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These are the voices of individuals waiting to
hear if their love will be allowed in the U.S.
government’s eyes. They know their love knows
no boundaries, but the U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services requires proof.
In 2019, more than 300,000 couples applied for a
green card through marriage for their nonAmerican partner. Everyone who’s been through
the process knows the agony of waiting. It is
bureaucratic, expensive and seemingly endless.
The stakes are high -- you have to prove a bona
fide (good faith) marriage, or your application

for her knowledge, advice, and

could be rejected and you may not be able to

support.

live in the United States with your spouse.
Essentially you have to prove your love is real. The
fear is not for a refusal of the physical green card
– it is for life as you know to be turned upside
down with just one decision:
Approved or Not Approved.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove
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accounts for nearly 30% of all
immigration in the U.S.
Instead, coverage of marriage

Source: DHS • Other defined as all other immigration including: Immediate relatives of U.S. citizens
(children, parents), Family-sponsored preferences, Employment-based preferences, Diversity,
Refugees, Asylees, Parolees, Children born abroad to alien residents, Certain Iraqis and Afghans
employed by U.S. Government and their spouses and children, Cancellation of removal, Victims of
human trafficking, Victims of crimes and their spouses and children, other. Adjustment of status
defined as: those who are already present in the United States who apply for legal permanent
residency.
2020 numbers are significantly lower due to the coronavirus pandemic.

through immigration spotlights
fraudulent marriages, like in the
popular romantic comedy film
“The Proposal,” or in very real
reports of mass marriage fraud
schemes, like this one in 2019,
where 100 people were charged.
There is no available data on the
likelihood of fraudulent marriages,
though the punishment for the
felony offense is clearly laid out
by ICE/USCIS with fines up to
$250,000 and up to five years in
prison.

Stories of couples just hoping they can prove to the government that their love is real
go untold, their pain known only to the couple themselves and their family and friends.
I wouldn’t know about this process if I weren’t going through it myself. My husband,
Diego Areas Munhoz, and I are currently applying for his green card.
I decided to tell my story, and the stories of five other couples in similar circumstances
because I hope it can contribute to a change in the narrative around legal immigration
and give voice to those whose experience is rarely reflected.

Chapter One: Diego and Cai
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove
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Cai Pigliucci and Diego Areas Munhoz, U.S.
and Brazil
“The fear you go through when doing [the
process] is that one little bit of information that
you might have missed, could cost you being
together.”
— Diego Areas Munhoz, Brazil

Diego likes to say we met “while
gazing at the stars,” but it’s not
really true. We met in an
astronomy class in college, in a
large lecture hall full of sleepy
students. Someone’s alarm went
off and Diego said “Wakey wakey,”
causing all 250 students,
including me, to burst into
laughter.

Diego and Cai’s marriage license signed in

I was a few rows up from Diego

Brooklyn on their legal wedding day. ©Cai

and I decided to say hello. I

Pigliucci

remember I asked him where he
was from; he had a slight accent
but not one that I recognized. “The
south,” he said, which was
technically true. He’s from the
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Global South -- Belo Horizonte,
“beautiful horizon” in Portuguese.
His family lived in New York City at
the time, but when his mom went
home to Brazil to renew her
student visa, it was denied.
Diego’s father and younger
sister’s statuses were both tied to
his mom’s visa, so all three had to
leave. Diego still had his own
student visa, so he was able to
stay. With his family forced back
to Brazil, in August 2019, we moved
in together.

It was a small room in a crowded
apartment with three other
roommates in Bushwick, next to
the subway tracks, which were
viewable from the bathroom
window. Our room overlooked the
patio to a popular bar, which was
always packed, and usually a
stray drunk or two would linger
Diego’s Mom, Dad, sisters and nieces on Zoom
for the signing ceremony in Brooklyn. ©Cai
Pigliucci

well past 5am, shouting outside
our bedroom window.
By the next August, we had
adopted a cat together, visited
his family in Brazil, entered a
global pandemic, and moved into
a tiny studio apartment. In

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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December, we decided to get
married. Diego proposed officially
in January 2021, stuffing a
beautiful ring, with a citrine gem
atop, into a pint of Van Leeuwen
ice cream -- honeycomb flavor,
my favorite.
We set the ceremony date for
May 23rd at Harkness Memorial
Park in Connecticut, where I used
to play as a kid. But by then, Diego
and I had discussed what was
coming down the road -- “the
immigration stuff.” And that
meant keeping all the paperwork
in New York State, to make it
easier for us to keep all of our
application New York central,
when we had to come to that. So,
we were legally married a few
weeks prior at my father’s
apartment in Brooklyn. Only my
family and a few of our friends
were present. Diego’s family had
to Zoom in from their home in
Belo Horizonte.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Diego Areas Munhoz on Cai'‘s father’s roof in Brooklyn after they signed the marriage
license. ©Cai Pigliucci

At the ceremony in May, everyone
wore white. I didn’t want to be the

Cai Pigliucci, wedding vows - Proof of Lov

only one (I hate the purity
connotations), but I like wearing
white, and Diego looks great in a
white suit. It lasted about 15
minutes, with my step-mom as
the ceremonial officiant, readings
from my mom and dad, and our
exchange of vows in front of our

Cai’s wedding vows on the day of their

25 guests.

ceremony in Connecticut. ©Cai Pigliucci

We claimed a picnic table under
a shady tree and laid out a
spread of cheese, meat, seafood,
crackers, wine, beer, and cake -all but the cake was purchased at
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Costco. The cake was made at a
local bakery in Old Saybrook. We
honeymooned for a week in the
U.S. Virgin Islands. We would’ve
preferred Italy, France or Greece,
but the borders were still mostly
closed, and we didn’t want to take
a chance leaving the U.S. in case
Diego wouldn’t be allowed back
in. Hopefully we won’t have to
worry ever about that again if his
green card is approved.

The celebration over, the fear
soon set in. What was next?
Diego’s student visa will expire
next May, so we know we are safe
for a year. But immigration
processes often take longer than
that. We began the miserable
task of discussing how to apply
for Diego’s adjustment of status
Diego searches for documents to prove their life
together as they prepare to file their application.
©Cai Pigliucci

from international student on an
F1 visa to a green card with work
authorization. My husband’s life
was reduced to government
paperwork.
Do we need a lawyer? Online it
says you can do it yourself, but a
lawyer is recommended. What
documents will we need? How

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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long will it take? How much will it
cost? The apartment became a
whirlwind of paperwork with
passports strewn across my desk.
And I started compiling photo
albums that I intend to bring with
us to our interview.

We started to learn the jargon:
Petitioner for alien relative (that’s
me); beneficiary (that’s Diego). A
non-profit lawyer warned us of
the long waiting period, extended
due to the pandemic. He told us
we would need to file an I-485
(Diego’s document to fill out as
the beneficiary) and an I-130
(mine to fill out as the petitioner).
We needed tax returns, visa
number, passports, translated
documents notarized, pay stubs,
and photos of the two of us over

Diego’s ring is seen while typing and filling out
documents. The ring is made of Brazilian gold,
brought from Belo Horizonte by a friend of the
family. ©Cai Pigliucci

our whole relationship to prove
our love is genuine.
We stressed for weeks over filling out the documents correctly. If one question is
answered incorrectly, your case could be delayed or thrown out. Just filing costs $1760,
as a part time intern in graduate school, that’s about what I make over the course of a
month.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Diego looks at Cai as they discuss their

Diego scans his passport to upload it for

next steps in the application process.

the marriage license approval. ©Cai

©Cai Pigliucci

Pigliucci
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Cai looks out the window after a stressful week preparing the application. ©Cai Pigliucci

Diego would then have to get his
fingerprints taken, part of the U.S.

Diego Areas Munhoz, on the weight off the

government’s biometrics log.
Months later will come the
interview. We’ll have to answer
questions about each other’s
lives, families, names, dates,
anything and everything.
Everything I’ve said about our lives
above will be quizzed back to us.

Diego describes what he hopes for once he has

I’ll have to know his mom’s

a green card. ©Cai Pigliucci

birthdate, and he’ll have to know
what kind of cake we ordered at
the wedding. I’ll have to know his
home address in Brazil and his
address from when he lived on
Long Island, and he’ll have to
know where my mom and dad
are from.
After our first call with a lawyer in
August, Diego sat down on our
bed and cried. Neither of us were
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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prepared for the level of stress
that was coming up, on top of
school and work. I’m 24. Diego’s
only 21. He should be worried
about finals and graduation and
career prospects, but he doesn’t
have the chance to think further
into the future than the green
card application. Here and now is
all we have.

Diego sheds a tear after a stressful meeting with their first lawyer when they found out
everything they would need to do to get through the process. ©Cai Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Just preparing to file seemed like
a full time job. To add to it all, we
would need to find a joint
sponsor, as my income isn’t high
enough to sponsor Diego. I’m only
a graduate student --I don’t
make $21,000 a year. As the
petitioner (the one who is filing on
behalf of their spouse), you need
Diego and Cai are seen at their apartment on
the Upper East Side. ©Cai Pigliucci

to meet $21,000 for yearly income,
which is demonstrated through
prior income tax returns and pay
stubs. If you don’t make that, you
have to find a joint sponsor who
does. The sponsor or petitioner is
responsible for the applicant in
the event they ever, now or until
they become a citizen, use
government programs that would
label them a public charge,
(someone who uses government
funds that aren’t meant for them).
We asked my dad to sponsor
Diego, afraid he would reasonably
turn it down, as he would be
legally responsible for Diego.
Thankfully, he agreed, but
requested that we get a lawyer -a paid one. Lawyers can be free
(pro bono and non-profit) or they
can cost at a low-end around

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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$3000 for the initial processing. If
you need to appeal, it’ll cost you
more.
We found a lawyer in Queens with
a good track record, and hired
her. She filed our case in October,
and we got the receipts earlier
this month. USCIS scheduled
Diego for his biometrics on the
day before Thanksgiving. Luckily it
only took five minutes.

Diego and Cai’s rings, including the rings

Diego’s vows sitting on a desk in their

they bought on their honeymoon in St.

hotel room the morning of the ceremony.

Croix. ©Cai Pigliucci

©Cai Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Diego relaxing before the marriage ceremony in Connecticut. ©Cai Pigliucci

Now, all we can do is sit and wait. We’re waiting
for the interview to be scheduled, then we will
start to go over the interview questions with our
lawyer to make sure we’re prepared. And we’ll
hope for the best.
As our immigration lawyer likes to say, it’s not
enough to have a real marriage, you have to
prove it.
I know what my marriage is and Diego knows
what our marriage is. We know our love for each
other.
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego

Diego and Cai on their wedding
day at the beach after the
ceremony in Connecticut. ©Cai
Pigliucci
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But we have to prove it to the U.S. government,
and we just have to hope that they will see our
marriage for what it is: real and true.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/caidiego
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Ryan Hughes and Camila Pino, U.S. and
Argentina
“Our story reflects the same issues and dreams
of many others, in which you love someone so
much that you’ll go through all this to be able to
live with them.”
— Camila Pino, Argentina

Pino and Hughes going through

Documents collected in a shoe box and

documents for her green card

sprawled across their coffee table. ©Cai

application. ©Cai Pigliucci

Pigliucci

Of all the bars in Park Slope, she
came into his to read, and they
fell for each other. Camila Pino,
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan
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30, was living in the U.S. as an au
pair at the time. When she went
home, she had to wait for a tourist
visa to come back to be with him
again. Tourist visas from
Argentina are valid for six months
Hughes and Pino in their apartment in Brooklyn.
©Cai Pigliucci

in the U.S., but since she had just
been living here to work on a J1
visa, she had to wait several
months to apply for it. She waited
longer just to make sure.

Hughes, 30, flew to
Argentina to stay with her

Camila Pino and Ryan Hughes, on proving

for six months, to meet her
family and her home, and
to go with her to the visa
application. In Argentina,
the only place you can
apply for a tourist visa to
the U.S. is in Buenos Aires,
which is an eight hour

Hughes talks about the government asking him

drive from her home city

to prove how much he loves his wife. ©Cai

of Cordoba. The interview

Pigliucci

takes place over two days
at the U.S. embassy. She
said that if they denied
her, that would be it, she
didn’t want to “be
eternally trying” to come
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan

3/10

12/21/21, 10:36 AM

Camila and Ryan — Cai Luna Pigliucci

back to the U.S. She and
Hughes would have
settled in Argentina and
started their life together
there.

Hughes and Pino in silhouette at their home in Brooklyn. ©Cai Pigliucci

Pino was approved to return to
the U.S. They arrived back in New
York in February 2020, a few
weeks before everything shut
down, due to the pandemic. They
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan
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lived with his family upstate, and
got married in his parents’
backyard with her family and
friends dressed up on Zoom. After
Hughes and Pino hold their wedding rings. ©Cai
Pigliucci

a while, the parakeet at his
family’s house was too much for
Pino, and to apply for her green
card they needed a space of their
own anyway. They now live in
Brooklyn together, and they are
compiling proof of their marriage.
The couple have a non-profit
lawyer who has taken on their
case, and who challenges them
to build more and more proof.
Hughes said you may have your
brother or your family ask you if
you’re sure you want to get
married but, “You don’t expect
your country to say that to you.”

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan
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Hughes and Pino walk their dog, Luna, around their new neighborhood in Flatbush,
Brooklyn. They adopted Luna together and she is part of their proof of love. ©Cai
Pigliucci

When Pino and Hughes moved in
together, they also got a
roommate, and only Hughes and
the roommate’s name were on
the lease, but for her green card,
they would have to change it to
include hers. They needed the
same requirements for their wifi
and utility bills. They adopted a
dog together, Luna, whose
adoption papers are also serving
to build their case. Every week,
Hughes adds his latest pay stubs

Hughes and Pino on their rooftop in Brooklyn
where their dog plays with a neighbor’s beagle.
©Cai Pigliucci

to their files for their lawyer, and
they add more and more photos.
They describe the whole process
of proof as things you wouldn’t
think to do when you just love
someone.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan
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“It’s the American side of me that
is like ‘oh freedom! I have the
freedom to choose my destiny!
Manifest it right in front of me!’ But
sometimes you are reminded
that there are obstacles in place,”
said Hughes.

Pino and Hughes met at the bar that

Now Pino often spends time at Hughes

Hughes works at as a bartender and

bar going over preparation for their

barista. ©Cai Pigliucci

application when it’s not busy. ©Cai
Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan
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Pino enjoys a coffee that Hughes made for her the way she likes — with a lot of sugar.
©Cai Pigliucci

Pino added that the people you
end up being frustrated with most

Camila Pino and Ryan Hughes, on photos

at the end of the process are
those that don’t do this for love.
“Every couple that is still together
after doing all this process, they
are good to go,” said Pino.
“Beyond having a green card,
they love each other so much,
there is no other way you go
through all of this.”

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/camilaryan

Hughes and Pino discuss looking for photos that
have them and their family members in the
photo to show USCIS. ©Cai Pigliucci
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Stephanie Silverio and Lincoln Bernal, U.S. and
Brazil
“You know you love the person and you know
you married that person because you love, but
you’re worried you’re not going to be able to
prove [it].”
— Lincoln Bernal, Brazil

Silverio and Bernal are seen in their home

Bernal was living without a legal status in

in Waterbury, Connecticut. ©Cai Pigliucci

the U.S. before he and Silverio applied for
his green card. ©Cai Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/lincolnstephanie
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Bernal looks tired and stressed as Silverio talks to him about their upcoming week. ©Cai
Pigliucci

Stephanie Silverio said she was
looking for a man who checked
all of her boxes, an impossible
mystery man. But without having
to do much searching, Lincoln
Bernal arrived on her church’s
doorsteps. Silverio, 24, was born in
the U.S. to a Brazilian family and
Bernal, 23, grew up in Brazil and
moved to the U.S. with family at
16-years-old, after which he
overstayed his visa and lost his
legal status.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/lincolnstephanie

Bernal and Silverio are both religious people, so
they knew they would need to find someone they
truly loved to get married — and not just for the
documents. ©Cai Pigliucci
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When they announced their
marriage, friends teased that they
were only getting married to get
Bernal documents.
“It’s easy to assume that, because
life is so difficult when you don’t
have papers,” said Silverio.

Silverio and Bernal relax on their couch on a Saturday morning. ©Cai Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/lincolnstephanie
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Stephanie Silverio and Lincoln Bernal, the

Beyond convincing friends and
family, Silverio and Bernal had to
convince the government. They
hired a lawyer who helped them
compile any proof of their love
that they could find. Typically,
documents requested are a joint
bank account, a lease and bills
with both names on it, plane

Bernal and Silverio discuss the feeling that

tickets or travel itineraries from

everyone else thought they were only married to

trips together. But Silverio’s

give him a legal status. ©Cai Pigliucci

parents didn’t allow them to be
alone together before marriage,
let alone share a lease or bills. To
make up for their lost proof, they
compiled a photo album that
they brought with them to the
interview, showing their
relationship in its early stages and
beyond.

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/lincolnstephanie
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Silverio works long hours as a nurse’s aid,

Silverio and Bernal’s engagement photos

and Bernal works long days in

on display on their bookcase. ©Cai

construction, so when they have time to

Pigliucci

themselves they spend it relaxing. ©Cai
Pigliucci

Bernal and Silverio show the
photo album they brought to

Stephanie Silverio and Lincoln Bernal, pho

their USCIS interview. ©Cai
Pigliucci
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Bernal and Silverio relax on their porch. ©Cai Pigliucci

Silverio and Bernal, like me and
Diego, also had to find a joint
sponsor. Once they found a joint
sponsor, they made it quickly to
their green card interview,
beating the expected timeline
that had increased to up to a 40
month wait during the pandemic.
At their interview, they were tested
Silverio stands on her tiptoes to kiss her husband.
©Cai Pigliucci

on each other’s phone numbers,
mother-in-law’s birthdates (down
to the year), dates of events in
their lives, names of everyone in
their photographs. Despite the
challenge, Bernal had a green
card in hand 8 months after filing.
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“It’s a relief, I never was afraid
before,” said Bernal. “But when I
got the green card, when it came
in and I grabbed the card in my
hand, it took a weight off my back,
it was like thank god, now I can
start my life.”

Bernal and Silverio sit in their front yard as cars
go by. ©Cai Pigliucci
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immigration lawyer
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Thais P. Saad, U.S. immigration lawyer
“It’s not enough for it to really be a true marriage,
we have to actively demonstrate it.”
— Thais P. Saad

Saad talks about what happens
during an interview, what the

Thais P. Saad, about the process - Proof o

couple needs to demonstrate,
and the role of a lawyer in the
process. ©Cai Pigliucci

Thais P. Saad, preparing for the interview -

Saad talks about how to prepare
for the interview, what the couple
needs to memorize, and how she
helps her clients feel comfortable
for any direction the interview
takes. ©Cai Pigliucci
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Saad, Cai and Diego’s lawyer and a family immigration expert, at work in her Queens
office. ©Cai Pigliucci
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Sarahelena Barrios and Franco Caffiero, U.S.
and Argentina
“We are gonna grow as a couple, and we are
gonna be much stronger...All the effort we’re
doing is gonna be worth it.”
— Franco Caffiero, Argentina
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/sarahelenafranco
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Caffiero sits in the yard at his mother's home in

Barrios sits in her dorm room at William and

Argentina. ©Cai Pigliucci, image captured

Mary College in Virigina in her first semester at

remotely on iPhone.

law school. ©Cai Pigliucci, image captured
remotely on iPhone.

When Sarahelena Barrios and Franco Caffiero came home from visiting his family and
his home in Argentina in May 2021, they flew from Argentina to Paraguay and then into
Miami, Florida. Caffiero was detained by immigration officers for three days at the Miami
airport, during which time U.S. Customs and Border Protection found evidence on his
phone that he had worked illegally while he had been staying in the U.S. a few years
before. He was going to re-enter the U.S. with his tourist visa, but he was deported and
sent back on a flight back to Paraguay.
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Barrios wears her wedding ring in her dorm

Caffiero holds his ring his hand over the grass in

room. ©Cai Pigliucci, image captured remotely

his yard. ©Cai Pigliucci, image captured

on iPhone.

remotely on iPhone.

The couple had been dating for nearly three years by this time. Shortly after Caffiero’s
deportation, Barrios, 23, and Caffiero, 26, decided to get married. Barrios flew to
Paraguay and they were married with their families by their sides, and then Caffiero
waited for a flight back to Argentina (which was difficult to find during the pandemic).
They had some time together to come to terms with their chaotic three months. On July
31st 2021, Barrios flew home to get ready to start law school in Virginia, leaving Caffiero
behind in Argentina. The two have been separated ever since.
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Sarahelena Barrios, challenging tim

Franco Caffiero, motivation - Proof

Barrios talks about the weeks after

Caffiero talks about how the couple finds

Caffiero was deported and how she had

motivation in their remote lives, trying to

trouble adjusting to everything that

end their days tired so they don’t have to

happened. ©Cai Pigliucci

think about their struggles. ©Cai Pigliucci

Barrios and Caffiero filed in October 2021 for his green card, placing their hope of being
reunited in the green card process. “After that, it’s a waiting game,” said Barrios. The
couple are living remote lives, they have Whatsapp and Zoom dates. They try to stay
positive that everything will evolve successfully, and they will come out stronger. It’s
been difficult for them to gather financial evidence. Barrios said it’s been a confusing
journey that has left her feeling out of control. Going from being together as a couple to
married and living remotely in three months, left them spinning. Barrios started law
school at William and Mary College in Virginia, while Caffiero takes classes and lives with
his mother in Argentina. They await the moment their marriage will no longer be virtual
and they can build their lives together.
“Every night is really hard. When you finish work, you finish studying, and you don’t get to
see your husband, your wife,” said Caffiero.
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Marco Poggio and Maryia Korbut, Italy and
Belarus
“We live in a survival mode.”
— Maryia Korbut, Belarus

Poggio and Korbut push their sons in the

The family walk together in their

swings at the playground in Carroll

neighborhood. ©Cai Pigliucci

Gardens. It is Korbut and Poggio’s time to
breathe while their kids play. ©Cai
Pigliucci

Marco Poggio and Maryia Korbut in their n

Marco Poggio proposed to his
wife, Maryia Korbut, while riding on
a 2 train. He said it was nothing
dramatic. She said she knew he
loved her because he said he
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wanted to “make a football team”
with her, as in have a family
together.
Poggio and Korbut walk beside their sons who zip
past on their scooter. ©Cai Pigliucci

Poggio and Korbut have been
married for nine years and have
two American born children. They
have a unique case because
neither of them are U.S. citizens.
Poggio, 36, is from Italy, and
Korbut, 30, is from Belarus. She
has had an open asylum case for
years, the facts of which are
omitted due to the sensitive
nature of the case. Tired of
waiting, she is now pursuing a

The family in a moment of peace at their home
in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn. ©Cai Pigliucci

green card through her work as a
tax accountant. His case is
entwined with hers. With two
young kids at home and both of
them working, having both the
asylum case and the green card
application to worry about has
been overwhelming, making it
feel like they are sinking.
“We have to swim, we cannot
decide [that] we should not have
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kids or we should not have a
case,” said Korbut.

The smoke alarm goes off after Korbut burned some popcorn on the stove, and Poggio
rushes to get the step ladder to turn off the alarm as the kids watch their favorite show,
Paw Patrol. ©Cai Pigliucci

The derogatory term “anchor
babies,” popularized by antiimmigration activists, is the myth
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/project-two-6btdc
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that parents of U.S. born children
use their kid’s status to keep
themselves in the United States.
U.S. citizens can only apply for
their parents’ green card when
they turn 21 years old. According
to Immigration Direct, nearly

Poggio and Korbut hold their son in their room.

88,000 parents of U.S. citizens

©Cai Pigliucci

were deported in the 2000s. At 5years-old and 2-years-old,
Poggio and Korbut’s children are
helpless to their situation. At any
moment, Poggio and Korbut
could be denied their green card.
Korbut cannot go back to Belarus,
but Poggio could return to Italy if
they had to, and that would mean
being sent home to a country
that their kids are entirely
unfamiliar with. Their children
don’t speak much Italian or
Russian.
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Their youngest, Daniel, 2, runs down the hallway into his parent’s room. ©Cai Pigliucci

“What [the kids] think and what
they feel is based on solid

Marco Poggio and Maryia Korbut, on wait

foundations and ground, for us it’s
not at all. We know that we might
have to leave at some point,” said
Poggio. “They don’t know that,
they don’t understand that.”

Poggio talks about how hard it is to wait for the
case to go through while family gets older back
home and he is stuck waiting. ©Cai Pigliucci

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/project-two-6btdc

6/10

12/21/21, 10:38 AM

Marco and Maryia — Cai Luna Pigliucci

As Korbut runs to calm her kids, Poggio gets a moment alone. ©Cai Pigliucci

They applied for the green card in
December 2019. They have been
conditionally approved, pending
a consular interview. Since neither
are citizens in the U.S., and Korbut
cannot return to Belarus, the
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/project-two-6btdc
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interview will take place in Italy. If
they are denied, the couple would
not be allowed back into the U.S.
Poggio and Korbut joke that being photographed
is like being on a date together, and they get to
spend some time just the two of them. ©Cai
Pigliucci

Poggio and Korbut are hoping
their case will be fully approved,
and if it is, they said they will do
nothing differently. They are
simply hoping for the chance to
plant roots in a country they’ve
called home for a decade, and
the only one their kids have ever
known.
Their eldest son, Nikolay, 5, plays with his parents
rings. Korbut hasn’t worn hers since she was
pregnant, and Poggio prefers his privacy so he
doesn’t usually wear his ring. ©Cai Pigliucci
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Fariha Haq and Mariwan Al Jamoor, U.S./U.A.E.
and Iraq
“I traveled with a newborn baby all the way to
Iraq to make sure he got the interview.”
— Fariha Haq, U.A.E. and U.S.

Fariha Haq was so late to
breakfast on her first date with
Mariwan Al Jamoor that it
became lunch. About a year after
their Mexican fusion lunch date,
they were married by the court in
New York.
Al Jamoor, 36, had been studying
law at Penn State, and his visa
was set to expire. The couple had
Haq and Al Jamoor hold hands in the park near

started Al Jamoor’s green card

their home in Texas, where they moved after

process after their wedding, but

years in New York. ©Cai Pigliucci, shot remotely
on iPhone through Android.

he decided it was better not to
overstay his student visa, so he
returned home to wait in Kalar,
Iraq.
Haq, 33, who is a dual citizen of
the United Arab Emirates (U.A.E.)
and the U.S., went to stay with him
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in Iraq for a few months. When
she came back to the U.S., she
realized she was pregnant.

Haq hoped her husband would
make it home in time for the birth
of his son. But their application
was taking too long -- it was clear
that USCIS had other plans for
them. In the delivery room, Haq’s
mom called Al Jamoor on
FaceTime so he could welcome
his first son, Aarman, into the
world from afar.
Soon after Aarman was born, Haq

The couple hold their wedding bands over the

and Al Jamoor were scheduled

park grass. ©Cai Pigliucci, shot remotely on

for their interview with the USCIS.
It was their last chance to prove a

iPhone through Android.

bona fide marriage to the U.S.
government –and Al Jamoor’s
only shot at getting to live in the
U.S. with his wife and son.
Since Al Jamoor was in Iraq, the
interview was held at the
embassy in Baghdad. Haq was
worried about not being present
at the interview, thinking that
USCIS might deny her husband’s
application.
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/farihamariwan
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Haq winces as her son Aarman jumps from the couch onto their shoulders. ©Cai
Pigliucci

Fariha Haq and Mariwan Al Jamoor, travel

So she booked a roundtrip ticket
to Iraq, bringing her one-monthold son halfway across the world.
Haq made sure that the
interviewer could see them
together in one room, a happy
family. Maybe then they wouldn’t
deny them, and Al Jamoor could

https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/farihamariwan

4/10

12/21/21, 10:39 AM

Fariha and Mariwan — Cai Luna Pigliucci

Haq talks about how Al Jamoor was afraid for
her when she and her son flew to Iraq. ©Cai

safely return to the U.S. with his
wife and son.

Pigliucci

Al Jamoor grew up in a refugee
camp. When he was only six, he
walked more than a hundred
miles to the Iranian border. Along
the way, he and his family were
attacked by former Iraqi military
forces in the middle of the night,
while sleeping out in the open on
a mountain pass. He still has a
scar on his forehead from when
he fell on the rocks trying to
escape.

Haq plays with her sons Aarman, 3, and Aayan, 2,
in their empty home in Queens as they prepared
to move to Texas. ©Cai Pigliucci

“I had a very stable, safe
upbringing,” said Haq. “But
[Mariwan] was in a constant
survival mode throughout his
childhood. And for that reason, I
just feel that we wanted this
security here [in the U.S.] so bad.”

Fariha Haq and Mariwan Al Jamoor, arriva

The couple’s interview in Iraq was
surprisingly brief and
straightforward, Haq thinks that’s
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because she and Aarman were
there in person to support Al
Jamoor. Two months later, they
got the news that his green card
was approved; with it came an
Al Jamoor, seen here with his wife, talks about
the moment he stepped off the plane and
landed back in New York, now with a green card.
©Cai Pigliucci

immense wave of relief. Al
Jamoor joined the U.S. army
reserves, and he and Haq had
another child, a second boy
named Aayan. In April 2021, Al
Jamoor applied for citizenship. In
the meantime, he continued
studying law.
In November 2021, after spending
more than a thousand dollars in
fees to get the necessary
documents from Iraq to be able
to become an attorney, Al
Jamoor became an immigration
lawyer for a firm in North Carolina.
His wife posted a photo on
Instagram of the two of them
smiling, holding up his JD
certificate with the caption “So
proud of you, Malao.”
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Haq looks out the window at her former

Al Jamoor says now that he has become

home in Queens, New York. ©Cai Pigliucci

an immigration lawyer, he will be able to
relate to his clients because he has been
through it all himself. ©Cai Pigliucci

Al Jamoor says becoming a U.S. immigration lawyer was one of the proudest moments
of his life. He recalls the attorney swearing-in ceremony where he took the attorney’s
oath.
“Finally, when I rose my right hand, I liberated all the tears in my eyes,” he said. “It was
not because I am weak, but because I have been strong for too long.”
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Our six stories of marriage and
immigration are not over. We all
live in limbo, waiting to be
approved or not approved. Only
two of the six couples have
received their green card, the
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other four of us are still in the
midst of our journeys.
The challenge is twofold for
immigration reform: we need to
rethink policy, but we also need
to change hearts and minds.
New governmental policies are
needed to cut through the
dense bureaucracy and provide
faster relief to those trying to
stay in the US with their loved
ones.
Society has to update its
mindset towards spousal
immigration. We should
remember that couples are just
trying to build their lives
together in this country.
Perhaps, we need to start from
a place of trust and love.
https://cailunapigliucci.squarespace.com/proofoflove/farihamariwan
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