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About the Author

When he steps off a plane in San Antonio, the customs officer's smile turns to ice. Within hours, he is in a wire cage built for six, holding twelve.

What follows is not a story about immigration law. It is a story about what happens to a mind when the world it trusted disappears — and what it builds in its place.

Inside the detention center, he meets Aleksander, who sees ashes where others see dust. Rami, who keeps a photograph of his daughter as though it were a shield. Ali, who knows which card will fall before it does. Kim, who distributes small pieces of colored paper before sleep — and calls them dreams.

Then come the hallucinations. The carpet. The coin. The dice. The fragment of wood. And three figures from history, each carrying a confession.

By the time the cell door finally opens, the question is no longer when will I get out?

It is: can I still trust what I see?

The Man with Confetti Dreams is a novel about the mind's desperate need to make sense of things — and what it costs when that need goes unsatisfied.
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​Chapter 1: In the fridge of the nameless
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The Cell

The steel door slammed, a boom that would've made corpses turn over in their coffins. An echo that pounded down those raw concrete corridors, cold enough to give your soul frostbite. It wasn't a door, it was a guillotine, and it cut my past clean off, left me dying slow in a present that stank of stale piss and death, a rusted death knell for a mass where God himself had walked out. The air here had to be chewed. A thick, sickening cocktail of cheap industrial disinfectant, cut with the metallic aftertaste of fear. Fear oozed. It stuck to your skin, a second skin made of pure despair.

This wasn't an ordinary joint. This was an immigrant prison, outsourced, in San Antonio, Texas. A fridge for lost souls, a freezer for dreams without the right paperwork. I was a number now. Stripped of my name, my history, that fragile little label they call humanity.

Hope? A pitiful moth, fragile as a politician's promise. In here it dies fast, crushed under the boot of indifference. Ahead of me, the cages stretched out of sight.

A new world, one to make your mother flinch. These weren't cells, they were cages. Rusted wire-mesh cages, cold as the heart of the State — like a forgotten zoo where the animals had finally gone completely insane.

Built for six, these human sardine cans sometimes held double that, but that day there were only seven of us in ours. A privilege we owed mostly to not being Mexican: the Mexican detainees were crammed twelve or thirteen to a cage exactly like ours.

A chaotic mix of broken dreams, stubborn bitterness, and resentment simmering like a time bomb. The air vibrated with unspoken anxieties, sniffles muffled into filthy pillows, tears that tasted of rust and bitter failure, hoarse coughs that never stopped, the soundtrack of our wasted lives.

A cruel paradox: suffocating closeness and profound isolation, each man in his own bubble of misery. Our eyes fixed on the outside world, forever out of reach, like through the dirty glass of an aquarium.

The floors of the prison stretched out like gray, grim landscapes, each holding five massive wire-mesh cages. Bunk beds, stacked like disjointed skeletons, lined the walls, offering a miserable scrap of privacy, the equivalent of a tissue paper in a whorehouse. The cold, hard metal bit into my skin at every touch.

Once night fell, the cacophony started: the clatter of restless bodies on filthy mattresses, the groan of metal bed frames that seemed to complain under our weight, muffled sobs punctuating the silence like the laments of an invisible choir.

Sleep offered no escape. A battlefield of nightmares, each man replaying on a loop the day's humiliations, the condescending looks, the barked orders, the loss of all dignity. The cold steel bars of the cage turned in my dreams into the bars of my own rib cage, closing in, choking me.

The guards' eyes followed me into the dark corners of my dreams, their murmurs looping in my head like an unbearable ad. Even in the deepest sleep, the weight of those concrete walls pressed on my chest, deliverance so close, just a few forms away, and yet so far, a mirage in the bureaucratic desert.

Entertainment was a cruel joke. A lone TV blinked sadly on its rusted metal bracket, throwing off a cold, sterile light, like the mocking eye of a bargain-bin Big Brother. Sound was a rare commodity, hoarded by the lucky few with smuggled earbuds, while the rest sat in silent, frustrated want, eyes locked on the flavorless images, zombies in front of a flickering light show.

But on Fridays, a glimmer of artificial joy cut through the gloom: the weekly movie on channel 15, the channel of the forgotten. A collective breath, a momentary escape into another world, before being dumped back without mercy into our sad reality — a narrow window slammed shut fast.

Privacy was a ghost, a distant memory in this land of human desolation. The toilets, austere stainless-steel fixtures in the corners of our cells, offered neither privacy nor dignity, just a raw exposure of our vulnerability. A constant, humiliating reminder of our status as cattle, like an open wound that wouldn't close.

Some resourceful cellmates had secretly rigged up torn sheets and ropes braided from trash bags, building flimsy barriers, ridiculous screens to hide our misery, whispers of quiet rebellion. The lukewarm, lightly chlorinated showers wore down our skin and our spirit day after day, leaving us raw, more exposed than a broken heart.

The guards, mostly Mexican women, Americans with roots on the other side of the border — the irony wasn't lost on me. Their eyes, hard as stones from the Rio Grande, a mix of indifference and barely hidden contempt, carried the weight of their own miseries. Some seemed to relish their meager power, their voices slicing the air like shards of glass.

Others, their eyes flickering for a moment with something like pity, seemed as trapped as we were, caught in a system that forced them to betray their own. I could feel the weight of their inner torment, as if they were trying to cleanse themselves by dirtying us further, puppets whose strings were pulled by a heartless bureaucracy. They seemed to want distance from us, as if shame were contagious.

One guard, Ramirez, checked the cage bars with mechanical detachment, a dull routine. But when she got to my cage, her gloved fingers stopped on the cold steel. For a split second, her dark eyes met mine, and I saw something flicker — not pity, but weariness, a brief moment of doubt. Then, as fast as it came, the mask of indifference slid back on, and she moved to the next cage — a tiny crack in the wall of her apathy.

During evening count, guard Lopez stopped in front of our cell. Her eyes swept the crowded room, then lingered on my face. An uncomfortably long silence stretched between us. Then she went back to counting in a flat, dry voice, like she was reciting a forgotten grocery list, a pause in the human machine.

Once, while being escorted to the shower, my legs gave out and I stumbled. Guard Martinez, usually so rigid, so quick to bark orders, reached out to catch me. Her touch was brief, almost accidental, but it was there. And for a fleeting instant, her eyes held something close to compassion, before she quickly reined herself back in, as if ashamed of her own humanity.

No yard time, no breath of fresh air, no caress of sunlight on our pale skin. We wasted away, treated worse than lab rats in a maze with no cheese, just gray walls and the persistent smell of despair. Day and night blurred together in that artificial dimness, reducing us to empty shells. Time stagnated, dragging us slowly under. The food, beyond bland, left a bitter, chemical aftertaste, a constant reminder of the prison's grip on our bodies and minds.

We got cafeteria access once a week, a short regimented march through cold corridors to a big sterile room where we ate in silence under the guards' watchful eyes. The rest of the time, our meals were delivered to our cages like to animals: thick gray plastic trays loaded with lukewarm, unidentifiable substances. I dreamed of the sweet taste of fresh fruit soaked in sun, the earthy smell of rain on grass, the warmth of sunlight on my skin, a mind longing for a life it could no longer touch. A paradise lost.

I thought about my kids, two young boys, their laughter that I missed like a breath of oxygen.

How I Got Here

That was the damned reality of life in the merciless grip of the San Antonio immigrant prison. Every day, as the sun set and rose again behind the impenetrable walls, every sunrise was a mocking reminder of the freedom denied us, tying us tighter to the deportation looming ahead, a sword of Damocles hanging over our heads. In that stubborn suffering, I dwelled on the illusory fragility of freedom and the crushing weight of total control on the human mind, the way it could grind down even the strongest souls. And yet, in the middle of that black sadness, I clung desperately to the enduring power of hope, that lousy cockroach of a thing that clings to life even in the filthiest conditions. A bitter lesson learned in the harshest classrooms, an invisible scar that would linger long after I left these walls.

Lying on my makeshift bed, eyes fixed on the leprous ceiling dotted with water stains, I let my thoughts drift, inevitably pulled back to that fateful day when everything tipped over.

My green card, that small, insignificant rectangle of plastic, had been my golden ticket for fifteen years. French by birth, I'd left France young to try my luck here, never giving up my passport, never really cutting the thread. I'd traveled, worked, lived, always coming back to the United States, never thinking twice about it. But after 9/11, the whole world tipped over, and my certainties with it. Rules that had been nothing but bureaucratic murmurs turned into shrill screams of security paranoia.

What I didn't know was that the government had quietly tightened the definition of abandonment for green card holders. Simply spending too much time outside the country could now be read as voluntarily giving up permanent residency.

I got a notice to appear before immigration court. It had been sent to an address I no longer lived at. So I never got that summons, never knew my life was tipping over. The reason? That time, I'd spent almost two straight years outside the country, a much longer stretch than my usual trips.

Because I missed that hearing date, they issued a warrant for my arrest, like I was some dangerous criminal. One missed hearing date, one piece of paper lost in the maze of the US mail, and my entire life was upended.

When I landed, the customs officer's warm smile turned to ice in an instant. They pulled me aside. No lawyer to defend my rights, not one coherent explanation, just handcuffs snapping cold around my wrists and a cold room where hope wilted as fast as a cut flower. They said I hadn't shown up. They said I'd abandoned my residency. They didn't give a damn that I'd been a permanent resident for fifteen years, that I'd paid my taxes like a good citizen, that I'd built a life here. One missed hearing date, that's all it took to tip my whole existence into this nightmare.

Despite years of traveling without a single problem, the rules had quietly changed after 9/11. The Bush administration's creation of the Department of Homeland Security had unleashed a flood of surveillance on every foreign national. And my unintentional slip had landed at the top of somebody's list.

Caught in that invisible net, my seemingly innocent misstep had been flagged by some zealous official. The immigration judge had summoned me, a hearing I never attended, unaware of the storm gathering. Protocol demanded an arrest warrant, and the next time I set foot on American soil, I wouldn't find a warm welcome — just cold, impersonal handcuffs.

When that dreaded moment finally came, stepping off the plane felt like walking into a nightmare. My warm smile to the customs officer had signaled an illusion that shattered the instant I was arrested. I was refused a consultation with a lawyer, left vulnerable and alone, a lamb led to the bureaucratic slaughter.

The pain had swallowed me, heavy and cold as a gravestone. There I was, locked inside those impersonal prison walls, a holding cell for broken dreams, stripped of hope and of the slightest human compassion. In that abyss of despair, I'd longed to rewind time, to erase the choices that had led me here.

Friday movie nights had become a sacred ritual, a collective escape, a welcome brief respite from the harsh realities of our confinement. For those few illusory hours, we were carried off to another world, a world where anything still seemed possible. A poignant reminder that even in the darkest places, the human spirit could still find tiny sparks of joy, like a fleeting dream in the middle of an endless nightmare.

The green card, once a reassuring symbol of belonging, had become a bitter symbol of irreparable loss, a constant reminder of the carefree life that had slipped through my fingers like fine sand. But I stubbornly refused to let it define me. I would rise again, but not unscathed, not the same naive man I'd been before. Release, once a simple hypothesis, had become a visceral obsession.

Memories of my old life were no longer mere nostalgic recollections; they were turning into real, throbbing emotional wounds. They reignited the sharp pain of loss, the feeling of helplessness against this relentless system, and the dull anger at the blatant injustice I'd suffered. Every happy memory from my past was now tinted with the bitterness of what had been ripped away from me.

And yet, some precious memories were insidiously starting to fade, their outlines blurring under the crushing weight of this captivity. The exact details of loved faces, the clarity of moments of pure joy, sometimes grew thinner, leaving me with a bittersweet feeling of a reality slipping away. This gradual erosion of my past added another layer of suffering to my burden, the terrifying fear of losing not only my present freedom, but the precious fragments of my identity too.

Those growing blank spots in my memory then became additional ghosts, poignant reminders of what was lost and maybe forever out of reach. Lying on my makeshift bed, eyes fixed on the leprous ceiling, I let my thoughts drift, inevitably pulled back to that fateful day when everything tipped over. I would rise from my ashes, stronger and more resilient than ever. I would take back my stolen life, my emancipation, my trampled dignity, forever determined to fight with rage for justice and equality, even if the fight seemed lost before it began.

The cage door slammed shut with a sharp, final sound, and in its grim echo, I'd lost more than precious time; I'd lost an irreplaceable piece of myself, a part of my soul I would never get back intact. Even now, years later, I can still hear the cold slam of that damned steel door. They'd taken everything, even my name, and left me with a mere number. And deep inside me, the nagging question remained: why? That place had irrevocably changed me, and I knew, deep in my bones, that I could never, ever go back to who I was before that devilish door slammed shut behind me.
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​Chapter 2: The Alley of Lost Souls
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The corridor wasn't just a passageway. It was a gaping wound in the belly of this prison, a place where time dragged on, viscous and slow, like an old dead dog that hadn't been buried. The linoleum beneath my wretched shoes, a patchwork of cracked old tiles, told of endless comings and goings, each step a dull echo of shared misery, thick with the sticky silence of men who've stopped waiting. The physical impact of this prison was insidious, seeping into me like the compound stench saturating the air. It settled on my tongue like a bitter deposit. My clothes were saturated with it. A slow poison eating me hollow.

The lack of light — that meager, pale sliver filtered stingily through a grimy window set too high — weighed on my eyes like chronic fatigue, making each glance a painful chore. My body seemed to adapt to the constant gloom, a sickly pallor replacing the sun's forgotten warmth.

Even the cold, hard contact of the concrete floor beneath my thin canvas shoes was a constant assault, an icy bite that traveled up my numb legs, reminding me of the utter absence of softness, of the comforting warmth of human touch. Every labored breath, every step on the cracked linoleum, every contact with the pervasive cold — a sting, a slow but inexorable erosion, a foretaste of the gradual decay waiting for me in this concrete tomb.

A sliver of light, thin as hope stolen by a pickpocket, desperately tried to pierce the eternal night — up there, through a grimy out-of-reach window, like a gouged-out eye staring into the void. A dirty joke by the architects of hell, a ridiculous patch of grayish sky to make us believe there was something beyond these walls. The window, streaked with dried rain and smeared with fingerprints, distorted the pale light, casting hazy patterns onto the faded concrete floor, dark figures dancing on a prehistoric cave wall. Dust particles, trapped in weak hesitant rays, swirled slowly in the stagnant air — scraps of lost freedom going nowhere, same as us. I could barely make out the blurry silhouette of a distant line of trees, a hazy green promise fading against the uniform grey sky.

For a few moments, I remained mesmerized by that thin sliver of light. It wasn't just a ray of sunlight — it was the painful memory of a life beyond these walls. I saw again the sidewalk warmed by summer, the smell of grass after rain, the simple pleasures I'd always taken for granted. Behind the dirty glass, the outside world seemed blurry, almost unreal, like a dream you wake from too soon. Yet that light reminded me of one essential thing: life continued somewhere. And as long as it existed beyond these cages, something inside me still refused to give in.

In that dimly lit corridor, I made a deal with myself, silent, no witnesses: I would endure the sadness, the hunger, and the uncertainty without letting this place devour me completely. I thought of my mother's unwavering strength, that invisible talisman fueling my own tenacity. It was little, almost nothing — but in this world, almost nothing was sometimes worth a fortune. I clung to that meager glimmer of light like a shipwrecked sailor to a rotten plank.

And when the day of my liberation finally arrived, when the steel door opened with enough noise to wake the dead — which, in this place, would have mostly just created a queue — I would walk straight toward the sun. I would retain the memory of the cold concrete, the smell of cheap disinfectant, and that lesson etched into my bones: freedom is easy to squander when you've never had to look at it through a dirty window.

Then a hoarse, low voice, rough as sandpaper, broke the oppressive silence.

— Looking for a way out, rookie?

"This window isn't an escape route, my friend," he spat between two fits of dry coughing that seemed to tear at his throat. "It's just here to remind you what you've lost. So you know that here, you belong to them — body and soul, and for a good long while, believe me." He took a deep drag on his cigarette, the tip glowing red in the darkness like a malevolent eye. "You see that filth swirling in the little light that dares to enter? It's not innocent dust, my boy. It's what's left of hope after they're done grinding it down — and they're throwing it in your face to laugh at your naiveté." He gestured slowly, his smoldering cigarette flickering toward the window. "That line of trees you think you see in the distance? Not real, kid. Just a stupid peeling paint job, a cheap set. They change it from time to time, just to give you the illusion of change. Just to keep you... interested in their sadistic little game."

He paused, his dark eyes narrowing into suspicious slits. "Can you smell that acrid odor catching in your throat? It's not just stale bread and cattle sweat. It's the putrid stench of broken dreams, the stench of souls slowly rotting in these hellish cages." He leaned slightly closer, his hot rancid breath heavy with bitterness. "You made a promise to yourself? Don't bother. They hear everything here, kiddo. They know your innermost thoughts before they even form in your mind. And believe me, they have a good laugh at your illusions." He chuckled — a dry, humorless sound, more like the whimper of a wounded animal. "They love to see you clinging to hope. They love to see you slowly crack, day after day. They love to see you become one of them — a resigned empty shell." He casually dropped the gray ash of his cigarette onto the grimy floor. "Welcome to the hallway, kid. You'll be here for a while. A good while." Then he silently melted into the thick shadows, leaving me alone with his bitter words echoing.

I watched him disappear into the darkness, breathless. Had he gone completely mad from staring at that wall, or were the architects of this rat hole sadistic enough to paint a fake horizon? I had no idea. And perhaps that was the worst part.
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​Chapter 3: The Polish Ghost in the Wire Cage
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The immigration detention center — a fucking concrete stomach where lost souls are slowly digested — held within its merciless bowels a multitude of sordid stories, secrets whispered in shadows, and unspeakable fears that had nowhere left to go. Inside the cramped confines of our wire cage, a world within a world even more dismal, a new enigma emerged in the form of my Polish cellmate, Aleksander. He wasn't simply silent. He was a study in stillness, a man who moved with calculated slowness, as if each gesture were weighed on a rusty scale, measured against the yardstick of ancestral suffering.

Looking at him like that, frozen in silent suffering, a chilling question crossed my mind: was this my own future? A slow petrification of the soul?

The air around him seemed to thicken, a palpable tension vibrating dully like a live wire. He rarely spoke, this ghost — but when he deigned to utter a few sounds, his English was a choppy collection of sentence fragments, each word a struggle pulled up from somewhere deep.

I clumsily tried to probe his murky past.

— Where are you from? Before all this?

Aleksander's piercing blue-grey eyes narrowed for a moment, then he shrugged wearily. — Polska.

— I know. But before landing in this rat hole?

I gestured vaguely around our cramped cage. His expression darkened, a flicker of fear crossing his somber eyes. He mumbled a few unintelligible words in Polish, then sighed deeply — a sound that carried the weight of a shattered life.

— No big deal.

I sighed too, the futility of our communication adding another weight to my shoulders.

— Yes it does matter, damn it.

Aleksander looked away, his jaw clenching. — Words... not easy. Head... full. Too full.

A wall of silence, thicker and colder than concrete, rose between us.

Aleksander was a man hewn from lean, wiry strength, his frame honed by years of physical labor — perhaps in the icy fields of his native Poland. The deep wrinkles furrowing his weathered face were as deep as the concentric rings of a centuries-old tree stump. His large calloused hands bore the scars of a hard life. He moved with deliberate economy, as if walking through an invisible minefield. His thick coarse hair, a faded chestnut streaked with premature gray, fell haphazardly over his forehead, partially obscuring his piercing blue-gray eyes — the most striking feature of his austere face, windows into a soul that had seen far too much. Fine whitish scars dotted his thin forearms, like silent runes etched into his flesh. He had a slight kyphosis — perhaps from years of toil, or the weight of the burdens he carried — but this did nothing to diminish his quiet, stubborn strength. His back remained straight, his shoulders square, as if he still bore the invisible weight of a forgotten responsibility. His thin worn clothes hung loosely on his gaunt frame, but he wore them with a kind of silent pride.

These marks on his skin were like chapters in a story I could never read.

Language — that fragile bridge connecting souls — was reduced here to fragmented exchanges, hesitant gestures, and the occasional expression of shared frustration. We were separated by an invisible but insurmountable wall, able to see each other, to sense each other's presence, but unable to truly connect. The depths of his inner struggles, the hopes and fears that had driven him to this desolate place — all of it remained hidden behind a linguistic veil I longed to pierce.

Without a shared means of verbal exchange, our interactions were reduced to silent gestures, a language of eyes charged with raw emotion. We communicated in the empty spaces between words, in the shared silences that weighed heavily. Sometimes he would stare into the void beyond the rusted bars, his gaze lost on an invisible horizon, and I would wonder what dark memories flickered behind those deep haunted eyes.

Like all prisoners, I spent hours speculating about his past. Had he crossed Mexico at the risk of his life to escape poverty, war, persecution? Was he simply looking for a better future? Or was he running from something darker — a past that had finally caught up with him? The questions went in circles without ever finding an answer.

There were no easy answers in this place, only fragments of a story whispered in rare brief conversations, words stolen in haste, moments of shared solitude. Sometimes a word or two would hint at a life beyond these gray walls, but the complete picture remained desperately
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