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To my mother, who, in the face of adversity, became my superhero and taught me how to fly.
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And to my community,

the dreamers, the fighters, the lovers, and the survivors. This book is for your unshakable spirit, for the nights you’ve endured fear in silence, and for the mornings you’ve risen with dignity despite a system built to break you. May these words stand as a reminder: you are not invisible, you are not disposable, and your stories will outlast the walls built to contain you. 

“Believe in yourself the same way you believe in others and watch the magic happen" 

-Jorge Xolalpa

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

— Theodore Roosevelt, Citizenship in a Republic (Sorbonne, Paris, 1910)

and Jorge Xolalpa (Los Angeles, 2025)
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I’ve always thought of myself as someone who although exists between two worlds is always met with "Ni de aquí, ni de allá", neither from here nor from there.

Born in Mexico and brought to the United States when I was nine, just old enough to understand that I was now an outsider in a place that would never truly see me as one of its own. It wasn’t just a feeling, it was a reality. I wasn’t completely Mexican, but I wasn’t American either. For much of my life, I was a child without a home, caught in the liminal space between two identities, unable to fully claim either.

The truth is, that sense of otherness never fully went away. It has followed me through my childhood and well into adulthood. I’ve never quite fit in anywhere, and I’ve carried that weight with me for years. Navigating my life in the U.S. as a young immigrant, with the added pressure of being a DACA recipient, only made that feeling more intense. 

The world around me moved forward, but I was always just out of reach, stuck in a space where doors were closed to me before I even had a chance to knock.

If I’m being honest with myself, though, the most profound struggle wasn’t about borders or identity. It wasn’t about feeling misplaced or unheard. It’s been about love. Or rather, the lack of it. Not love from others, though that was often hard to come by, but love for myself. For so long, I didn’t know how to love who I was, who I had become. I didn’t know how to love the child I was forced to leave behind in Mexico, the teenager who felt unworthy, or the man I was growing into in a world that seemed to keep telling me I didn’t belong. Which leads me to the following.

I didn’t grow up dreaming of being a filmmaker. It wasn’t some childhood fantasy that stayed with me throughout the years. In fact, it wasn’t even on my radar until, almost by accident, I found myself holding an iPhone, a boom mic, and a wild, naïve thought that: “Maybe I could make a film.”

Blue Line Station was born from that impulse. Shot on a $100 budget with no formal training, no crew, no experience, just a passion for storytelling and the belief that I could somehow make something that felt real. It was messy, raw, and uncertain. But it was mine. And somehow, that was enough.

The more I created, the more I realized that filmmaking wasn’t just about the work. It wasn’t about creating something “good” or “successful,” it was about giving pieces of myself to the world, about allowing people to see parts of me I had spent years hiding. Each frame was an opportunity to open up, to let down my guard, to embrace the messy, vulnerable, imperfect parts of me that I had never known how to love. With every story I told, I found myself loving the process more, loving the art of telling a story more, but more than that, I found myself learning to love who I was. I was becoming the version of myself I had always dreamed of, but didn’t know how to find.

But there was a time before all of that. A time when I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to keep going. A time when I felt so lost and trapped by everything that seemed to be working against me that I believed the world would be better off without me. There was a night, a dark moment, where I tried to end it all. It wasn’t just about the external battles I was facing, the obstacles in my path. It was an internal battle, a battle with my own worth, my own sense of purpose. A part of me didn’t know how to keep going when it felt like everything I wanted, everything I dreamed of was out of reach, when every door seemed to shut before I could even knock.

But in that darkness, something unexpected happened. I found love. Not a grand, heroic love, but a quiet, fierce love for life. For my life. In the depths of despair, I found the strength to realize that I wasn’t just surviving, I was living. I wasn’t just existing, I had something to offer the world. I realized my purpose wasn’t just to endure, but to create. I had love inside me, and I needed to let it out, to share it with the world. That love became my driving force.

When people talk about my rise as a filmmaker, about the awards, the film festival accolades, and the recognition, they often see only the surface. They don’t see the struggles behind every film, the countless hours of doubt, and the nights spent wondering if I was crazy for pushing forward, for breaking the rules, for telling stories that the industry wasn’t ready to hear. They don’t see the moments of questioning, the fear, and the times when I thought I couldn’t keep going, when I thought I was out of my depth. But through it all, there was love. The love I had for my stories, the love I was beginning to have for myself, and the love I felt for the people who trusted me to tell their stories.

Every project, from Valentina with its $500 budget to Lolita with its

$350,000, was an act of love. The vulnerability of each film reflected my own vulnerability. The rawness of every story mirrored my own struggles, my own battles to belong, to love, and to be loved. People didn’t see the nights I spent alone, doubting myself, wondering if I was crazy to push forward. But I kept going because I believed that somehow, these stories mattered. They needed to be told. The world needed to see them, because they were real. They were imperfect. They were messy. They were true.

Love is a strange thing. It’s not always pretty. It’s messy, painful, and sometimes it feels unreachable. But love is also the thing that pushes us forward when everything else is telling us to stop. It’s the force that keeps us going when we feel like we have nothing left. For me, love is what has carried me through. Even when the odds were stacked against me, love was there, woven into the rawness of my work, embedded in the vulnerability of each frame.

There was no guidebook for someone like me. No manual that said, “Here’s how you break into an industry that was never built for you.” But what I had, and still have, is a relentless drive to create, a voice that demands to be heard, and a deep understanding of what it means to be on the outside, to be unseen, and to refuse to remain silent.

I’m not here to tell you I have all the answers. I haven’t figured it all out. If anything, each film has made me more aware of how much I still have to learn. But I’ve made it this far against all odds because I believe in the power of stories. Stories that are mine. Stories that belong to all of us who are still fighting to be seen, to be heard, and to be loved.

This book is about that journey, the one that began with a dream, an iPhone, and an unshakable desire to create. It’s about the struggles that shaped me, the love I’ve found for myself, and the stories I continue to tell. It’s about the people who’ve inspired me, the lessons I’ve learned, and how, despite everything, the pain, the setbacks, the darkness, I kept going, fueled by love.

And I hope that by reading this, you’ll understand that if I, a kid from Mexico with no formal training could make it in this industry, then maybe, just maybe, there’s hope for all of us who are still fighting to be seen.
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Welcome to America
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It was the day after we left Mexico and I woke up on the floor to the sound of voices. Too many voices. They overlapped, rising in waves, some laughing, some arguing, and some murmuring about things I couldn’t yet grasp.

The air was thick, humid with a mix of burnt tortillas, the musty scent of too many bodies crammed into too small a space, and the ever-present odor of cafe de olla that filled every crevice of the mobile home like it owned the place. Fifteen people lived in that cramped box of metal and plastic. Fifteen. All of us, tangled in each other’s lives, sprawled out on the floor like forgotten, discarded things.

The walls felt like they were closing in. The place was suffocating, the space too small, the people too loud. But no one else seemed to notice. The buzz of chatter was constant, yet no one stopped long enough to hear me. To see me.

I rubbed my eyes, trying to push away the haze of sleep that still clung to me like fog, then looked around at the familiar strangers around me. My mom was already up, as she always was, moving quickly, efficiently, the way she did when there was work to be done. No time for questions. No time for explanations. No time to linger.

I hadn’t fully processed how it happened yet, the leap from my own bed in Mexico to the cold, foreign space I found myself in now. It was supposed to be a two-week trip to Disneyland. Two weeks. That was it. How had we gone from the warmth of a home to this? How had everything shifted so quickly?

“Levántate. Vas a la escuela.” The words fell on me like a slap, sharp and cold, stripping away the fog from my brain. Get up. You’re going to school.

I frowned, confusion settling into my stomach. “¿Cómo que voy a la escuela?” I asked, my voice thick with uncertainty. What do you mean, I’m going to school?

She didn’t answer me. She didn’t need to. She just handed me a wrinkled shirt, a pair of jeans, and some old sneakers that looked like they’d seen better days. It wasn’t a conversation. It was a command. No room for objections. I could feel the weight of my own helplessness pressing in on me as she hurried me out the door.

My favorite aunt (who will remain nameless), who although never had the right words when things got too heavy, always had her hands outstretched, ready to pull me through, took my hand and led me outside. She didn’t speak much. She didn’t need to. But she reassured me, “todo va a estar bien mijo,” everything would be fine son. A lie, I knew, but it was one I held on to because what else could I do?

We walked down the street, the air colder than I expected, biting at my skin like the cruel hands of strangers. The world looked different here. Clean. Silent. Wide with huge trees. Street signs I’d never seen. Roads that led to journeys I wanted to take and curbs that we could actually walk on. It all honestly looked like the movies. It reminded me so much of the streets on Clueless and The Sandlot. I thought maybe if I stared long enough, I could convince myself I was still dreaming. That yesterday I had been in my own bed, in a world that made sense. But no amount of staring could change it. No amount of wishing could put us back.

The school was massive. It towered over me, walls of concrete and metal stretching toward the sky, each hallway brimming with kids I didn’t know, their laughter and chatter filling the space. It was bigger than anything I’d ever seen. Bigger than the schools I’d seen in Mexico. It looked like the kind of place where you could get lost, and no one would ever notice. And the smell. It was different here. It didn’t smell like smog and food. It smelled like floor cleaner and old paper, mixed with something artificial I couldn’t place. It felt fake. Like a world that was never meant for someone like me.

The kids rushed past me, laughing, shoving each other, their voices blending into a blur of sound that felt like static in my ears. It was loud. Too loud. I clutched my backpack, feeling its weight, feeling them, their eyes on me, the way they watched me like I was something foreign. Backpacks here weren’t like the ones in Mexico. They were animated, with Disney characters printed all over them. Bright colors, big eyes staring back at me. I’d never seen anything like it. My own backpack, a simple one, felt out of place, too small in comparison to the flashing characters around me.

Someone passed me a hall pass. They didn’t even look at me when they did, just shoved it into my hand, muttering something in English that I didn’t understand. I stared back, my face blank, hoping that somehow, maybe, this was all a mistake. But it wasn’t. It was real. I was really here. And here, I was different. Too different.

They found a Latino teacher eventually. Her name was Ms. Hernandez. She kneeled down to my level, her voice softer than anyone else’s. “Te vamos a enseñar inglés,” she said, her words heavy with the promise of something I didn’t believe. “Va a tomar tiempo, pero lo vas a aprender.” You’ll learn English. It’ll take time, but you will.

I nodded, but I didn’t believe her.

When lunch time came, it was all blur of faces, voices, and unfamiliar smells. The cafeteria didn’t look like anything I was used to. There were no gorditas, no chicharrones to buy. Just a small box of milk and a slice of pizza, the kind you only saw in the movies. I remember thinking how strange it was. How cool, in some way, but how empty too.

This went on for days and eventually, I got used to it. Even if I didn’t understand anything that was going around, I made an effort to learn. Because I knew that the quicker I adjusted, I’d be one less burden for my mother. Something she needed. Help. Not distress. Something my father kept on doing despite not being around as often as he should’ve been.

I could still remember when my father was around. Not much, but enough to burn into my memory. Enough to make me believe that this family, my family, would never fall apart. But things had a way of cracking, of breaking.

I didn’t see it coming. One night, I woke to shouting. Not the normal kind, the kind that makes your chest tighten, your heart sink.

I crawled out of my blanket on the floor, my feet hitting the cold tile, and crept toward the noise. Then there was a crash. I froze. My mother stood in the kitchen, her face hard, carved from stone. My father, swaying, his hand half-raised as if he were about to strike her.

“Si me tocas,” she said, her voice low, yet claiming her power. “Te meto a la cárcel. Aquí, los hombres como tú van a la cárcel.” If you touch me, I’ll have you arrested. In this country, men like you go to jail.

He stared at her for a long time, and then he left. That was the last night he ever spent with us. The last time I ever saw him until eventually a visiting schedule was arranged.

I didn’t understand. Families weren’t supposed to fall apart like that. Not mine. Not like this. When I asked my mom what had happened, she just shrugged. It was done. He was gone. She was free. But somehow, I wasn’t. Even now, I can still feel the weight of it. The questions. The confusion. The emptiness. As I write this, my eyes fill with tears because at 36 years old, I still don’t feel free.

But we’ll talk about that later in a different chapter.

As time went by things started to change, as we knew they would. One of the biggest changes was being met with constant insults and passive aggressiveness from my mom’s youngest sister, the owner of the mobile home, who will also remain nameless.

I didn’t really understand why she started to change given that she was making bank from all of us by charging each person $350 a month. The rent included a corner somewhere in the mobile home to sleep, the use of the kitchen and bathroom. Granted, she was making about $5000 a month on a $700 monthly rent, which came with its own burden. Having to deal with fifteen people drove her nuts. So eventually, one night without remorse, she kicked us out.

One minute, we were crammed into my aunt’s mobile home, the next, we were standing outside, cold, with nothing but garbage bags stuffed with clothes. She had decided she didn’t want us there anymore. No fight. No argument. Just get out. My mom didn’t argue. She just grabbed what she could, took my hand along with my two sisters, and walked away. We didn’t have anywhere to go. Until an uncle who I didn’t really like stepped in and offered for us to stay at his mobile home, which was three mobile homes down.

That night, I lay awake on a different floor, staring at the ceiling. There were no answers to my questions. No certainty. This wasn’t the life we were supposed to have. We were supposed to go to Disneyland. We were supposed to go back home. Instead, we were here. In a country that didn’t want us. In a house that wasn’t ours. Luckily we only lasted two days in his house. My older sister who had been working and saving money found a spot for us to live.

“We have a place,” she said. At first, I didn’t believe her. But when I saw it with my own eyes, I knew she wasn’t lying. An apartment in Gardena. Small, but real. A place with white walls, floors, a door that locked. No furniture, of course, but we didn’t care. We had our own roof over our heads. And yes, it wasn’t much. It wasn’t big. But it was ours. For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt something close to safety.

That night, as I lay on a different floor, I didn’t know what our future would look like. I didn’t know if we would stay in America or if we would ever go back to Mexico. I didn’t know if we would be okay. But I did know one thing. We weren’t running anymore. We were starting over. And for now, this floor belonged to us and that was enough.
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The Year I Tried To Disappear

I used to believe that if you worked hard enough, if you wanted something badly enough, the universe would reward you. That’s what they teach you, isn’t it? Go to school. Get a degree. Find a career. Build a life.

But what happens when the world doesn’t have a place for you?

What happens when you follow all the rules and still end up nowhere?

It had been two years since I graduated with a degree in political science. Two years since I had walked across that stage, shaking hands, smiling for photos, pretending that I was stepping into a future full of possibilities. That perhaps this brown undocumented boy would finally see the world for what it really is. But that was the lie we all believed. That once we had that degree, the world would open up for us.

But the world doesn’t open up when you’re undocumented. It doesn’t care about your education, your ambition, or your willingness to fight for something better. It slams doors in your face, one after another, until you stop knocking.

I had tried. I had done everything I could to find real work, but it always ended the same way. Fake papers only got you so far. And when they found out, because they always found out, I was fired. Erased. Another invisible body in a system that didn’t want me.

So I cleaned houses.

I scrubbed floors, wiped down countertops, picked up after people who would never know my name. Some days, I worked in silence, lost in my own thoughts. Other days, I listened to podcasts about filmmaking, trying to hold onto something bigger than this. Trying to remind myself that I wasn’t meant for this, that this was temporary, that my life was supposed to be more.

But as the weeks turned into months, I started to wonder if I was lying to myself.

Maybe this was it.

Maybe this was all I would ever be.

And the worst part? There was a voice in my life that made sure I never forgot it.

My first boyfriend who for purposes I won’t discuss, we’ll call him Chernobyl #1. The man who should have lifted me up, who should have reminded me that I was capable of more. Instead, he became my worst critic, a voice more brutal than the world’s rejection, a voice that followed me everywhere.

“You didn’t go to film school, so move aside.” “You don’t even know where to start.”

“Your writing is great, but directing? No. You’ll never be a good director.” “You’re a pathetic nobody.”

He said these things so often that I stopped questioning them. I wanted to believe that he loved me. That maybe he was just being honest with me, saying the things no one else would say. That maybe if I worked harder, if I proved myself, he would change. He would finally say, I was wrong. You are talented. You do belong here. I waited for that day. I waited so long that I stopped seeing myself outside of his words.

Because what if he was right?

What if my stories were only meant for my own eyes?

What if no one in the world would ever care to see a film by someone like me?

So I stopped trying.

I still wrote, but I wrote in secret, pages and pages of scripts that would never see the light of day. Stories that I convinced myself weren’t worth anything because I wasn’t worth anything.

And yet, no matter how much I tried to suppress it, the hunger to create never went away. It gnawed at me, restless, aching, and desperate to be let out. But where would I even begin? I had no money, no resources, and no connections. I didn’t know anyone in the industry.

All I had were my words. But words weren’t enough.

Not in a world that required proof. Not in a world where your dreams meant nothing unless they were backed by something tangible.

And I had nothing.

The weight of it all, the dead-end jobs, the rejection, the feeling of being trapped in a life that didn’t belong to me, it crushed me a little more every day.

And he didn’t help. All he did was grab his knife and stab me with it every chance he got, metaphorically speaking because he never hurt me physically. Never raised a hand. But the bruises he left weren’t on my skin. They were inside me, beneath the surface, in places no one could see. He made sure I stayed small. He made sure I stayed doubting. He made sure I believed that any dream I had was nothing more than a waste of time.

And I let him.

I let him because I thought he loved me. I let him because I thought maybe, just maybe, he was trying to help. That if he didn’t believe in me, maybe no one else should either. Maybe he was just telling me the truth that no one else had the heart to say.

But love isn’t supposed to make you feel like you are drowning. And I was drowning.

The burden of being undocumented only made it worse. The jobs I managed to get under fake papers always ended the same way, terminated, erased, forgotten. I had spent my whole life trying to belong in a country that would never fully claim me. No real future. No stability. Just the constant fear that one day, everything could be taken away.

I was already nothing. I was already invisible. So why was I even trying? It went on for too long. Longer than it should have. So I did what I thought everyone wanted. I opened a bottle of pills. I poured them into my palm, counting them one by one, as if the number mattered. I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t shaking. I wasn’t even scared.

I just wanted to sleep. Forever.

So I took them, swallowed them down with nothing but the thought that maybe, finally, I wouldn’t have to feel this way anymore. Doing something right for once.

Then nothing. Darkness.

Stillness. Silence.
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A Trip To Disneyland

I still remember it like it was yesterday, when in fact I was only nine years old the day my mother took me out of school telling me we were going to Disneyland.

It was September 17, 1998, a cloudy Thursday like any other in my beautiful Atizapan De Zaragoza, a small town in The State of Mexico. My classroom smelled of old books and pencil shavings, and the hum of my classmates scribbling away on their assignments filled the air. I on the other hand was somewhat distracted tracing the edges of my spiral notebook with my fingers when the door creaked open.

The teacher looked up first, then the rest of us followed. My mother stood in the doorway, clutching a yellow slip of paper. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her lips pressed together in something that might have been a smile if it weren’t for the way her eyes darted around the room. She was wearing a tracksuit, which was strange of her because no matter where she went, she would always dress up. Not that a tracksuit wasn’t pretty, but it almost felt like she was heading to a marathon.

She was also not the kind of mother who would take any of her children out of school for no reason. I still remember the day when I was in fourth grade and I had a fever and a sharp pain in my abdomen. She still sent me to school only to come back for me when she heard I had passed out in the bathroom from vomiting. My appendix was at the brink of explosion but that’s another story for a different chapter. Going back to what I was saying, even when I had a slight fever or was chronically aching, she’d make me power through the day.

So why was she here now?

“Jorge Xolalpa,” my teacher called. “Pick up your things. Your mother’s here to take you.”

The classroom went silent for a moment that felt quite long before the whispers started. I could feel the eyes of my classmates on me as I slowly packed up my books. As if I was in some sort of trouble. My teacher glanced at my mother, then at me. Her expression was strange, soft, and almost apologetic.

“Bye, guys,” I mumbled, slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

I walked toward my mother, and we stepped out of the classroom and into the hallway together. The moment we were alone, I asked, “What’s happening?”

She squeezed my hand, her fingers cold.

“I have a surprise for you,” she said. “We’re going to Disneyland.” “Disneyland?”

That didn’t make sense. Disneyland was in the United States. I stopped walking.

“But we don’t have visas,” I blurted out.

She stopped and glanced down at me, her smile faltering just a little. “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “We’re going.” and then we continued walking.

But something felt off. I didn’t know what, but I could feel it in my chest. We reached the main office, where my mother had to sign a few papers. The principal and the vice principal were standing nearby, watching us with that same strange expression my teacher had given me, part happy, part... sad but also almost judging. Eventually, when they realized I caught them judging, they smiled gently.

“See you later,” I said. “Sure,” they replied.

We exited the school and a taxi was waiting for us outside, its trunk propped open. I counted four or five suitcases stuffed inside. My mother guided me toward the car quickly, glancing over her shoulder as if someone was following us.

The moment we got into the taxi, my mother locked the doors. I had never seen her do that before. The driver barely said a word as he pulled into traffic, the old engine rattling beneath us. Mexico City was loud, chaotic, horns blaring, people shouting, the scent of exhaust and hot pavement thick in the air but also the smell of the street vendors frying up quesadillas, and don’t get me started with the raspados. Something Mexico is really known for is its goodies.

Despite all the goodies and the views, inside the ride felt eerily quiet. My mother sat stiffly, her hands gripping the strap of her purse so tightly that her knuckles turned white. Every few minutes, she would glance out the rear windshield, her eyes scanning the road behind us.

I shifted in my seat. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’ll meet us at the airport,” she said nervously and unsure. Her voice was clipped, like she didn’t want to talk about it. The ride stretched on, feeling endless, the tension thick enough to choke on. I once again tried to focus on the city rushing past us, the vendors pushing carts of tacos and tamales, the kids in school uniforms waiting for the bus, the men in suits walking quickly to their next meeting. Life was moving on as normal. But in our little taxi, something wasn’t normal at all. It felt like we were running from something.

The moment we stepped into the airport, my mother quickly paid the taxi driver and searched for one of those little airport carts for our luggage. Once the luggage was mounted we picked up the pace.

The smell of floor polish and fast food hit me first. Announcements echoed from the overhead speakers in rapid Spanish, blending with the chatter of travelers and the distant hum of suitcase wheels rolling across the tile. We rushed to the check-in counter. My mother slid our passports across to the agent, her hands trembling slightly. The woman behind the counter typed something into her computer, nodded, and printed our boarding passes. I exhaled, feeling a small sense of relief. Maybe everything really was fine. Maybe we were going to Disneyland.
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