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    To the many migrants who shared their lives with me. I hope you find yourselves reflected here.

      

    


Portions of this novel were written with the assistance of an AI writing tool. The author retained creative control over all narrative decisions, character development, thematic content, and final editorial choices.
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The first person I interviewed for this book wouldn't look at me.

We were in a church basement in Los Angeles, metal folding chairs, a water-stained drop ceiling. She kept her eyes on her hands while she talked—about crossing the desert, about the coyote who abandoned them, about finding her brother's body three days later. She spoke in a flat, steady voice, like she was reading a grocery list. When she finished, she finally looked up.

"Why does it matter?" she asked. "Who's going to read this?"

I didn't have a good answer. I'm still not sure I do.



Over the past decade, I've sat across from dozens of people like her—in community centers and church basements, in living rooms and taco shops, in shelters and detention facilities. Day laborers and software engineers. Farmworkers and professors. People who crossed on rafts and people who flew in on student visas. Some had been in the country for thirty years. Others had arrived the week before.

What they had in common was that they'd agreed to tell me their stories.

I'm a researcher. I came to these conversations with questions about migration patterns and integration challenges, about identity formation and community resilience. I'd read the literature. I knew the statistics. What I wasn't prepared for was the weight of it—the accumulation of so many lives, so much loss, so much stubborn hope.

The numbers tell one story. Eleven million undocumented immigrants in the United States. Seven hundred thousand DACA recipients. Thousands of deaths in the desert every year. Detention facilities at capacity. Deportation flights leaving daily.

But numbers don't capture the father who works two jobs so his daughter can go to college, then watches her grow embarrassed by his accent. They don't capture the lawyer who fled a dictatorship, now fighting deportation cases he knows he'll lose. They don't capture the woman separated from her American children by a policy designed to punish her for visiting her dying mother.

This book is an attempt to hold both—the patterns and the particulars, the data and the lives it represents.



The fifteen characters in these pages are composites. I changed names, combined experiences, invented scenes. A woman I met in Seattle might appear in a story set in Texas. Two interviews conducted years apart might be woven into a single conversation. This is fictionalization—a way of telling truth through invention.

Some readers will be skeptical of this approach. If the stories aren't factually accurate, how can they be trusted?

Here's what I can tell you: Every fear in this book is real. Every hope. Every moment of resilience. The details have been rearranged, but the emotional core remains intact. When a character describes the terror of hearing a knock on the door, that terror was described to me, in those words, by someone who lived it. When a character talks about the loneliness of success—of making it, and still feeling like you don't belong—that's not something I imagined. Someone told me that. Many people told me that.

I fictionalized these stories to protect the people who shared them with me. I also fictionalized them because I believe fiction can sometimes reach places that journalism cannot. A composite character can carry the weight of many lives. A fictionalized scene can capture an emotional truth that a transcript might miss.

Whether I've succeeded is for you to judge.



The people in this book come from Mexico and Cuba, from Honduras and Venezuela, from Colombia and Uruguay and El Salvador and Peru. They work as janitors and filmmakers, as lawyers and farmworkers, as tech executives and trafficking survivors. Some have green cards. Some have DACA. Some have nothing—no papers, no protection, just the fact of their presence.

What unites them is simpler than any category: they left one life and tried to build another. That's the oldest human story there is.

I've organized these stories alphabetically by character name, not by theme or chronology. There's no arc here, no building argument. Just fifteen people, each with a story worth telling. Read them in order or skip around. Start with whoever catches your eye.

A few will make you angry. The systems that shape these lives—immigration courts, detention centers, border enforcement—are often cruel in ways that feel almost designed. A mother can be barred from her citizen children for a decade because she left the country to say goodbye to her dying mother. A worker can die in solitary confinement because he reported a safety violation. These are not aberrations. They are policy.

Other stories are quieter. A filmmaker trying to make something meaningful. A professor navigating her own complicated position. A man who finds dignity in work the world considers beneath notice.

I don't know what you'll take from these pages. I don't know if they'll change anything—any policy, any mind. But I believe they deserve to be read. I believe the people who trusted me with their experiences deserve to have those experiences witnessed, even in fictionalized form.

The woman in the church basement asked who would read this.

I hope it's you. I hope it matters.

​​
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1.  Luis
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The office building emptied at 5:47 every evening, give or take. Luis Ortega knew the rhythm—the rush of footsteps, the elevator chimes, the way conversations stopped mid-sentence as people grabbed their bags and pushed toward the doors. He'd wheel his cleaning cart out of the supply closet at 5:52, just as the last of them were pulling on their coats.

No one looked at him. That was fine.

Luis moved through the halls with his own kind of purpose, emptying trash cans, wiping down the conference tables, making his way floor to floor as the building settled into silence. He took pride in the work—not the work itself, exactly, but in the small things he could do within it.

The assistant on the fourth floor, the one who stayed late every night and always looked like she was about to cry—Luis had started leaving paper cranes on her desk. He'd learned to fold them from a YouTube video, practicing on napkins and receipt paper until he could make one in under two minutes. Red ones, blue ones, white ones from the copy room. She never said anything, probably didn't know where they came from. But they kept disappearing, which meant she was keeping them. That was enough.

On the executive floor, there was a man whose family photos were always crooked—knocked sideways by the careless swing of a briefcase or a jacket tossed over the chair. Every night, Luis straightened them. The wife and two kids in front of a Christmas tree. The whole family at what looked like a graduation. A trip to somewhere with palm trees. The man probably never noticed. But the photos were always level in the morning.

These were Luis's ways of existing in a world that preferred not to see him.



I first met Luis several years earlier, during a research project at Casa Latina, a nonprofit serving Seattle's immigrant community. When I reached out again for this book, he agreed to meet me after his shift.

He arrived still in his work uniform, a polo shirt with a faded logo. His accent reminded me of my grandmother, who had grown up in Quito.

"I came here ten years ago," he said, after we'd found a quiet corner. "I had nothing but a suitcase and a dream." He caught himself, smiled a little. "That's what people say, right? But it was true. It was exactly like that."

He talked about growing up in Quito. His father did construction when there was construction to do. His mother cleaned houses, took in laundry, sold empanadas de viento from a cart near the Parque El Ejido on weekends—whatever put food on the table.

"Five kids," Luis said. "I was the oldest, so I helped. After school, I'd shine shoes downtown, sell newspapers. I got good at spotting the tourists—they'd give you a few extra sucres if you smiled right."

He was quiet for a moment, zipping and unzipping his jacket.

"I liked school. But it's hard to pay attention when you're hungry, you know? I finished high school. Barely. But university?" He shook his head. "No."

His uncle Pedro had gone to the States years before. When Pedro came back to visit and saw how things were, he helped Luis get a tourist visa.

"The day after I turned eighteen, I was on a plane. Cheapest ticket there was." Luis paused. "I hugged my mom at the airport. Told her I'd be back in a month."

He looked at me. "We both knew."



Pedro picked him up in Atlanta. They drove to a small apartment in Doraville—a neighborhood full of other Latinos, Mexicans and Guatemalans mostly. That first night, they sat on the balcony with cheap beer and watched the city lights.

"My uncle got me a job washing dishes where he worked. But after a month, my visa expired." Luis looked down at his hands. "And then I was something else. Indocumentado."

He described the fear. How it gets into your body. Every siren, every uniform, every knock on the door.

"You know that movie, Paraíso Travel?" he asked. "There's a guy who finally makes it to New York with his girlfriend. He goes out for a cigarette, sees a cop, and just—runs. Keeps running until he's lost. Can't find his way back to her."

Luis shook his head slowly. "I didn't have a girlfriend. Just my uncle. But I understood that guy. That panic. There were nights I planned escape routes in my head. Just in case."

He couldn't run. He couldn't go back. So he worked.

Construction when he could find it. Mowing lawns. A week cleaning up after a tornado in Alabama—eighteen hours a day, cash at the end of each shift.

"Some people cheated me. There was this job framing houses. Two weeks, no days off. When I asked for my money, the foreman laughed. Said he'd call immigration if I didn't leave." Luis opened his hands. "So I left. What else could I do?"



After six months, things went bad with his uncle. Pedro lost his job. Started drinking. The apartment got smaller.

One morning Luis put his things in a bag and took a Greyhound to Miami.

"Miami was different. The heat, the ocean, all those palm trees. For a while I thought: okay, this is a new start." He smiled. "I got a job in a Cuban restaurant. Learned to make cafecito the right way—strong, sweet, in those little cups. But the humidity. Dios mío. Worse than Quito in January."

He moved again. Orlando—he worked at one of the big theme parks, pushing a broom, invisible in the crowd. Charlotte—he learned carpentry from a contractor who didn't ask questions. New Orleans—he spent months helping rebuild houses after Katrina.

"That was hard," he said. "But good, too. Like I was doing something real."

Every city was the same pattern: find work, find somewhere to sleep, keep your head down. But sometimes there were surprises.

"In Charlotte, this old man caught me sleeping in his tool shed. Mr. Johnson. White guy, maybe seventy. I thought: this is it, he's calling the police." Luis paused. "Instead he asked if I was hungry. Gave me a job. Let me sleep on his couch for three months."

"In New Orleans, there was a priest. Father Miguel. He had this little church that helped immigrants. Didn't matter if you had papers or not. He used to say, 'We're all God's children.' He meant it, too."

Luis was quiet for a moment.

"For every person like that, there were ten more ready to cheat you. And the fear never stopped. Ten years, and it never stops."



He came to Seattle three years after leaving Ecuador. He'd heard there was work.

"I found this company. Nightshine Cleaning, something like that. They hired a lot of immigrants. I thought I'd gotten lucky."

They told him they'd hold his first two weeks' pay as a deposit. In case he broke something. He was desperate. He said okay.

Two weeks passed. Three. Every time he asked about his money, there was a reason. The check was coming. The owner was traveling. The paperwork was delayed.

"A month in, I was cleaning a big office building downtown. Still hadn't seen one dollar. Then the supervisor came and said they were letting me go. 'Downsizing.' Just like that—no job, no wages, nothing."

Luis tried to argue
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