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Chapter One




There’s something about U.S. immigration officers. It doesn’t matter how kind they are, how good-looking, or whether their last name is Johnson or Gomez, my reaction will always be the same: the answers I practiced over and over mysteriously vanish from my mind, and I will act as if I am smuggling a guanabana in my carry-on. That was my reaction the last time I showed up in front of one, after holding my pee in the non-U.S. Citizens area for over an hour. The stop-and-go of the queue did little to calm my nerves because with each tiny step, I was getting closer to the officers behind the thick sheets of glass, a delayed torture of sorts. Tired of feeling alone in a room full of people, the only thing left was over-analyzing the officers. The experience would be less traumatizing if I knew what to expect from each. 

I noticed some passengers were purposely lingering in front of the line, avoiding one of the officers. As I got closer, I realized I would do anything to prevent him myself. This officer’s accent was thick and fast, and I could hardly make out his questions to the people who landed at his booth. My English was decent—none of that me defiendo excuse I get from people who can barely string a three-word sentence, but I didn’t stand a chance with him. 

There was another one who wanted travelers out of his face in less than a minute, gradually raising his volume to the point where he practically yelled. On two occasions, he ordered the people he was questioning to step into one of the side rooms. El cuartico—that mysterious windowless room where some unfortunate travelers are taken for interrogation, and saying the wrong answer can land them right back in Colombia.

I made a silent prayer that I wouldn’t get him. 

Not all of them were terrifying. There was an older officer who greeted every passenger with a smile, didn’t fret when he had to switch to Spanish, and returned stamped blue passports with a charming, “Welcome Home.” I stared at him with longing eyes, calculating the odds that life might give me a little break and allow me to be interrogated by him. 

Then there was the hot one—the one I had spotted the minute I walked into the immigration hall. He was tall, with very dark hair and crystal blue eyes—eyes that would automatically turn him into the hottest guy on the block where I am from; eyes that only appear in American movies and are usually accompanied by American accents. He also had a chin dimple—those are nonexistent in Bogotá. Out of the eight available candidates, he was the one to yell “Next!” when I was first in line, and I didn’t know if that made me the luckiest or the unluckiest person there.

With Dad’s old carry-on positioned a few inches ahead of me, I slid my burgundy passport through the hole in the glass and waited. I had savored the moment in my mind so many times, how I would feel when I finally crossed the threshold. I was almost jealous of my luggage, practically on the other side, while I waited to be grilled with questions. Officer Handsome flipped through the pages of my passport—bored by the lack of stamps, marks, or any indication that I was a national security threat—until he landed on my visa page. 

“Sofia Rodriguez,” he muttered to himself, not even trying to roll the R. “How long are you planning to stay?” He didn’t look up from the screen, which was probably laying out all the reasons why I wasn’t fit to pass. I stared back in horror as if he had just asked me to name ten U.S. senators. When no words came out of my mouth, he looked up, locking those gorgeous blue eyes with mine. 

“English?” He arched an eyebrow in a way that could’ve been flirty, but not on this occasion. He was most definitely annoyed.

“Yes,” I spat out, softening the sound of the y and the s as I had trained myself to. Not only did he have the eyes, but he also had the squarest jaw I’d ever seen. It was hypnotizing. Of all the times I had replayed the immigration scene in my head, I did not consider it would be with someone like him. 

“What’s the purpose of your visit?” he tried again, a little slower this time. I sensed the forced politeness and immediately knew that he didn’t find me as mesmerizing as I saw him. 

I’d been taught to believe that U.S. immigration officers could sense a lie before we hopeless immigrants even opened our mouths. But just how much of the truth could I spill out? Somehow, I’m here because my family is out of cash, and I’m the only one who wants to work, but I’m out of a job didn’t quite cut it. Also, my brother has a problem with alcohol and my mother stopped caring, or I’m here 'cause I needed to escape and also send them some money so they don’t starve, didn’t seem like the right answer either. 

"Student," came the reply after a long pause, the flimsy handle of the carry-on becoming a cane, the only barrier against collapse in front of the hundreds of travelers queued behind. He let out an unsurprised puff, like he had already reached his quota of students for the day, then did some more flipping before he stamped, closed, and slipped the passport back to me. 

Behind me, I heard Officer Nice giving away another one of his highly coveted “welcome” to a man wearing a jersey of the Colombian national fútbol team. The man smiled as he returned a curt “gracias” to the officer.

Meanwhile, Officer Handsome yelled, “Next!” and I knew that was my cue to enter a new life filled with opportunities and dreams. 

I had nothing to declare, no checked bags to claim, not even someone to call to let them know I’d landed safely in Miami. My sole companion was the old carry-on. In it, I was dragging the combined weight of the dreams Dad and I shared—years of plans, conversations, and hopes of a better tomorrow squeezed into the same piece of luggage he had used. My entire life fit into that carry-on. Not that there was much to pack: two pairs of jeans, two pairs of shoes, sweaters I didn’t know I’d never wear in Miami, a temporary student visa, and the two thousand dollars I had left from my part of Dad’s inheritance. 

It was the first time I traveled alone and my second time at that airport, but somehow, I knew where to go. The flow of passengers guided the way past the maze of conveyor belts, beyond customs officers sipping coladitas from La Carreta strategically positioned at the arrivals gate, then through metal doors marked with an ominous No Re-Entry sign. There was no looking back, not even a moment spared to find a bathroom. This was the final stretch of a marathon begun two years earlier.

I cut through clusters of families clutching red, white, and blue foil balloons, past boyfriends armed with overpriced flower arrangements, and repeated "permiso" at least twenty times, until I finally crossed the clear double doors—that sudden threshold between the freezing airport A/C and the scorching heat outside.

Taking a deep breath, recycled air gave way to the heavier atmosphere of Miami International Airport's cave-like arrivals area. I became just another figure in the crowd of travelers, enveloped in the shared cloud of noise and exhaust fumes. A traffic officer in a bright orange vest waved at cars blocking the throughway. Loud conversations erupted from all directions, carrying more Spanish accents than I knew existed. The weight of the decision to move to Miami descended suddenly, but despite the fatigue and lingering doubt, a smile formed. I had made it and knew this was Miami’s way of whispering, Welcome home.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Three years later

Waving at departing airplanes was part of my morning ritual. I didn’t make a big show of it, just a wiggle of my fingers from the steering wheel when the planes lifted off. Usually, there was enough time to wave at three airplanes. Sometimes four. It all depended on the mood of the thousands of drivers who forced their way onto the expressways during morning rush hour. It was eerily quiet here. In Bogotá, traffic noise was intense, with honking and the screech of bus brakes and motorcycles coming so close to the cars they’re practically rubbing. I never complained about the traffic as it was part of the Miami package, and I was determined to fit in just like everyone else did. 

A ray of sun hit my face; its heat intensified because I drove with all the windows down. The A/C was broken, and it would be another couple of weeks before I could save the money to fix it. At first, it produced a slightly cool breeze, but after a week, it had given up. Now it was just sucking the heat from the outside, churning it in its entrails to raise it a few degrees, and then spitting it out into my face. So, I opted for the windows-down option. It was so much easier to enjoy the landscape this way. Beyond the car bumpers and red lights, the scenery looked like one of those Miami postcards displayed at tourist shops—a row of palm tree crowns over a background of deep blue sky. 

As a fourth airplane prepared to depart, my cell phone vibrated. I scanned the screen, then sent the call to voicemail when I saw it was Mom. There were only two things I could be doing at that moment—be on my way to work and stuck in traffic, or early at the office and drowning in deadlines—and Mom wouldn’t care either way. She was probably getting out of bed thousands of miles away and had just checked her account balance on the bank app, the way I had taught her. She would keep calling until the amount changed. 

The streets leading to the office were even worse than the expressway, but at least they allowed me to finish what I hadn’t accomplished at home. Two lights away from the building, I began layering as much makeup as necessary to conceal everything my employer didn’t deem to be utter perfection. At the first light, I squeezed the light brown matte foundation out of sample packets and spread it with my fingers. At Sunset Cosmetics, my freckles were a sign of sun damage, not the result of generations of ancestors claiming their stake on my skin. On the next light, I applied lip color. The shade was golden rush, which seemed appropriate for the morning mayhem. Some days I just wanted to skip the makeup session, but I couldn’t show up at a cosmetics company covered in sunspots and flaunting undereye circles and pale lips. Not when the corridor leading to my cubicle felt like a runway, with discerning eyes ready to scrutinize me from every angle. If looking like a beauty blogger was a requirement to keep my job, then so be it. I’d apply as many layers as necessary to trick them into thinking I was still the Colombian beauty they had hired two years before.

By the time I crossed the last traffic light, I was decent enough to show up at the office but still not up to Sunset standards. I hovered the mascara wand as I approached the gray office building, but gave up when I almost poked my eye. I always felt a little guilty when I covered my eyes with makeup. They were the facial features I was most proud of, the ones I had undoubtedly inherited from Dad. My hair texture was the other one—thick, dark, and an unruly mix between wavy and straight. I had twisted it into a low bun earlier that morning, still wet from the shower, hoping to achieve some version of those loose beach waves I saw everywhere in my Instagram feed. But my mane had other plans. The second I yanked the scrunchie loose, it met with the humid Miami air and expanded to its natural form. So much for the beauty blogger look.

After some debate with the mirror, I decided that arriving on time mattered more than looking like I was ready for a photo shoot. The thought of losing my job made my heart race like I had chugged three cups of black coffee.

I folded the small overhead mirror just in time to notice I was inches from the car in front of me. I dipped my foot onto the brake, feeling the entrails of my rusty, twice pre-owned car squeal. It finally stopped just as it tapped the other car's bumper, long enough for nearby drivers to register the scene and leave a tattoo of my tires on the pavement. I would probably be featured in ten different lobby stories about an idiotic driver who caused a traffic jam that made everyone late. 

I’m sure all the makeup I applied wasn’t enough to cover the color disappearing from my face. I waited for the other driver to burst out of the car and make a scene in the middle of the street. To my surprise, the other car kept moving. I let out a sharp breath of relief. Maybe they were late to work, too.

My heart still raced when I squeezed my car into the last available parking space and jumped out. I couldn’t risk being noticed by the HR micromanagers for being late, as my job was the one thing making my Miami postcard life possible. 

As I ran across the parking lot wearing my old Havaianas, I checked every car I passed. My stomach roiled when I saw Rafael’s Mercedes. Was it possible that the one day of the week he arrived on time always coincided with the day I arrived a minute after nine a.m.? 

I swapped the flip-flops for pumps during the elevator ride, then stormed out to press my badge against the entry pad that recorded my arrival time. It made a sharp beep, and I rushed in, the metal caps in my heels making a clickety-clack noise on the white tiles. Twenty pairs of eyes peeked from the edges of cubicles as I paraded down the hall, mumbling a few polite buenos días to whoever I made eye contact with, then deposited my lunchbox, bag, and flip-flops in my gray box right at the center of the floor. 

I had been sitting at the same old cubicle since the first day I walked into Sunset Cosmetics, watching from afar as my colleagues rose to the levels of managers or even directors, snatching one of the highly coveted window-adjacent cubicles. Others had left the company for better positions elsewhere, but not me. I spent my days putting together briefs, creating media plans, analyzing beauty trends, and predicting the next big hit in cosmetics. Some days, I felt I was running the marketing department on my own. I was sure someone had to be watching. Someone had to notice I was the last to leave the office every day, how I never missed a deadline, how nice I was to everyone, even the jerks from finance. That someone would soon offer me the promotion I deserved. And who knew? Maybe I’d get my very own window cubicle washed by natural sunlight.

The number of unread e-mails loaded and multiplied in front of my eyes—an overwhelming amount of work—but I was distracted by my phone going off again. The word MAMI flashed in big, angry letters.

“¿Mamá? Ahora no puedo hablar,” I whispered into my cell phone as I ducked my head under the desk and pretended to shuffle around some brochures. HR had an unofficial rule about taking personal calls during office hours, and I had one of them sitting in the closest cubicle island. “Ya estoy en la oficina.”

“Sofia, yo sé que ya está trabajando, pero ya arrancó el mes y estamos atrasados en todos los pagos aquí.” Her rustic Spanish had its own melody, and it was still familiar to my ears despite the years that had passed since I had heard her voice in person. That morning, she called to tell me that it was already the third of the month and all the bills were due, but I didn’t need her reminder—it was my constant preoccupation every day of the month.

“El viernes me pagan. ¿Pueden esperar un par de días más?” I asked them if they could wait until Friday, as if they didn’t know exactly when my paychecks came in. Then I remembered I had promised my best friend Nina I would start pushing back at their constant demands for money, so I added firmly, “Acuérdate que yo también necesito pagar mi renta.” I couldn’t send what little I had left if I didn’t pay my rent first.

She kept talking like she hadn’t even heard the last part. “¿No tiene algo para mandarnos hoy? El resto lo envía el viernes.” She asked me to send them whatever I had. They could wait until Friday for the rest.

I crawled further under the desk, trying to create an additional sound shield. About eighty percent of the office was fluent in Spanish. The remaining twenty percent didn’t speak it but could understand every word, and I didn’t want my cubicle neighbors to learn about my family’s circumstances and how much they depended on me, the lowly marketing assistant on a work visa. My meager checking account balance flashed in my mind, followed by all the expenses I needed to cover. “Solo me quedan $200 en la cuenta. Y todavía necesito poner gasolina, comprar comida—” 

“Pero todo eso lo puede pagar con la tarjeta de crédito, Sofia.” There it was: the change in her tone when I said my account balance. It was an automatic switch that went off when the solution to her immediate problems appeared like a low-hanging fruit—send them all the cash I had and use my credit card to cover everything else. “Usted sabe cómo están las cosas de difíciles por acá.” You know that things are difficult here. That was her signature phrase when the conversation reached its one-minute mark. It filled me with remorse to be reminded that I had found a way out and how much my life had changed ever since, while Mom and Santiago were still exactly where I had left them, like a fading photograph I had managed to escape from.

The sound of steps approaching startled me. I didn’t feel like getting a warning from HR over Mom’s insistence on money.

“Ya tengo que colgar.” I needed to hang up.

“¡Sofia, mándeme un mensaje apenas envíe el dinero!”

I let out a quiet grunt. Of course, her last words would be message me as soon as you send the money. “Okay, Mami. Chao.”

When I hung up, the steps had stopped, and a shadow hovered over my cubicle. Crawling from under the desk, then snaking up toward the chair, I swiveled it back in front of the computer, only to nearly collide with Evelyn from sales. 

“Eve!” I gasped, clutching my chest with my hand. “You scared me!”

“Sorry.” Evelyn leaned closer. “Did you come in late today?”

“I did.” I felt my face go paper white, my skin absorbing all the makeup that almost caused me to crash earlier. “I didn’t think anyone noticed.”

“You don’t know what happened this morning?” Her voice had dropped to a whisper, and she was practically trying to hide inside the cubicle with me.

A hushed chit-chat echoed in the office. Down the long hall, Marta, who managed trade marketing, was being ushered to the restrooms—or the central gossip station, as I liked to call it—by another two colleagues. Smudges of black mascara surrounded her eyes.

I snapped back to Evelyn. “¿Qué pasó?”

“They let Marta go.”

“Marta? They fired her just like that?”

“I know.” Her mouth twitched. “And I don’t want to worry you, but I heard HR approved a bunch of marketing positions in the Mexico office.”

My eyes went wide with dismay. Of course, I had to worry. The Mexico office had been expanding for the past few months, absorbing all the operations from the Latin American region. It was only a matter of time until they came after the Miami positions. And if Marta, bright and sweet Marta, who had trained the entire marketing team, who was practically an oracle of wisdom at the office, who was liked even by the jerks from finance, was let go, the odds of my position surviving were slim to nonexistent.

“Oh, shit,” I mumbled. 

“I know. No te vayas a paniquear ahora. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.” She offered a small, sad smile and disappeared into the cubicle maze.

I returned to the list of unread e-mails, which seemed to have duplicated in the past five minutes, and stared at the laptop with my fingers frozen on the keyboard. The monthly media plan was due end-of-day, but it was impossible to focus when someone from another corner of the world was actively recruiting to fill the position I had. And maybe I was being a bit dramatic, but I always got antsy the first days of the month, when the due dates rolled in, and the cash flow dried out. 

My budget, the list where I checked off my monthly expenses as they were paid off, lay on my desk. Not a checkmark on it. Rent, money for my family, electric bill, cell phone, car insurance, international student loan payment, food, and gas. In that specific order. My stomach tightened. There wasn’t much I could cut. The first paycheck of the month was devoted to rent, and the second was meant to cover everything else. If I lost my job and didn’t receive an income for two weeks, I’d fall behind on everything. 

The clack of heels on the floor echoed in the office. I knew the sound well; it meant more work was coming. I closed my eyes for a moment, hoping the avalanche of incoming assignments would disappear. When I opened them, Giselle looked down at me from outside the cubicle. 

Even after two years working together, my breath still caught every time she appeared, and I couldn’t help a pang of self-consciousness from kicking in. It was easy to see why: long, sultry brunette waves framed big hazel eyes and a swollen upper lip. Giselle always met her sales quota, nailed new-client pitches, and had several shades of Sunset bronzers expertly contouring her caramel-colored skin. She had absolute domain of the break room during lunch on Mondays because she always had an interesting story about her weekend, her workout, and her general awesomeness. 

But she was not here to talk about her weekend. That much I was sure of.

“That lip color is nice,” she said with a forced smile. I noticed she didn’t add on you. I smiled back but didn’t answer. Her compliments had lost all meaning since I figured they were just a hook for the next part of the conversation. 

“Sofia, hun, do you have a few minutes to spare today?” Her tone was lazy and sweet, and I wondered if that was part of her secret plan to have all the men in the office swoon after her.

“Um, I have to turn in the August media plan by end of day.” I glanced over at the number of emails on my screen—97 unread—and wished those would disappear, along with Giselle.

“Oh, this would only take a moment of your time. You are so good with PowerPoint. My client is coming tomorrow, and if you could review my slides to make sure I don’t have any typos and make it look pretty. You know—like you always do.” She flashed her perfect smile while the rest of her face remained intact. Women like her seemed to possess some mysterious immunity to the telltale wrinkles that time etched around everyone else's eyes. 

“I don’t know, Giselle. I have so much work today.”

“I’d really appreciate it.” She tilted her head just the slightest bit. “I’ll let Rafael know you worked on it.”

I thought about it for a moment. It would be good to have Giselle on my side. She could vouch for me in case of a downsize. I could work on her deck in the morning and tackle the media plan in the afternoon.

“Alright, send it over. I’ll look at it.”

“Thank you so much, hun. I’ll send it right over.” She sounded relieved. That is, until her phone beeped, and her eyes went automatically to it. A grin spread across her face. Her attention seemed to float away, the conversation between us suspended in mid-air. “Oh, and it’d be great if you could have it ready by four p.m., please? I have Pilates at six and would like to review it before I head out.”

I turned back to the screen, already regretting what I had agreed to. Her request loomed larger by the second, the cursor blinking accusingly against the white background. The sound of Giselle’s heels faded in the distance, and I was left alone with enough work to entertain me for a decade.

An hour later, an email containing Giselle’s deck popped up in the lower corner of my screen. I held my breath as twenty-seven slides of crap loaded. Before me, the shittiest business plan was waiting to be deleted and built from scratch. Lunch would be cold lentil soup at my desk while I worked on it.

A low chirp came from my cell phone.

Mami: Sofia aquí estoy pendiente para ir a buscar la plata apenas me avise.



The image of Mom materialized—perched at the weathered kitchen table, eyes fixed on the phone screen—waiting for my confirmation that I had sent the cash. The stress from being financially responsible for my small family only intensified. 

Here’s the thing: my plan was to have life figured out by the time I was twenty-three, but I was already two years behind schedule and barely making ends meet. By now, I should’ve been paying the rent on time, living debt-free, driving with a full tank of gas, and sending my family the money they so desperately needed. Perhaps a night out here and there would be nice. But dreams had transformed into distant possibilities, and getting my ass to Miami was only the first part. I was still trying to figure out the rest.

Some days, it felt like those things were not meant for people like me. Maybe those luxuries were reserved for people like Giselle. Maybe it didn’t matter how much I tried; I was destined to eat lunch at my desk and jump from one deadline to the next, all for a paycheck that disappeared before I even had a chance to see it in my bank balance.

The sharp, confident clack of Giselle’s heels echoed through the office. I looked up from my computer long enough to see her crossing the glass double doors with two colleagues. Their conversation traveled across the open space. One of them was on the phone making a lunch reservation. My gaze followed them until Giselle’s ivory suit faded in the hallway, and my stomach twisted slightly.

Then my phone rang—not my cell phone, but the landline of the cubicle. The caller ID announced Navarro, Rafael, through the smoky screen. I stared at the grimy phone that remained an unappealing dirty beige color no matter how many times I scrubbed its surface. That’s how it was at Sunset: the money was spent on the reception—the glossy façade for others to see, to lure young women to click the bait, leaving nothing to spare on decent telephones.

Rafael was probably the only person to use the archaic system still, and I knew what the call meant. After a morning of unofficial chitchat about the expansion of the Mexico office and the Miami staff cuts, the caller ID could’ve said You’re Fired. I stared at it while I gulped a spoonful of soup, knowing I was living through the last few seconds of life as I knew it, naïvely wondering if I could avoid what was coming by ignoring the call altogether. I answered on the last ring before it went to voicemail, my voice still thick from swallowing too fast. “Hello?”

There was laughter, the voice of at least one more man, the faint sound of a TV, and finally, a door closing.

“¿Aló?” I repeated.

“Sofia,” Rafael said, surprised to hear me, like he had forgotten that he had called me. “Come to my office, please.” 

“I’ll be there in—” He hung up before I could finish the sentence.

Gazing at the lentil soup with yearning, I sealed the Tupperware with a definitive click and began the short journey to his office with heavy steps. Holding a folder in front of my chest, I used my other hand to pull up the scoop neck of my top without making a show of it. It wasn’t a deep cut or anything, but Rafael’s eyes liked to linger on my breasts longer than necessary, especially when I was alone with him. 

I stretched the top to its maximum coverage before I knocked on his door and walked in. Rafael was seated at his desk. Behind him, a glorious view of the bay and the airport filled the floor-to-ceiling window. The traffic on the expressway had cleared up, but the airplanes were still departing one after the other, disappearing into the blue Miami sky. A light gray wall on one side of the office had a sleek shelf holding plaques and awards he had received throughout the years. The opposite wall held a mega flatscreen set on a news channel with the volume too high to be able to get any work done. His desk was covered with the makeup samples I had brought the previous night, and the notebook where he kept a to-do list of his tasks rested on top. One of the lines didn’t have a checkmark on it.

As the door shut behind me, he looked up from his cell phone, not precisely radiating that he was pleased to see me, but still allowing his eyes to scan my body swiftly. He let out an annoyed little huff, then tried to soften it with a shadow of a smile.

“Have a seat,” he commanded, pointing the remote at the TV to mute it. The intensity of his gaze made me uneasy. I shrank into the first chair before his eyes could venture any lower than my chin. “I don’t have good news for you.” 

That was the first thing he said. Not, how are you today? Not, did you hear about Marta? 

My heart crumpled.

It was only noon, but I could already feel how Rafael was about to take my postcard life and shit all over it.








  
  
Chapter Two




I was exposed. 

Rafael’s office was in what was known as the Sunset VIP area—steps away from the kitchen, on the way to the restrooms, and close to the exit. I could hear the foot traffic increasing by the second and could sense other employees decreasing their speed as they walked past the window panel, their gazes digging into my neck—nothing like a second serving of fresh office gossip on the same morning. By the time I walked in, whatever news Rafael had for me was as good as public.

“I just got off a call with HR.” 

My fingernails dug deeper into the cushion of the chair. 

“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll get to it, and then I’ll answer any questions you may have.” His eyes kept bouncing from his cell phone to his laptop screen, and I immediately knew he had no intention of answering any questions. “They are downsizing the office. They plan to move half of the headcount to Mexico by December.”

There was something detached about how he said it, like he was informing me the kitchen had run out of coffee. Or like he had some sort of intel that his position was untouchable, and the downsize would stop before it reached him. That made my heart break a little more. 

I knew it was coming, but I didn’t think it would happen so soon.

“I think you are an asset to the marketing department, Sofia, but this is out of my hands. They are determined to reduce expenses, and U.S. salaries are eating up our margins.” He paused for an instant, confident he didn’t need to add anything else for me to understand. 

“So my position—” I began.

“They already started the search for your replacement.” He pushed the words out with little grief. 

Behind Rafael, an airplane was departing, and another was positioning itself to do the same. Twin jet skis jumped on the small waves of the bay. The palm trees lining the expressway swayed in the wind. A few seconds of bad news shook my life, while the rest of the world remained untouched.

“Sofia?”

“Huh? Right. Yes. I understand.” My mind was foggy, a mashup of balances, resumes, and unpaid bills. “Um, so what happens now? When is my last day?”

“There is no official date yet. Actually …” He leaned closer, locking his eyes with mine for the first time, then letting them travel down my neck. His coffee breath hit me, making me sink into the chair even more. “It’s still confidential, but I wanted you to hear it from me first.”

“Do you have an idea?” I was determined to get as much information as possible before I ran away from his office.

He sighed, a short and snappy exhale, his eyes drifting up at the clock on the wall behind me.

“A month at most … maybe two.” His hand drifted back to the mouse next to his laptop, and he gave a nervous tap with his index finger. “HR also mentioned your visa sponsorship.”

The room seemed to spin in slow, nauseating circles. Once. Twice. Until reality collapsed into a single question: Was I losing both my employment and legal status in the country during this meeting? 

“I warned you to look for another job months ago—you’ve been job hunting, right?”

Ah, the job hunt … my least favorite but completely mandatory weekend activity. Yes, I had been job hunting. No, it wasn’t going very well.

“I have.” A lump appeared in my throat. It was equal parts painful and stubborn. 

“You knew you were running a risk by accepting this position … of becoming unemployed and losing your visa.” There was the slightest hint of compassion in his eyes. It could’ve been pity, but it was hard to tell. His parents had migrated to Miami from Cuba in the sixties, part of the mass exile escaping the regime and looking for a brighter future for their family. The blood in his veins was as unfamiliar to this country as mine. But the moment evaporated quickly. After all, I was one more case lost in the sea of immigrants trying to make it in Miami.

“Is there anything you can do?”

“You know this decision comes from above.” He leaned back in his chair, and his eyes briefly met the picture of his kids on his desk. “My hands are tied.”

I remember when the picture included Rafael’s now ex-wife. It was one of those studio portraits where they were all flashing perfect smiles at the photographer. The image had been replaced by one of his two kids playing in the sand simultaneously as the news of his divorce spread in the office. Then came the rumors of an affair, and lawyers, and impossible alimony payments. Rafael’s hands were as tied as mine. He wouldn’t risk his only income source over me.

“I know this is a lot. You should take the rest of the day off. Have lunch, then go home and follow up on your open applications, polish up your LinkedIn profile …”

Giselle's sales pitch echoed through memory. The task suddenly took a new, ominous significance. 

“Our only deadline is the August media plan, but you’ve been working on it, right? Is it ready?” he asked, turning back to the laptop.

“Um, the media plan, yes. It’s almost done.”

“Send it over when you are ready. Then go home.” He offered a limp, condescending smile. “You are gonna be fine, Sofia. You’re a good worker and—” he was about to say something else when his eyes widened at something on the screen. “Oh shit, I forgot to join this call.” 

That was my cue to get up and leave. I uncurled my nails from the chair's cushion and stood up, already feeling the pressure of the news weighing down on me.

As my hand reached the doorknob, Rafael cleared his throat. I turned around and found him lightly tapping his coffee mug against the desk, staring at me with pleading eyes, like he was apologizing for something he hadn’t yet said.

“Can you please get me a refill? I’m so late, and I don’t know if I can go for the next hour without coffee.”

It wasn’t the first time he asked me to play barista for him. I had rehearsed the replies before. There were so many to choose from, ranging from I can’t, I’m really busy to That’s not my job, so get your ass off the chair and get your own coffee. Perhaps adding a curse word before coffee for emphasis. The comebacks popped into my mind, but nothing came out when I opened my mouth. Instead, I found myself slowly walking back to his desk. He handed me the mug, turned back to the small camera over his laptop, and flashed a winning smile while he greeted his colleagues.

The remainder of the afternoon dissolved into a blur of activity—fingers flying across the keyboard to perfect Giselle's presentation, systematically ignoring the growing stack of messages from Mom, and trying to forget the mortifying image of parading around clutching Rafael's coffee mug. I sent Giselle a polished pitch deck minutes before the deadline to allow her to review it and make it to class on time. I was still working after the office emptied and Rafael departed with a casual wave, long after the fluorescent lights automatically flickered to life and the office was filled with silence. After submitting the media plan, I gathered my things and dragged my feet to the exit. The soft hum of the A/C escorted me to the door, so imperceptible I could hear my heartbeat thumping furiously in my ears. 

I had missed the opportunity to go home early. I had forced my body to hold the urge to pee for four hours. I had wasted my afternoon on a project I wouldn’t receive any credit for. 

But instead of feeling sorry for myself, I looked back at the empty office and turned off the lights, nostalgia consuming what little energy I had left in me. After all, I didn’t know how many more nights I would have the privilege of being the last one to leave.


      [image: image-placeholder]Only one more stop before going home. Togo was beating the door with such force that I could hear him from the elevator. I found Catalina’s key at the bottom of my bag and opened the apartment door. Out came my neighbor’s sixty-pound chocolate lab, all hair and muscle, already holding the leash in his mouth. He wagged his tail so hard that I was afraid it would fall off, and I briefly wondered if he had the same reaction when his owner arrived instead of me. 

Outside, at the doggie park that overlooked the bay, I spent forty minutes watching Togo run with a freedom and carelessness I craved. Rafael’s words were fresh in my head, a constant reminder that I was supposed to be job searching, not walking in the park with someone else’s dog. And sweet Togo, completely oblivious to the task ahead of me, wasn’t interested in wrapping up his sunset walk. He didn’t care that I had spent the entire ride home arguing with Mom about money, or that my main source of income was being assigned to someone in Mexico. Oh no. All Togo wanted was to jump in the puddles, socialize with the other dogs, wag his tail every time he saw me, and take the largest dump the park had ever witnessed for me to pick up.

It took me another ten minutes to stop Togo from sniffing every bush, cross the hallway, and push him back inside Catalina’s apartment. The last thing I saw before I closed the door were his eyes—large and black and droopy—like he already knew it would be hours before he’d have the joy of greeting another human being. I turned quickly before I could simmer any ideas of bringing him over to my apartment, a mere twenty-second walk away.

My building was the tallest one on a trendy Midtown block, in what Miamians called an ‘up-and-coming' area, which was a fancy way of saying that if you went a little too far, you’d end up in the wrong side of town. Low couches and floor-to-ceiling mirrors flanked a sprawling white lobby. Young valets were usually seen meandering in the hallways, scurrying out of the mail room surrounded by a cloud of smoke, and perfecting TikTok challenges while a car queue formed around the block. I’d dreamt about living in that building for months. I’d seen women strutting down the lobby on Friday nights with their golden tans, expertly applied makeup, and boobs bursting out of sequined mini-dresses, the muscles in their mile-long legs flexing when they slid into cars that were as sparkly as they were. While emulating that look was never my priority, there was something inexplicably tempting about that glam lifestyle. They must have been doing something right if they could afford the recklessness of a new pair of shoes every weekend. 

When a unit became available, I jumped at the opportunity. It was vacant for less than a week before the real estate agent—a twenty-something who arrived in a BMW blasting reggaeton—showed it to me in two minutes and urged me not to overthink it. He had three more showings lined up for that same afternoon, and two of them had just moved from Buenos Aires and were ready to beat any offer. I asked if he thought it was overpriced, and he scoffed like it was the most ridiculous question he’d ever heard and then replied with the same tagline prominently displayed in the rental listing: Nothing beats this location. So, I ignored the hefty figure next to the required deposit line and signed the paperwork, thinking the apartment would come first and all the other good things would immediately follow.

My apartment was like all the other ones around it—a toned-down version of the opulent models developers love showing off. None of the “luxury” finishes that were proudly mentioned in the rental ad were present, such as the small window with a wall view of the adjacent tower, which had been conveniently staged as a “city view.” A week into living in the rental, I realized what makes an apartment luxurious isn’t the apartment itself but the upgrades and the furniture and the lifestyle my money could create. However, with the largest chunk of my salary going towards rent, and most of the rest going to my family, there was little I could do regarding lifestyle improvement. Once the contract was signed, I settled for the overpriced rent and below-average amenities, like my assigned parking space on the eighth floor of the parking garage.

My front door let out a ghastly squeak as I walked in and switched on the lights. The faint scent of clean laundry and Clorox welcomed me home. It didn’t look anything like the upscale homes of the rich and famous, or the rooms featured in the copies of City Furniture I got in the mail, but it was my little corner of Miami, and for the past ten months, I’d been squeezing the juice out of my lemon of an apartment.

I had stopped drawing the blinds on the only small window when I realized no one could look at me from a concrete wall, and I had nothing to look at either. The walls were an appalling chalk white, and the floors—apart from the kitchenette and the one bathroom—were covered with a questionable, pale brown carpet. I had devoted several hours to scrubbing the stains on it, a task that did more to tone my arms than clean the carpet. The “modern and sleek kitchen” consisted of a gray Formica countertop and a floor area so reduced that it could hardly fit two people. 

The first thing I did every day when I got home was arrange a cushion over the cigarette burn on the couch. I didn’t smoke, and the mark was a reminder that the couch was secondhand, like most of the things I owned. I’d grown up squeezing several lives out of every physical asset we owned. The textbooks I’d used were preserved and passed on to my brother Santiago two years later. The hems on my pants were dropped before we even considered getting a new pair. Empty glass containers once filled with jelly were thoroughly washed with boiling water and then added to the glassware collection. When I first arrived in Miami, I was surprised to see how quick people were to discard goods that still had a few lives ahead of them. Ice maker stopped making ice? Time for a new fridge. Car engine leaving oil stains in the driveway? Right on time to switch the car lease. Shoes worn down to the metal caps of the heels? Time to dump them at the nearest Goodwill drop-off. This is where I found most of the pieces that made up my home. I was determined to make it look like my dream space and ignore the small inconveniences that started popping up soon after I had moved in.

A cardboard box in the corner was full of stuff I’d collected to send to Mom and Santiago. For three weeks, I also used it as an auxiliary table to place my bag and keys when I walked in. A pair of blue jeans and a receipt rested on top. I needed to exchange them for a larger size because Santiago had grown one full size on his waist and had forgotten to tell me. There were four tubes of toothpaste that I estimated would last them until I could send them the next box and two pairs of soccer cleats Santiago had requested—though I suspected he was planning to sell at least one of them. Santiago had also asked for a new cell phone. A cell phone! And he emphasized new. That day, I tried to be clear with him that electronics were cheaper here than in Bogotá, but they weren’t free, and I would gladly send him my phone when I switched to a new one. He’d grunted and said he’d had too many years of my hand-me-downs already.

My eyes fixed on the half-empty box of basic necessities that would soon travel to Mom and Santiago. The inventory looked inadequate against the magnitude of their needs. Failure wasn't an option—not for them, not for Dad, whose absence had created this burden, not for the promises I had made to myself about being the one who would make things right. 

Since I’d already wasted enough time walking Togo and catering to Rafael and Giselle, I skipped dinner altogether. With unemployment and deportation breathing down my neck, how could I think about food? I set the laptop on the kitchen counter and took a deep breath. 

This was it. All this time, I’d been job searching out of sheer curiosity, but now it was a necessity. I’d taken a massive leap from student visa to work visa, and the conditions of my temporary stay in the U.S. were clear: If my employment at Sunset ended, I would have a sixty-day grace period to leave the country.

Despite so many companies shifting headcounts to Latin America, there was always a fair amount of local recruiting. Open positions loaded onto the screen. Most of them were Junior levels—an assistant to an assistant, a six-month assignment, an unpaid internship. In a city like Miami, there will always be someone willing to do the same job for less money. I would’ve taken any of them if only they had the benefit I was looking for: Work visa sponsorship available for the right candidate. Even the senior roles, those I contemplated with lusty eyes, with their triple-digit salaries and the promise of growth opportunities, wanted individuals with permanent work permits. Hope and energy fled my soul with every single posting.

Two hours of failed job searching later, I had not submitted one new application and exhaustion had settled in. My head wobbled to the side, a yawn stretching every muscle in my face, but I persisted. 

The bills would continue rolling in, Mom and Santiago would continue depending on me, and the country would kick me out. 

Five more minutes and I’d call it a night.

I glued my eyes to the screen's glare, filtering, searching, hoping. 

Just … 

One … 

More …

And then I saw it. 

WorldMedia, a massive media agency, was hiring. I scrolled down to the bottom of the page until my eyes met with that magic ingredient: Willing to sponsor H-1B visa. 

I blinked a few times, so exhausted I thought I was imagining the entire thing. This post was legit, only a day old. The position was not exactly my area of expertise. After all, I had never worked at an agency, much less managed an account. But there it was—fate’s twisted way to hint my time in the U.S. wasn’t over in the form of a job opening that was too good to pass up, with a fifty percent increase from the salary I was about to lose, at a marketing firm less than fifteen minutes from my apartment. 

I scrolled back up to the section listing the dreaded requirements and measured my own skills against the bullet points. My initial excitement lost its momentum as my eyes scanned the list. I met about half of them. I had the business degree and the background in beauty industry marketing, but I was missing the five years of experience and the “leadership skills” they wanted.

I wouldn’t get it. 

My resume would get lost under a pile of hopefuls who were better qualified and more experienced than me, and my submission would be nothing more than a waste of energy and the last ounce of hope I had left. I checked the Excel spreadsheet where I logged in every job application. This would be entry forty-seven. 

When I started job searching many months earlier, I fantasized about every application. I’d search for the office address in Google Maps to find out how many miles I’d have to commute every morning. I’d visit the company’s corporate website and memorize all those trivial details no one remembers after getting hired (no one ever asks who the company's founder was during an interview, anyway). I’d get my hopes up the same way some people romanticize about what they’ll do with their winnings after buying one lottery ticket. 

I had stopped fantasizing after entry twenty-nine.

Slowly, I typed my personal information in the form and waited for my resume to upload while I took one more look at the requirement list.

Forget it. Why apply? I wasn’t going to get it. This would just be one more rejection, the same as the forty-six that came before.

Maybe it was the desperation kicking in, or the exhaustion. Still, I left the laptop on the kitchen counter and walked to the other side of the living room, determined to put as much space as possible between me and a decision that wouldn’t amount to anything. 

Then I took in my little apartment—the second-hand couch, the small window, the cardboard box, the almost empty cupboards in the kitchen, the pile of bills neatly stacked on a corner of the counter. It was not the Miami I had dreamt of, but it was my Miami, and I was not ready to give it up.

I remembered Rafael calling me a good worker earlier that day. His voice and eyes were full of disbelief, and a mush of emotions stirred in me.

There was no need to overthink it.

I had nothing to lose.

So, I rushed back to the laptop before the form timed me out and hit submit.
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