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THE BORDER BETWEEN US

What if love crosses the border-literally?

In the glittering towers of Los Angeles, the son of a disillusioned billionaire accidentally meets a janitor who quotes Camus and hides a storm behind her eyes. Sofia has no papers, no insurance, and no time for fantasies. Ethan has everything but a goal.

When a chance encounter turns into a dangerous connection, they are drawn into a world of hidden identities, broken systems, and choices that defy borders.

"The Border Between Us is a poignant love story set in the shadow of immigration raids, corporate lies, and shattered American dreams. Told with black humor and painful honesty, it is a contemporary novel for anyone who has ever loved someone they were never meant to meet.

CHAPTER 1: CLEANING UP AFTER THE PARTY
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1.1 The night shift
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They say America is the land of opportunity. Sofia Romero thought about this every time she walked into the Millennium Investments office at two in the morning to mop the floors for twelve dollars an hour.

Twelve dollars an hour, in cash, under the desk.

The cleaning company's paperwork says sixteen, the minimum wage in California. But the four dollars difference is the price for not asking unnecessary questions about DACA status, about whether the work permit was renewed on time. The manager explained this on the first day: "Sixteen on paper, twelve in hand. If you don't like it, the door is over there."

In California, where a studio costs two thousand a month and gasoline is like French perfume. Unless you have a job, your salary will be minimal, probably enough to make ends meet.

Forty-seventh floor. A view of Los Angeles at night - a million lights, each of which is someone's life, someone's story, someone's American dream. Or a nightmare. It depends on which side of the glass you look from.

Sofia always looked from the right side. The one where you need to erase someone's fingerprints.

The phone vibrated. Ramon, of course. At two in the morning, he was the only one who could text.

- sister, i have a plan

No capital letters, no punctuation. Ramon saved on everything, even grammar. He said it was anarchy against the system. Sofia knew it was just his laziness.

- a brilliant plan

- this time for sure 

- I swear on my mother.

Sofia turned off the sound. Her mother was a holy woman, but Ramon swore on her every week. The last time his "brilliant plan" ended with him running away from the police through a Walmart parking lot dressed as a taco mascot. Better not ask.

The conference room looked like a battlefield of capitalism. Champagne glasses for two hundred dollars a bottle. Unfinished foie gras canapes. Napkins with the company logo, crumpled and discarded like working-class dreams.

Confetti on the floor. Gold and silver circles, as if someone had scattered dollars. Only dollars have some value. Confetti is just garbage that has to be swept away.

Sofia turned on the vacuum cleaner. The machine roared to life, drowning out her thoughts. It was good. At two in the morning, thoughts become too loud. Especially when your defense against deportation hangs in the balance.

Twenty-one years in America. Brought across the border at two years old, too young to remember another country. DACA gave her a temporary respite-a work permit, a social security number, an illusion of normalcy. But every two years it is renewed. Every election is a threat to cancel the program. Twenty-one years of life in the debt of time.

Tonight the party was especially lavish. They were celebrating something. An agreement, a billion, another victory over the poor. Who could tell, these people in identical five thousand dollar suits.

Sofia pushed the cart with detergents into the next room. The wheels were squeaking. "I should probably grease them, but why? No one will hear anyway. In offices, only those with money can hear.
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1.2 Finding
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The office of the CEO. The holy of holies of corporate America.

George Miller. Sofia knew the name, had seen it on the news. "Visionary," "innovator," "philanthropist." Ridiculous words for a man who makes money from deporting illegal immigrants. In America, they call it a "business opportunity."

On the wall is a photo of the family. A beautiful wife who looks like a model from an antidepressant commercial. A son in a university gown. A golden retriever. The American dream in a thousand dollar frame.

Next to it is the book "Atlanta Shrugged". Of course. The Bible for those who consider themselves Atlanteans and everyone else as ballast. Sofia read Ayn Rand. In Spanish. In translation, her philosophy sounded even more absurd.

But under the table... A book. Not about business, not about leadership, not about how to make a million by the time you're thirty. Albert Camus.

Sofia picked up the book. Soft cover, worn, with bent corners. Someone had read it many times. Someone had made notes in the margins.

She opened it at random.

"We must imagine Sisyphus happy."

Next to it, in a blue pen, in a sweeping handwriting: "Bullshit. Sisyphus was an illegal immigrant. No one asked him if he wanted to roll that stone."

Sofia laughed. For the first time that night. For the first time in a week, maybe.

Some of these people in suits had read Camus. Some had doubts. Some saw the absurdity.

Next page. Underlined: "Absurdity is born out of this clash between human need and the unreasonable silence of the world."

Comment: "Or from the clash between human dignity and migration policy."

Sofia turned the pages. The book was crammed with comments. Someone was dialoguing with Camus, arguing, agreeing, shouting in the margins of the paper.

"Rebellion gives life a price" was underlined three times.

Comment: "But rebellion in a corporation is suicide. A slow one. Like flying in an airplane with the engines off and a golden parachute under the seat."

The last page. The business card was like a bookmark. "Ethan Miller. Intern. Meridian Consulting Group."

Miller. Another Miller? Interesting.

Sofia noticed the fine print at the bottom: "A subsidiary of Millennium Investments." Of course. Meridian was an ostensibly independent consulting firm that Millennium used for less presentable projects. Far enough away to avoid accusations of family ties in the Millennium company. No nepotism, really.

Sofia put the book back under the table. Then she changed her mind. If he reads Camus, if he sees the absurdity of the system, maybe...

No. Nonsense. The rich always rebel. Until the first paycheck. Until the first bonus. Until the first million.

But she still put the book on the table. In a prominent place. Let him find it. Let him know that someone read his comments. That someone understood him.

The phone vibrated again. Ramón wasn't giving up.

- sophie's serious. 

- this is our chance

- cryptocurrency bro

- the future

The future. A funny word for people without a present.
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1.3 An unexpected guest

[image: ]




The elevator signaled the opening of the doors. Sofia heard the sound from the corridor. At half past three in the morning, there shouldn't have been anyone here except the guards downstairs and the cleaning staff.

The door opened.

A guy. About twenty years old, his tuxedo unbuttoned, his bow tie hanging like broken wings. His face is red - not from shame, from alcohol. Expensive alcohol, judging by the way he was holding himself. The rich get drunk elegantly. This is also a science.

- "I'm sorry," he said when he saw Sofia, "I forgot... The book. My book.

His voice was hoarse. His eyes were unexpectedly clear for a drunken man. Brown, with green specks. Like the ocean off Malibu at dawn. Sofia had seen that ocean once before. From a distance. From the bus.

- "The principal's office?" she asked.

- Yes. No. I mean, yes, but..." He stopped. He looked at her. "I'm Ethan, Miller Jr.

She nodded. She didn't say her name. Why would she?

She walked ahead of him into the office. He followed her, trying to keep his steps quiet. His thousand-dollar shoes clattered on the marble floor like the hooves of an apocalypse horse.

They reached the office. Sofia pointed to the desk. The book was lying there, innocent, as if it contained no rebellion against everything around them.

- "Have you read Camus?" he asked suddenly.

Sofia stopped. She turned around slowly.

- What?

- The book. It was under the table, now on the table. You were translating.

- I'm cleaning up. I put things that are lying on the floor on the table. That's my job.

- But you opened it.

How did he know? The book, she left the book open on another page. A stupid mistake.

- I was dusting it off," she lied.

Ethan smiled. Drunkenly, but sincerely.

- From the middle of the book?

Ethan took it, clutched it to his chest like something precious.

- "Camus is for rebels," Sophia said, not knowing why.

He looked at her. For a long time. Too long.

- And if the heir is a rebel?

- Then he'd better stay away from the cleaning ladies. Rebellion is contagious. Like the flu. Only without health insurance.

Ethan laughed. Quietly, so as not to wake the night silence of the skyscraper.

- You're funny.

- You're drunk.

- Both are true. But tomorrow I will sober up, and you...

- I'll still be funny?

- You'll still be smart. That's worse. For someone like me.

He started toward the elevator, holding the book. He stopped at the door.

- What's your name?

Sofia could have lied. Give him a fake name. But why? He would forget it by morning anyway. The rich have the luxury of forgetting.

- Sofia.

- "Sofia," he repeated, as if tasting the name. "It means wisdom in Greek.

- Spanish for another illegal immigrant with a mop.

The elevator doors closed, and Sofia saw his face at the last second. He was not laughing. He looked at her like... like a person who recognized another person in a crowd of mannequins.

The phone vibrated a third time. Ramon.

- I'm waiting for an answer.

- It's important. 

- fate is calling

Sofia typed a response, looking at the closed elevator doors:

"Fate does not call at three in the morning. It's just your hangover stupidity."

But she wasn't thinking about her brother. She was thinking about a guy with brown hair and a book by Camus. About the heir to an empire who reads about the absurd.

About how sometimes fate does call at three in the morning.

We are just not always ready to hear that call.

CHAPTER 2: A BROTHER AND HIS AMERICAN DREAM
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2.1 Morning in the barrio
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Ramon Romero woke up at three in the morning with the feeling that today was the day when everything would change.

He had felt this way every morning for the past five years.

His apartment in East Los Angeles looked like a museum of failed startups. In the corner was a mining farm of three video cards bought on credit. The temperature in the room was like a sauna, but since the neighbor upstairs paid for the electricity, it didn't bother me.

There is a Scarface poster on the wall. A classic. Tony Montana looked at Ramon with reproach, as if to ask: "Dude, you're twenty-two, and what world is yours?"

All of Ramon's money was digital. $47.23 in Dogecoin. To the moon, as they used to say on Reddit. Only this rocket seemed to be stuck on the launch pad.

Jesus, aka Chuy, was sleeping on the couch. He was hugging a bong like a child hugging a teddy bear. His T-shirt read: "Socrates died for our sins". Chui bought it on Amazon for four dollars. He said it was a deep philosophy. Ramon thought it was just a mistake by the Chinese translator.

- "Chuy, get up," Ramon kicked his friend.

- Mmm... I'm sleeping, so I exist...

- It's Descartes, asshole. And he said the opposite.

- Descartes didn't live in Los Angeles. There are other laws of existence here.

Chuy sat up and wiped his eyes. His hair stuck out in all directions, like antennas picking up signals from space. He claimed that this was true. That marijuana opens the chakras for the cosmic mind. Ramon thought she was just opening the fridge at three in the morning to get some food.

- Which cryptocurrency will take off today?" Chui asked, lighting his morning cigarette.

- All of them. Or none of them. Quantum superposition of the market.

- You read too many forums, bro.

Ramon checked his phone. "Thirty messages in the Barrio Businessmen group. Everyone was discussing a new scheme: delivering fake documents through Uber Eats. Brilliant and stupid at the same time. Like everything else in their lives.

There is an empty fridge and a full ashtray in the kitchen. The American dream in miniature. Ramon found half a burrito from the day before yesterday. He smells it. It's good. Mexican food doesn't go bad, it evolves.

- Did Sophie write?" Chuy asked.

- No. She ignores my brilliant ideas.

- Maybe because your last brilliant idea ended with you running away in a taco costume?

- That was a performance. A protest against cultural appropriation.

- It was an attempt to steal an ATM, Ramón.

Ramón was looking out the window. Barrio was waking up slowly, like a hungover giant. The street vendors were laying out their wares. Children were playing soccer with cans. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed, the soundtrack of the ghetto.

The American dream. For some, it's a white picket fence and a golden retriever. For Ramon, it was simply surviving until tomorrow and maybe earning enough so that his mother would stop cleaning the houses of the rich.

The phone rang. Aunt Rosa.

- Ramoncito, I have a job for you.

- Is it legal?

- Have you ever heard me offer a legitimate job?

- It's okay to dream.

- It's not bad to dream, but it doesn't make money. You and Chuy come to my place. And wear something decent.

- My taco suit is in the laundry.

- Ramon!

- Just kidding, dear aunt. We'll be there in an hour.

Ramón hung up the phone. He looked at Chuy, who was meditating over the ashtray.

- Get up, philosopher. Fate is calling.

- Fate or Aunt Rosa?

- In our barrio, it's the same thing.
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2.2 Business meeting at Taco Bell
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The Taco Bell on Chavez Avenue was the unofficial headquarters of the Latin American underground. Not because the food was delicious (God forbid), but because the manager Carlos saw and heard only what he was paid to do.

Aunt Rosa sat in a corner booth like the godmother of the Mexican mafia. Only instead of a suit, she wore an apron with the words "Best Cuisine in California" on it. Instead of a cigar, she held a churro.

- "Guys," she began, as Ramon and Chuy sat down across from her, "I have an offer you can't refuse.

- "It's a quote from The Godfather," Chuy whispered.

- "I know it's a quote, asshole," Rosa rolled her eyes, "I watched that movie before you were born.

Ramon ordered three tacos for five dollars. Chuy looked at the menu philosophically.

- "You know," Chuy said, "Taco Bell is like Plato's cave. We think we're eating Mexican food, but it's just a shadow of a real taco.

- "Chuy, shut up," Rosa took a folder out of her bag, "Listen up. We have a client. A big client. He needs to deliver... documents.

- What kind of papers?" Ramón asked.

- Green cards. Social security numbers. Driver's license. The whole package of the American dream.

- Fake?

- You thought they were real? For two hundred dollars?

Ramon whistled. "Two hundred dollars for a set is almost a month's rent. Or a thousand tacos. Depends on your priorities.

- How many sets?

- Fifty.

Chuy choked on his Mountain Dew.

- Fifty? That's..." he counted on his fingers, "a lot!

- Ten thousand dollars, Einstein," Ramon was already planning how he would spend his share. "New video cards for mining. Maybe even a real bed instead of a mattress.

- "But there's a problem," Rosa lowered her voice, "The documents need to be picked up in Tijuana and delivered here. Across the border.

Silence. Even the fryer seemed to stop hissing.

- "Across the border," Ramón repeated, "with fifteen dozen fake documents.

- Well, not on foot. I have everything ready for you.

Rosa laid out a map on the table. The route was drawn with a red marker.

- "You are going to Tijuana as tourists. There you will meet my cousin Miguel.

- How do we know it's him?

- He owes me one hundred and fifty dollars. Tell him that, and give him this bottle of tequila. He will recognize you, no doubt about it. Then he will give you the goods you need. You hide it in...

- "In a taco suit?" Chuy suggested.

- "Anything but a taco suit! Ramon, I'm still paying the bail from your last performance.

- That was a protest.

- It was stupid! Listen to the rest of the story. You're coming back across the border like normal tourists. You smile, show souvenirs, say you were on the beach.

- And if they check?

- They won't. You are US citizens. Young guys who went to Mexico to drink tequila and look at girls. Classic.

Ramon and Chuy looked at each other. It was a crazy plan. Dangerous. Illegal. Perfect.

- "When do we leave?" Ramon asked.

- Tomorrow morning. And the boys. No costumes. No performances. No philosophy on the border. Just two assholes coming home from Mexico. Get it?

- Like Socrates in the marketplace," Chuy nodded.

- What?

- He's saying, okay," Ramon translated.

Rosa stood up and threw her car keys on the table.

- "A ninety-eight-year-old Honda Civic. Not mine, not yours, not anyone's. If something goes wrong, you dump it and run. Any questions?

- Only one," Ramon took the keys. "Why us?

Rosa smiled. "Sadly, like a mother.

- "Because you're two idiots who think they're smart. And this job requires just that. The smart ones will get scared. Idiots will burn everything and everyone. And you... you're somewhere in the middle. 

- Is that a compliment?" Chuy asked.

- It's a diagnosis. Go. And may the Virgin of Guadalupe protect your stupid heads.
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2.3 Delivery with adventure
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The Honda Civic looked like it had been through a nuclear war and lost. The red paint was peeling off, revealing rust. The engine coughed like a forty-year smoker. The perfect car for illegal border crossing.

- "You know," Chui said as he settled into the passenger seat, "Heraclitus said that you can't step into the same river twice.

- І?

- But he didn't say anything about borders. Maybe this is a loophole in the laws of the universe.

- Listen, I'm begging you. Don't philosophize while committing a federal crime.

They left Los Angeles at five in the morning. 5 freeway south, then the 805 to the border. Three hours of driving. Three hours to change his mind.

Ramon didn't change his mind. Ten thousand dollars. Five for him, five for Chuy. Minus gas and tacos. Still enough to change lives. Or at least to buy a decent mattress.

San Diego flashed by like a dream. Rich suburbs, yachts in the bay, an American flag on every house. A different America. The one where you are born with papers and die with a pension.

The border appeared suddenly. A concrete wall, barbed wire, cameras. A Honda Civic against the entire Third World.

- "Do you have your papers ready?" Ramon asked.

Chuy patted his pocket.

- "U.S. passport. The best document in the world. Except maybe a Swiss passport. 

The line to leave was short. Americans weren't running away from America. They went to Mexico to see the poverty and return with a sense of superiority.

The border guard looked at the documents and waved his hand. "Welcome to Mexico. Enjoy your stay.

Tijuana greeted them with the smell of fried food and exhaust fumes. A mutant city born out of American greed and Mexican poverty. Pharmacies on every corner sold Viagra without a prescription. Bars promised "the real Mexico"-a dollar a shot.

Cousin Miguel was waiting for them at a statue of a revolutionary.

- Ramón? Chuy?

- Yeah.

- Did you hear from Rosa?

- She said you owe her three hundred dollars from two thousand five.

Miguel laughed.

- That's her. Is there anything else?

- Nothing," the boys answered, looking at each other.

- Let's go, time is precious.

The exchange took place in the cantina's restroom. A classic of the genre. Miguel handed over the backpack, and Ramon looked inside. Fifty envelopes. Fifty American dreams for two hundred dollars each.

- "What's the best way to hide them?" Chuy asked.

- "Distribute them around the car. Under the seats, in the spare tire, in the dashboard. But not all in one place. And guys... if they catch me, you don't know me.
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