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Prologue


[image: ]


The sea is not forgotten.

I was a rafter.

In the summer of ’94, when Cuba was torn between resignation and despair, I threw myself into the sea with more faith than baggage. We had no compass or map, but we carried a conviction that weighed more than fear: any destination was better than silence.

I remember the sun cracking our skin, the splintered wood of the boat, the smell of gasoline and salt. I remember the waves hitting as if they wanted to test whether we genuinely wanted to live. And I remember the moment the coast disappeared behind me. I didn’t look back, because there was no country behind it, only an island empty of a future.

I arrived alive—I still don’t know if by luck, miracle, or stubbornness—at the Guantánamo Naval Base. It was a camp fenced by wire and hope. We slept in tents, with burned skin and suspended dreams. The sea kept roaring on the other side, reminding us that we weren’t safe yet. But even in that purgatory, people laughed. Yes, we laughed. At the guards, at hunger, at absurd rules. A laugh there was worth more than a visa. That’s when I understood something that would stay with me for the rest of my life: humor is a raft too. It doesn’t save you from shipwreck, but it keeps you afloat.

Many years have passed since then. I live on dry land, but the sea is still inside me, moving slowly, reminding me of who I am and where I come from. And every time I meet someone who also had to flee, I recognize the same look: a mixture of exhaustion, fear, and stubbornness. Sometimes I think that those of us who crossed that invisible line between “leaving”, and “surviving” carry a small ocean inside. It doesn’t matter how many years pass or how many cities we adopt as temporary homes; there is a silent swaying that remembers, that hurts, and that sustains. That’s why we connect so quickly with one another, voluntary or forced exiles. Because we recognize the sound. There is a murmur that only those who have felt that life depends on moving forward, even when the horizon is invisible, can understand. That murmur is our compass—the same one we still use to choose friendships, paths, laughter, love, and reasons to stay.

That’s why, when I heard Alejandro’s story—the Venezuelan protagonist of this book—I felt the tide speaking to me again. He didn’t cross waves, but he crossed invisible borders. He didn’t flee an island, but a country that became a labyrinth with no exit. He left his mother, his business, his university. He brought a folder full of documents, a heart full of fear, and a cat named Mike, born in the United States, an American citizen by accident and a living symbol of Latin American irony.

I laughed when he told me the cat had papers, and he didn’t. But behind the laughter, I felt the wound. Because in exile you learn that every tragedy has something comic, and every joke hides a tragedy. Alejandro was persecuted in his country for a bad joke—like so many—and had to reinvent himself in a place where freedom has a different accent. We became friends. Me, the Cuban who crossed the sea. Him, the Venezuelan who crossed a continent. And between us we understood something maps never explain that exile is the same sea with different names.

Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Haiti... different uniforms, same broken promises. They educated us with slogans, domesticated us with fear, and when the bread ran out, they fed us speeches. But people kept laughing. Laughing softly, so as not to provoke censorship. Laughing the way one prays by instinct, by faith, by necessity.

That’s exactly what this book does. It doesn’t cry exile; it tells it with humor, undresses it with tenderness, and illuminates it with dignity. Because laughing in the middle of tragedy is not frivolity, it is resistance.

I remember that in Guantánamo there was an old fisher who, every night, would look at the horizon and say, “The sea is not forgotten. It can fall asleep, it can calm down, but it does not forget those who left.” And he was right. The sea does not forget. Not those who launched themselves on rafts, nor those who left with borrowed passports, nor those who drowned without ever moving from their land. The sea keeps our voices, our names, our broken laughter.

This book—Alejandro’s, Mike’s, the story of the Venezuelan who learned to survive between paperwork and sarcasm—is part of that collective memory. When he tells me about his country, I hear mine. When he tells me his fears, I recognize mine. And when he says humor is his way of not giving up, I see myself floating on the sea again, holding my life with my teeth and a smile that I didn’t know was hope or madness.

That is why I write these lines. Because his story is not only his. It is the story of thousands: those who fled, those who wait, those who don’t yet dare. It is the story of a continent that learned to survive by laughing. I was a rafter. He was exiled. And we both continue sailing—not on waves, but on memories. With nostalgia, the deepest sea of all. And every time I close this book and see Mike, that American cat, free without guilt, I smile and think freedom is like that—sleeping without fear, without borders, without an owner.

A raft from ’94 that still hears the waves when everything else is silent.

Author’s Note

I write this prologue as a Cuban and as a survivor. I belong to a generation that crossed the sea searching for a future and found its reflection in other exiles. Among them, Alejandro—a Venezuelan who, with humor, tenderness, and courage, reminded me that homeland is not always a place, but the people with whom we share hope. This book was born from admiration and solidarity, from the certainty that although we come from different countries, exile binds us. And from a faith—unwavering, stubborn, and luminous—that telling these stories is a way to keep floating.

But I also write as someone who has seen up close what breaks and what resists. I know the silence of early mornings when you wonder if you made the right decision. I know the nostalgia that falls on your chest like a low ceiling. I know the strength that blooms when you discover you are not alone—that someone else is also struggling to breathe, to belong, to not disappear in a country that receives you only halfway. Alejandro showed me, without meaning to, that dignity has no accent, that humor can protect more than a wall, and that tenderness is also a political act: the quietest and the most powerful.

Each page of this book is a bridge between wounded islands—different, but alike. Here you will find Cuba and Venezuela, but also Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, Mexico, and any place where someone has had to leave to live. Here there is room for every version of exile: the one who arrives with a visa, the one who arrives on a raft, the one who arrives running, the one who arrives broken and keeps going, the one who never arrives but dreams. I do not write to explain, but to accompany. Not to denounce, but to remember that what is human—when shared—burns stronger than any border.

Hopefully this book will be a hug, a lifeline, a testimony. Hopefully those who read it will find in these stories a mirror where looking at themselves doesn’t hurt. And hopefully we never forget that surviving is not enough, we must also tell it. Because every time an exiled voice is heard, the sea becomes a little shallower.
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Chapter 1: The Four-Legged Citizen
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Mike doesn’t pay taxes, doesn’t study, doesn’t work, and sleeps fifteen hours a day as if eternity belonged to him by constitutional right. And yet, he has more rights than I do. I say this without rancor, or with that moderate rancor one needs in order not to sink.

Mike was born in the United States, with his veterinary certificate and his “responsible ownership” seal. His certificate has flag stickers, paw prints, and a signature that looks like a smile. Mine—if it counts—is a crumpled piece of paper in a drawer at the consulate, with damp stains and smudged ink. Life is that poetic: Mike was brought into the world into a clinic with fish tanks and candy; I was born in a maternity ward with blackouts.

Mike looks at me from the couch with the arrogant wisdom of someone who has never stood in line at immigration. He owns the sofa, the three-thirty ray of sunshine, and my self-esteem on Mondays. He is also a citizen. And he still dares to yawn when I tell him about my problems with TPS. If indifference paid rent, Mike would own property all over the county.

On the table, the government’s letter shines like a freshly bleached tooth. “TPS is reported to have been suspended...” Three words that sound like a procedure but hit like a sentence. I think TPS could also mean “Things Pulling South” or “Take Your Shelter.” I laugh so I don’t cry; Mike purrs as if I’d told an economic joke about structural inequality.

“It’s not personal, human,” he seems to say with narrowed eyes. “It’s the law.”

I make coffee. The steam reminds me of the days when fear was a new habit. I mentally review my “moral résumé”: I study nursing, I run a beauty salon called Beauty Without Borders, I pay taxes, I donate blood, and I smile more than recommended. What else am I supposed to do to be worthy of existing without fear?

Mike watches me from the windowsill, his citizenship hanging from his neck. That little gold tag that jingles every time he walks is a cruel reminder: in this house, the only one with papers purrs.

I try to convince myself it’s just a sad day. But bad days, in this country, usually come with an official stamp. I walk to work with trained resignation. The neighborhood smells of sweet bread, grease, and survival.

On every corner there’s a truncated story: the woman who closed her shop because her husband was deported; the young man who sells flowers and says he’s studying “in the meantime”; the little girl who plays “citizen” at the park and asks for her Social Security number as if it were a new doll. I walk past a freshly painted mural: a huge flag, an eagle, and underneath the phrase Freedom is earned. I think that if freedom is earned, someone should tell us where the exam is taken. I’d study it by heart.

At the salon, Beauty Without Borders, the day begins with scissors, old music, and hope diluted in coffee. Doña Maritza walks in with her flag painted on her nails.

“Today you’ll make me look fifteen years younger?”

“I’ll make you look sixteen, but don’t tell the competition.”

She laughs. In this neighborhood, laughter is the cheapest version of oxygen. Between cucumber masks and false eyelashes, she asks about “the papers.” Here, “papers” means the same as “life.” I lie just enough, smile just enough.

“We’re getting there, step by step.”

She nods. Everyone here understands that survivor language: short sentences, long looks.

Mid-morning, while touching up a dye, I wonder what it would be like to self-deport. I imagine the tutorial: “Hey humans, today I’m teaching you how to leave without noise. Step one: Sell your dreams to the highest bidder. Step two: Turn your memories into carry-ons. Step three: Don’t look back—except to make sure your citizen cat didn’t climb into the suitcase.” I laughed at myself. Sometimes laughter is the only thing separating me from tears, a very thin thread holding back everything I don’t dare say aloud.

I repeat those instructions as if they were a survival manual for those of us who learned to leave without ever truly leaving. “Sell your dreams,” they say. As if anyone could put a price on what once held their soul. As if dreams were airport trinkets you discard when they no longer fit in your bag.

“Turn your memories into carry-on luggage.” Sure. How easy it sounds. As if memories weren’t boxes heavier than any suitcase—full of voices, smells, streets, names, unfinished hugs, places that no longer exist. But here I am, folding them as if I could fit everything into a bag that never closes.

And then the ultimate step: “Don’t look back.” The greatest lie. We all look back—even if only from the corner of an eye, from a shop window reflection, or at the bend of a street. We look forward to confirming that what we love is still there, even when we can’t touch it. We look out for sheer stubbornness, as if there were a tiny chance the past might call us back.

But it’s true that the only thing I dare to look for is Mike, in case he decides to sneak into my things—as if he could travel with me anywhere, as if his purr were a universal passport. That cat has a better sense of humor than many humans. That’s why I laugh. Because if I didn’t, all this weight would collapse on me.

Laughter, in the end, is my emergency breathing. My umbrella is in an emotional downpour. My way of reminding myself that I’m still standing, even if it feels like I’m walking barefoot on glass.

Yes, I laugh alone. Because sometimes that laughter is the only border, I have left between the nostalgia I carry and the tears that threaten to flood everything.

At noon, Mike arrives at the salon. He walks like a politician on a campaign trail: slow, confident, aware of his audience. Customers adore him.

“That cat is a blessing, Ale.”

“Yes, a blessing with health insurance and civil rights.”

Mike settles into the dryer chair and looks at me like a government inspector. If he could talk, he’d request an audit. The customers laugh. Laughter is contagious, and for a moment, everything feels fine. But then silence returns with its scent of cheap dye and anxiety.

In the afternoon, I walk home with Mike in his carrier. On the subway, accents mix like an improvised song: Mexicans discussing recipes, Dominicans sharing jokes, gringos pronouncing arepa like they’re summoning a spirit. A little girl points at Mike.

“Look, mommy, a citizen!”

We all laugh. And I think: that’s what we all are—a collection of citizens in different cages.

At home, night falls early. I open the TPS letter again, like someone checking a wound to see if it has healed. It hasn’t. I cover it with a plate. It’s childish but effective: sad news weighs less when you cover it. Mike sits next to me with the serenity of someone who knows no borders.

“Listen, Mike,” I say. “I don’t want to be a hero. I just want to graduate, work, and take a nap without surprises.”

He chews his kibble with the solemnity of a judge. And then I understood: for him, homeland is a sound. Home is a vibration that says here. Mine can be that place where my name rings without fear.

Before bed, I will write down my Feline-Human Survival Plan:

Graduate.

Do not sell your favorite dryer (unless it’s an emergency).

Call the lawyer who breathes hope.

Teach Mike to pose seriously for the photo.

Remember that fear pays rent but not mortgage.

I turn off the light, and Mike curls into the crook of my knees, as if that small space were its own country where nothing bad can enter. His purr is my national anthem, a domestic hymn that marks the end of the day better than any clock. At five-thirty, I’m awakened by fear, punctual as always. Fear has a better clock than hope and a peculiar way of opening my eyes before I do. I get up by inertia, make coffee, and look out the window. Dawn feels clinical, as if someone sterilized the light so it wouldn’t hurt. There’s a coldness that doesn’t frighten, but doesn’t comfort either.

As the coffee settles, Mike stretches, opens his mouth in an exaggerated yawn, and rattles his tag. That jingle reminds me that, no matter what, at least someone in this house knows exactly what to do: exist without guilt. He wanders through the kitchen as if patrolling a territory, he knows by heart, but every now and then he glances at me, checking if I need him closer today. I pretend I don’t, but he never believes me. Outside, the neighborhood is still asleep, but inside, the day begins—with Mike setting pace and me trying not to let fear win the first round.

“Good morning, citizen.”

He replies with a short meow: Get up, commoner, the sun won’t wait.

We eat breakfast together. He eats kibble. I eat bread with butter and anxiety. Sometimes I think love is just that: sharing silence with someone who doesn’t understand you but doesn’t leave. On the way to class, I looked at the cover of my notebook, where I wrote in marker: If I can’t heal my status, at least I can heal wounds. The nursing professor talks about empathy in a prescription-like tone.

“Empathy,” he says, “is putting yourself in the patient’s shoes.”

I think I’ve been doing that for years, but with countries. To be a migrant is to put yourself in someone else’s place—but in reverse.

Nelson, my friend, checks his phone.

“News?”

“Worse. We’re out.”

Silence. I try to break it:

“Maybe Mike will adopt us.”

“If we were dogs. Cats are conservative.”

We laugh. Humor is the prosthesis of the soul.

Back at the salon, the day goes on: eyebrows, tints, small promises. But every time I look in the mirror, I feel a little more transparent, as if the country were erasing me with a legal draft. Sometimes I think this country is like Mike: it gives you a roof, feeds you, lets you sleep... but never recognizes you as its own. And even so, tomorrow I’ll open the shop again at eight. Because freedom, like eyebrows, requires maintenance.
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Chapter 2: Beauty Without Borders
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The neighborhood wakes up to the same sound every day: a mixture of old engines, shameless reggaeton, and the smell of hot bread that sneaks through the cracks in the blinds. Sometimes I think that the air here is not breathed, it’s chewed. It tastes like reheated coffee and survival. I walk with my backpack on my shoulders and Mike in his carrier, sticking his nose out with the air of a diplomat inspecting invisible borders. The neighbors already recognize me from afar; some say hello, others pretend not to see, because in these times looking too much can seem suspicious.

The sidewalk is still wet with dew, and every step sounds like old history. The cars pass by unhurriedly, as if they were also half waking up. A lady pushes a cart with fruit that seems to have had a better life than us, and she smiles at me with that mixture of complicity and tiredness that only those who get up before the sun have. On the other side of the street, a group of boys discuss baseball as if the fate of the country depended on the result. They are voices that are part of the landscape, just like the crooked palm trees, the poles full of badly pasted advertisements, and the stray dogs that know exactly where to find shade at this hour.

Mike watches everything from his carrier as if he were an ambassador on a special mission. He blinks slowly, settles down, looks again. He senses things I don’t: the tensions people hide in their shoulders, the rumblings creeping around corners, the way some footsteps sound heavier than others. Sometimes I think that, if he could talk, he would tell me the neighborhood’s secrets that no one dares to say out loud. But he just purrs with a soft sound, like a kind of silent permission to keep walking.

As we move forward, I feel that each block has its own character. There is one that smells of frying from seven in the morning, another that is always full of children running around, although no one knows where they come from, and another where I live with the feeling that the curtains move too much to really be closed. Everything beats here. Nothing is truly still. Not even fear. And yet, during so much distrust and noise, there is a strange sense of belonging. As if the neighborhood, with all its cracks, still had the decency to say good morning to us in its own way.

The salon is the same as always, although every day I look at it as if it were a freshly baked miracle. The “Beauty Without Borders” sign still hangs crooked, with the letter’s half faded by the sun and humidity. I painted it three years ago with a brush borrowed from Nelson and leftover paint from a school mural. We promised to touch it up together, but life crept into our plans like that fine dust that is never completely swept away. I take out the keys and repeat the same ritual every morning: touch wood, look both ways, open quickly and close again. It is a choreography of fear learned without rehearsals.

I turn on the lights, and the salon comes alive: the mirrors return my multiplied reflection, the scissors shine as if waiting for applause, and the coffee maker moans a metallic greeting. Mike jumps out of his carrier and begins his inspection walk. He checks the corners, sniffs the chairs, stretches in front of the main dryer, and sits solemnly. I know what it means: the territory has passed inspection.

“Good morning, Mr. Supervisor,” I say.

He responds with a slow blink, that gesture that in feline language translates as: “Proceed, human.”

I start to organize the towels, fill the alcohol bottles, and mentally review the day’s agenda. Tuesdays are usually intense: eyebrows, touch-ups, dyes, and some improvised therapy. Here, customers pay to look better, but many come to talk, to empty their souls between one highlight and another. I understood it the first day I opened the place and a lady, instead of asking me for a cut, asked for advice on her divorce. From then on, I knew this was not just a business; it was a kind of confessional with music in the background.

Outside, the neighborhood is already boiling. A truck delivers fruit, a child runs by with a backpack bigger than he is, and a patrol car passes slowly, as if sniffing the air. Every time I see one, my heart beats faster, even though I haven’t done anything. Fear doesn’t need reasons; it feeds out of habit. Mike watches me from the window with the air of a patient judge. Sometimes I think he’s my mustachioed conscience. I would love to have his peace of mind, his certainty that the world belongs to him. But I have pending documents, immigration appointments that move more than a romantic date, and a future on the waiting list. He just must purr and someone feeds him.

“You really know how to live, citizen,” I say.

He yawns. His elegant way of saying, “That’s right, commoner.”

When the clock strikes eight, the first customers arrive. The doorbell rings like a musical note: the day’s symphony begins. Doña Maritza walks in with her usual energy, the scent of gardenias, and fresh news.

“Ale, hijo! Tell me you are taking ten years off me today.”

“I’ll take fifteen off, but you sign a confidentiality agreement,” I reply, and she lets out a laugh that fills the room.

As I place her in front of the mirror, I turn on the radio. Between old bachata and ads for lawyers who “speak your language,” a newscast sneaks in: “Raids continue in several states... dozens detained...” I turn the music up. I don’t want to start the day with fear, even if fear always finds a way to sneak in like dust. Doña Maritza notices.

“Don’t worry, Ale. If they come, I’ll tell them we’re doing a hair treatment for anxiety.”

“Let them approve it as a mental health project,” I reply.

We both laugh, and that laughter has the value of a sealed document.

Meanwhile, Mike climbed onto the counter. He observes every movement carefully, as if evaluating our resistance techniques. Suddenly, he sneezes.

“See? Even he gets stressed,” says Maritza.

“No, he’s complaining about the price of his kibble,” I reply, and we keep laughing.

Between clients, I look out the window and think about how ironic this country is. Here, even the sun has paper. It rises and sets without anyone’s permission, but they ask me for proof even to breathe. I look again at the sign on the door: “Beauty Without Borders.” How optimistic I was when I chose that name. I put it up because it seemed to me that beauty, at least, should be free. That no one should need a permit to feel good in front of the mirror. But now, every time I read it, it sounds like a joke: borders are everywhere, even under the skin.

I remember the day we painted it. Nelson held the ladder while I drew the crooked letters. A group of kids watched us from the sidewalk. One of them asked:

“And what’s a border?”

I didn’t know what to say. Nelson answered:

“It’s a line adults invent when they run out of imagination.”

The boy went quietly. I think he still is.

It’s half past nine. Carmen, the Honduran woman who cleans offices, arrives. She always has her hair up and her voice tired.

“Ale, just trim it a little. If they see me too changed, they’ll think I’m partying.”

I smile. I’ve heard that phrase in a thousand versions: women hiding behind discretion so as not to arouse suspicion. Here, elegance is measured in invisibility. While I cut her hair, Carmen told me there was another raid last night, that a cousin of hers didn’t come home. She says “they got him” as if he were a lost ball. I nodded and kept cutting, as if each strand of hair were a silent prayer. Mike, from the dryer chair, looks at her with feline empathy. Carmen laughs.

“That cat looks like a psychologist.”

“He is. But he charges in kibble.”

When the clock strikes ten, the salon is already a small universe in motion. Conversations intersect, the dryers sound like turbines, and in the background, it smells of toasted hope. I think that in another country this would just be a job. Here, it’s a form of resistance. Every cut, every coat of nail polish, every laugh that dares to come out in the middle of the noise is a political act without a banner. And although no one says it, we all know it: what happens outside is terrifying, but inside there’s still enough air to breathe without paper.

Mike stretches, settles, and gives me that look that says: “This little country called the salon still has open borders.”

The clock strikes eleven and the neighborhood is boiling. Outside, an empanada cart passes by announcing its menu with a horn that sounds as if it has a cold, but still manages to make half the world peek out. Next door, a man sells fake watches and real promises, with a confidence that almost convinces. From the window, I watch them all and think that the informal economy should have its own national anthem, its own flag, even a holiday. The air vibrates with haggling voices, coughing engines, and the smell of fried food that clings to clothes as if it, too, were paying rent.

Inside the salon, the atmosphere is another universe: warm, perfumed with hairspray and complicity. Here time stretches, curls up, hides between dryers and murmurs. Doña Maritza flips through an old magazine where the models smile as if they know something the rest of the world doesn’t, and Carmen checks her phone again, waiting for news of the missing cousin. I try to keep the work pace, but the scissors feel heavy, as if they, too, were tired of the neighborhood.

The hairdryers buzz with almost maternal constancy, but even they can’t drown out the stories floating in the air. Each customer arrives carrying a small tragedy wrapped in supermarket bags. Some drop it unintentionally when they sit down; others hide it better among the soft gossip and laughter they use to mislead. Maritza sighs every time she turns a page, as if she’s looking for a hidden sign among the perfume ads. Carmen types with the anxious fingers of someone waiting for a message that might not arrive today. I keep cutting strands, half-listening to their stories, hoping my hands don’t betray what I feel. It’s strange how the salon looks like a makeshift shelter where people come to comb their hair and, without meaning to end up confessing pieces of their soul. There are days when I feel like I cut more sadness than split ends.

On the street, the heat presses, and the sounds of midday intensify like an orchestra without a conductor. A yellow taxi brakes suddenly, sparking an argument that lasts as long as the red light. Street vendors reorganize to survive the next two hours, which are the most lucrative and the most dangerous. From my window, the scene looks like a strange dance, a choreography of daily survival where everyone improvises to avoid falling behind. No one rests here, not even the wind, which brings rumors of what happened in the early morning, what will happen in the late afternoon, and what everyone would rather forget. Sometimes I think the neighborhood has its own pulse—irregular but stubborn—that keeps beating, even if no one listens. Meanwhile, Mike sleeps in his corner as if life were simple, as if he didn’t know that the world out there is always on the verge of overflowing.

Inside the salon, the conversation rises and falls like an emotional tide. A woman says she dreamed of her dead husband, and Maritza insists that means he visited her. Carmen doesn’t contradict her; it’s enough for her to keep her eyes fixed on the screen, waiting for a digital miracle. I try to smile in the right places, answer with phrases that sound wise, and silence my own internal tremors. It’s funny how everyone sees the salon as a safe place, as if reality were filtered before entering here. But on days like this, I feel like reality doesn’t ask permission; it slips through the gaps in the door, sits in the shampoo chair, and stares at me while I work. The neighborhood beats against the walls with its sounds and stories, even if we try to deny it between dyes and curls.

At half past eleven, the midday light falls squarely into the salon, and everything becomes sharper, even what I’d rather not see. The empanada cart moves away, leaving a trail of hoarse music, and the fake watch seller continues offering eternity for ten dollars. Inside, the air thickens with the mixed aroma of cold coffee, hairspray, and a quiet tiredness we all share without mentioning it. Carmen finally receives a message, but her expression doesn’t change, which is always a bad sign. Maritza closes the magazine with a slow gesture, as if accepting that no printed advice is going to save her today. I take a deep breath, adjust my scissors, and keep working, because in this neighborhood time doesn’t wait, and life, even when it feels heavy, keeps walking through the door with the same stubbornness as always.

A new customer walks in, pushing a stroller with a two-year-old girl who waves her pacifier as if it were a flag.

“Can I leave her here while I wash my hair?” the mother asks, with a Dominican accent and universal exhaustion.

“Of course, leave her here. We take care of everything that breathes,” I reply.

Mike approaches curiously. The girl looks at him, fascinated, and lets out a clear laugh, the kind that erases the word “raid” for a second. He lets himself be petted, as if he understood that sometimes tenderness is also a form of citizenship. The mother’s name is Dalia. She works in an industrial laundry where steam wrinkles her dreams. She says her boss promised her a raise, but then she found out her salary is as invisible as her status.

“I’m tired, Ale. I get up at five, get home at nine, and I’m still afraid to sleep,” she tells me as water runs through her hair.

“Afraid of what?”

“Of being woken up by a knock on the door.”

I don’t know what to say. I rinse her hair in silence. Sometimes, all I can offer is a minute of care with no questions asked. The girl keeps playing with Mike, who has now claimed a towel and seems to be posing for a fabric-softener ad. They all laugh. Even Carmen, who had been quiet.

“That cat should have a YouTube channel,” she says.

“With so many followers, I’m sure he’ll get roles before us,” Dalia adds.

Laughter fills the place, and for a moment, sadness gets disheveled.

At noon, one of my favorites arrives: Doña Luz. She is seventy, has three grandchildren, and her memory is divided between two countries. She brings a big bag full of medicine and a smaller bag with cookies she hands out like blessings.

“I brought you something for your coffee, hija,” she says, placing the package on the table as if it were gold.

“Oh, Doña Luz, you’re an angel,” I answer.

“Not an angel, mujer. I’m Mexican and persistent. The second weighs more.”

While I dye her hair, we talk about everything: the weather, her mother’s recipes, the neighborhood that used to be quiet. She tells me that one of her grandsons, born here, now corrects her when she mispronounces a word in English.

“It makes me tender, but also angry,” she confesses. “I taught him to talk, and now he teaches me to be quiet.”

I shut up. There are phrases that deserve to be framed.

Suddenly, a phone vibrates on the table. It’s a voice message someone has put on speaker: “Be careful, they say ICE is in the area.” The salon goes silent. Even the hairdryer holds its breath. I look out the window. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just cars, pedestrians, routine. But the same reflex lights up in our bodies: that instinctive stiffness of someone who has learned to live halfway.

“Nothing’s going to happen,” I say, trying to convince everyone and myself.

Doña Luz nods, but her hands tremble. Mike walks over to her and lies on her lap. The old woman smiles.

“Look at this cat. So, calm. He doesn’t know what fear is.”

“That’s why he sleeps so much,” I reply.

Afternoon progresses with the uncertain rhythm of good days that don’t dare to be. Marta arrives, a Salvadoran woman who sells tamales on weekends and always storms in like a whirlwind.

“Ale! Tell me you can see me quickly today; I have a delivery at three!”

“Sit down, mujer, tamales can wait, but gray hairs can’t.”

“Si, mi ’ja,” she says, laughing, and sits down.

Marta is one of those people who tells life out loud. She doesn’t know how to speak softly. As I apply the dye, she runs through her day: customers, payments, the news.

“You know they say they’re going to shut down the government again? That there’s no agreement.”

“And what does that mean for you?”

“That the ones up there fight and the ones down here lose. It’s always like that.”

Everyone nods. No one mentions names or parties. You don’t need to. Here, politics is measured in work shifts, in calls that aren’t answered, in letters that never arrive.

When the clock strikes three, the smell of lunch invades the salon. I open the back door to ventilate, and for an instant the whole city rushes in noise, smoke, voices. A street vendor offers flowers. I buy one, just one, and put it in a glass of water.

“Who’s it for?” Marta asks.

“For whoever needs to remember that things still grow,” I reply.

Mike sniffs the flower, approves it, and settles next to it. While the clients chat, I take out my notebook and jot down ideas for a new ad: “Beauty Without Borders: Where Fear Gets Combed and Hope Dries on Warm Air.” I laughed at myself. I should trademark the slogan.

Later, a teenage girl comes in. Her name is Julia and she’s sixteen. She was born here, but her parents weren’t. Her hair is dyed blue, and she carries a rage that needs no translation.

“What are we doing today?” I ask her.

“Nothing. I just want it cut off. All of it.”

“All of it? Are you sure?”

“Yes. I want to start from nothing.”

As I work on her hair, she tells me that yesterday her father didn’t come home from work. That her mother doesn’t stop crying. That at school they look at her with pity.

“They told me not to worry, that they’ll just deport him for a few months. As if it were a trip.”

I don’t know what to say. The words get stuck between my teeth. I cut her hair carefully, strand by strand. When I finish, her face looks different: lighter, stronger.

“You look beautiful,” I say.

“I didn’t come for that,” she replies. “But thank you.”

Mike walks over, sniffs the freshly cut hair, and sits next to her. Julia pets him and smiles for the first time.

“At least someone stays,” she says.

The rest of the afternoon passes between dryers, stories, and silences. Sometimes fear dresses up as routine: a client who doesn’t show up, a noise at the door, a call no one answers. But we keep going. Because if there’s one thing the women in this neighborhood have learned, it’s to survive with nail polish and dignity.

At six o’clock, I close the register. Tips are scarce, but the salon smells like something close to hope. I clean the mirrors, pick up the towels, and stare at the reflection of the sign through the glass: “Beauty Without Borders.” And I think that maybe that phrase is not a joke of fate. It’s a promise we keep in silence, a trench with scissors, a shelter with a hairdryer.

Mike
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