. Sometimes other vegetables, depending on what’s coming in. You start at minimum wage, and minimum wage in California is the best in the Estados Unidos. If you’re good, they move you up quick. Juan Carlos, he became a line supervisor quick.”

Lily tried to picture her father in this place—supervising other workers, building a life she knew nothing about.

“As for a place to stay,” Miguel continued, turning onto a residential street lined with small, weathered houses, “my wife’s sister has a room she rents out. It’s small, just a bedroom really, with shared bathroom and kitchen, but it’s clean and safe. You might have to share with another person or two
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