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The Bus Through Chiapas

"Some journeys are born from hunger, others from hope. Ours was both."

The night bus growled and creaked its way north through the humid lowlands of Chiapas, a battered relic packed with stories and sweat. It was the kind of transport migrants took when they had no other options—a shaky promise of progress on four worn-out wheels. Fog crawled like ghosts through the open windows, curling over heads bowed in prayer, sleep, or despair.

Marisela pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window. She gripped a plastic bag holding all she had left: a change of clothes, a rosary missing two beads, a bag of dried mango her mother had blessed before she left, and a photo so faded it looked like it had been wept on more than once. In it, her mother stood in front of a white adobe house with one cracked window, smiling with the kind of hope Marisela was trying to remember.
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Marisela pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window. She gripped a plastic bag holding all she had left: a change of clothes, a rosary missing two beads, a bag of dried mango her mother had blessed before she left, and a photo so faded it looked like it had been wept on more than once. In it, her mother stood in front of a white adobe house with one cracked window, smiling with the kind of hope Marisela was trying to remember.

As the jungle thickened outside the bus, Marisela closed her eyes and let herself drift—not to sleep, but to memory. She imagined the dirt path behind her house, where chickens scratched near the tamarind tree. She could almost hear her mother humming as she patted out tortillas on the comal, the hiss of oil, the laughter of neighbors calling out nicknames from across the fence. The mangoes were always ripe in June, sweet enough to make her forget, for a moment, that their town was shrinking—devoured by debt, fear, and the gangs that painted warnings on brick walls.

She thought of her younger cousin Lucía, who had given birth at fifteen to a boy named Emmanuel. No father. Just a name scribbled on a certificate and a string of broken promises. Marisela remembered how Lucía looked out the window during thunderstorms like she was waiting for a sign that would never come.

She remembered the laughter of boys with too much energy and too few options, turned sicarios () before they could finish school. The smell of glue from the corner where addicts sat chewing the day away. And the river. Always the river, wide and whispering, separating what you love from where you must go. Forgive me, Mamá, she whispered silently. I didn’t leave you. I left the violence. I left the hunger. —continued—

People whispered Hail Marys in three different dialects. A woman behind her murmured to a baby wrapped in a scarf. Somewhere in the back, a teenager with neck tattoos tapped nervously on his seat and cast glances at the door. Every few minutes, the driver leaned out the window to cuss at animals or shout at motorcycles darting past like phantoms. A tinny norteño song whined from a portable speaker two rows up.

Marisela's heart hammered every time the bus slowed. She had heard stories—how the federales worked with smugglers, how girls disappeared into warehouses and came out broken or didn’t come out at all. But the worst was behind her now, she told herself. The worst was the river. The worst was watching Rosa vanish in a current as cold and wide as death.
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Marisela's heart hammered every time the bus slowed. She had heard stories—how the federales worked with smugglers, how girls disappeared into warehouses and came out broken or didn’t come out at all. But the worst was behind her now, she told herself. The worst was the river. The worst was watching Rosa vanish in a current as cold and wide as death.

She turned slightly to study the man next to her. His jeans were sun-faded, boots caked in dry mud. He smelled faintly of pine soap and sweat. She had seen him earlier in Tapachula, laughing with a tamal vendor. When he caught her eye now, he nodded.

"Lo siento," he said, straightening up. "I leaned too far over."

She offered a tired smile. "Está bien." He extended a calloused hand. "Julián." "Marisela." "Where to?" "As far as I can make it," she said. He chuckled. "Then we might be sitting together a while. I’m heading back to L.A." "Back? You live there?" "Yeah. Been there since I was five. Just visited my abuela. First time in ten years." "Weren’t you scared to come back?" "Nah, I got papers. My mom got us through when I was a baby." Marisela felt a stab of envy. Her family had tried every way—visas, coyotes, fake work permits. Nothing ever worked. "Must be nice." Julián shifted. "It’s not as simple as people think. I’ve been legal my whole life but never felt like I belonged. Ni de aquí, ni de allá." She nodded. That part, she understood. He reached into his backpack. "My abuela made tamales de elote. Want one?" Hesitant at first, she took it. Sweet and warm, it tasted of a different kind of memory—one not stained by fear. She nearly cried. They talked. About food. Family. How she missed her mother’s curtido, how he craved his tia’s pozole on Sundays. About home. Her brother had been sucked into a gang, started dealing. She had to leave when the threats started coming. Her father was already dead, killed in a bar fight no one investigated. Her mother begged her to go, to survive.

"I came with Rosa," she said. "We crossed the Suchiate together. Then the jungle. But she... didn’t make it."

Julián didn’t ask how. He just sat with the silence.

A young couple two rows back whispered furiously. The girl was pregnant, barely sixteen. The boy tried to act calm but kept glancing at his cracked phone. Marisela wondered if their baby would be born in a detention center.

A loud laugh broke the tension. Julián had made a joke about Americans thinking horchata came from Starbucks. She laughed too loud, and the driver glared at them in the mirror. For the first time in weeks, her stomach didn’t twist in fear. The bus screeched to a halt near a checkpoint where men with rifles loomed like vultures. "Todos abajo," one barked.

Marisela’s breath caught. Julián grabbed her wrist gently. "Just follow me."

He handed his U.S. residency card to the officer. No problem. Marisela passed a faded photocopy of her cousin’s Mexican ID, already beginning to peel. The soldier squinted. "This isn’t you." Julián interjected, "We’ve been on the road all day. She’s tired." "Off the bus," the man said coldly. She stood slowly, trembling. Julián opened his mouth, but the soldier touched his rifle. Julián sat back down.

The door closed. Dust filled the air. Marisela watched as the bus, her only thread to safety, rattled down the highway. Julián pressed his forehead to the window, jaw tight. He wanted to scream, but silence was survival.

Back at the checkpoint, Marisela was questioned, searched, processed. They took her photo and her bag. They laughed at her rosary. A guard winked. She didn’t sleep that night.

That week, Julián couldn’t shake her face from his mind. He lit a veladora for her, just like his abuela had taught him. As the flame flickered, he whispered her name—Marisela.

Is this the price of safety? Silence? He remembered his cousin Lalo, brilliant in school, who had ended up using meth to numb the pain of being stateless. His tío, deported and never seen again. His aunt, raising five kids alone on minimum wage. He stared at the flame until his eyes stung. Then he started writing.

Marisela,

I don’t even know if you’ll read this. I don’t even know if you’re alive. But I think about you every day. About your laugh, your courage. About the way you talked about home like it was still worth saving. I should’ve stopped them. I should’ve stood up. If we meet again, I promise I’ll never stay silent.

He folded the letter and placed it in his wallet. Every time he opened it, it reminded him: do better. Outside, Pico-Union buzzed. Children played with soccer balls made from old socks. Teenagers huddled on stoops vaping and playing reggaetón. His neighborhood smelled of carne asada, hope, and exhaust. He bought tamales from a vendor and gave one to a man sleeping on cardboard. "For your journey," he said, and didn’t explain further.

In a holding cell in Oaxaca, Marisela curled on a mat beside thirty other women. She clutched her rosary in one hand and whispered to no one. In her dreams, she was back on the bus, laughing with Julián, the sweet taste of tamal still on her tongue. She didn’t know his last name. But she would find him.
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Dust and Detention

"To be undocumented is to be unnamed, unseen. But she refused to disappear."

The detention center in Oaxaca was a place without time. Fluorescent lights hummed day and night, blurring the difference between waking and sleeping, punishment and waiting. Marisela sat on a plastic mat in a windowless room packed with thirty other women—some older, some younger, all of them bearing stories too dangerous to speak aloud.

Her fingers clutched the last bead on her broken rosary. She had counted through the Hail Marys at least six times that morning, though she wasn’t sure it was still morning. The air smelled of bleach and sweat and hopelessness. Every cough felt like a betrayal of the body’s weakness, every sigh a reminder they weren’t free.

Marisela had thought the river was the hardest part. She had thought the hands that pulled Rosa under would be the thing that haunted her most. But this was worse—this waiting, this sense of erasure. At least the river had been honest.

On the second night, a girl named Estrella from Sonsonate started screaming in her sleep. She was no more than seventeen, with a scar under one eye and a thin braid that she chewed on when nervous. When the guards stormed in to subdue her, Marisela stepped between them. “¡Déjala!” she shouted, putting out her hands.
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