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    I dedicate this book to all of the men, women, and children who have fled Venezuela in search of a better life. Que Dios los bendiga y los proteja.


To my husband, José, who has guided this journey and been an amazing resource. This story is for you and your fight.


To Emilie, for your support and creative feedback. I couldn't have done this without your help.


To José and Natalia, the two of you keep me going, make me a better mother, and teach me more than I could have ever imagined. Gracias. 

      

    


This story is a fictionalized version of the mass migration of Venezuelans in 2018-2020. Since 2015, more than 7 million Venezuelans have emigrated, with 6 million of them settling in other Latin American nations. The collapse of the nation's economy has left Venezuelans unable to meet their basic needs, which has led to the region's greatest refugee crisis in history. This book is for them. Any similarities are purely coincidental. The settings described in Colombia, Ecuador and Peru are based off of real places, but the characters are entirely fictional. 
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Chapter One: Death Comes More Quickly than Expected
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June 2018

The air is unusually oppressive today. The humidity swells from the pores on the back of my neck and sweat droplets slowly begin clinging to my hair. As they accumulate and become more engorged, they trickle down the nape of my neck, being absorbed by my cotton t-shirt. It doesn’t matter if I have a fan running or there happens to be a cool breeze in the evening, I feel overwhelmed by the heat the city generates. The only respite I get is in the evenings if it rains.

Today is particularly harsh. I am out looking for food, squatting over garbage piles, something my mother would never permit if she knew. This is a recent development. It has only been a couple of weeks since I decided to venture into the streets. My baby girl, Julia, whimpers the entire time and there’s very little I can do for her. I don’t know if it’s from hunger or discomfort. Probably both. She hasn’t eaten since this morning. I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning, when mamá made a broth from chicken. It is the third one she’s gotten out of the poultry I bought a few days ago. The taste is bland. We don’t even have salt. 

“Look, sweetie. There’s a pineapple.” I lift it to my nose. “Ouch! That’s sharp.” I get a giggle out of Julia. She repeats what I say “Ouch,” and touches her nose. I place the spiny fruit up to my nose again and inhale. The sweet ripeness is tolerable, but it is limited. I slip it into my bag and rub noses with her. “That should make a good juice for tonight my love.” Then I spot it. The million-dollar meal. I bend down to examine a package of meat. I feel a natural urge to reject the idea in my brain, but desperation also fills my gut. I adjust my thoughts. “It’s not so irrational.” I tell myself. We have no food. This is food. If it hasn’t gone bad, I’m taking it. The slight rancid smell lingers in the air the closer I get to the package. It could be dangerous to eat, but I feel confident mamá will find a way to cook any contaminants out of the possibly rotten food. 

“Boom!” The ground shakes and a loud echo races through the air. I jump slightly, but not too high.

“Ooooo! Don’t worry baby girl. They’re just tear gas bombs.” I pull Julia closer to my chest and rock her back and forth. I still can’t get used to the sound of gunshots and homemade explosives echoing throughout the streets. It’s been going on long enough that I don’t experience any real fear. It escapes me and while I know we should fight, it seems useless. Those bastards will never give up power. I feel an acrid bitterness gurgle up in my stomach. A government, with ties to the drug cartels, is unlikely to go down easily and the fighting has become commonplace. So much so that I don’t pay attention anymore. Ever since Pablo’s death, I just don’t care. 

Two months of protesting in the streets drags my husband away from our son and me, his pregnant wife. He and his friends throwing homemade “poop bombs,” armed with shields made of cardboard and gas masks created from handkerchiefs or flags, truly believe they can force change.  

“Why paint your face like that?” I ask him one morning as Pablo smears yellow, red, and blue paint across his brows and cheeks.

“Gloria Bravo Pueblo, my love. We have pride in our country. They can’t just take it from us.” Their war paint, the red, yellow, and blue of the country’s flag, seems as pointless to me as trying to feed my family on the $12 per month I earn at the bank as a teller. I want to feel proud that my husband is fighting, but I am scared, and I am angry. I know eventually they will lose, and everyone will retreat to their houses, glue themselves to their smartphones, sending messages to one another about the state of a nation that fully controls its population. Yet in the eyes of the world the bastards in power are models for creating something good for everyone. We are all equal, we are all taken care of. What a bunch of lies. My people are not fighters. We are lovers of life and each other, but warriors we are not. Eighteen years of the same and it is only getting worse. Less food, more inflation, worsening medical care for my mother. My faith is dwindling with each passing day. I barely make enough money to buy the essentials. Everything is so expensive.

“Be careful,” I remember saying to Pablo as I lean in to kiss him, holding my pregnant belly. “It’s not safe. Don’t try to be a hero. You’ve got two babies to care for now.” Perhaps if I had supported him more, lifted his spirits and made him feel stronger, it wouldn’t have happened. He was young and passionate. There were not many like him and one defining moment was all it took to crush that spirit.  The phone rang around 3:00 PM. 

“Hey, it’s Jesús.” This is a man I have known all my life. We used to run in the streets of Mérida every afternoon after school. We grew up together. We would play hide and seek in the fields behind our neighborhood and swim in the crystal creeks that swept down the mountains during rainstorms. We spent time daydreaming on the grass and waiting for the fog to roll up the valley and cover us like a blanket. When we turned eighteen, he convinces me to go with him to Caracas. There are better jobs, more money to be made and we can stay with his cousin, he argues. As any doe-eyed young person finds out, cities are soul crushing if you have no money. Our success was limited. At least our financial success, but I did find love. I remember when I first saw his face. We were in a bar. He and Jesús had met at work, supposedly. When he walked in, he and Jesús hugged and pounded on each other’s backs like they had been friends for decades. 

“Pablo, this is my soul sister, Marisol.” I remember Pablo taking my hand and gently swiping his fingers across mine. His eyes fixated on mine, penetrating my very thoughts. 

“Hello.” He finally uttered, then leaned in to greet me with a kiss on the cheek. My heart leapt into my throat. From the first moment I saw him we had a connection that would last a lifetime. Jesús’s voice draws me back to the telephone conversation.

“He was in the street, when the National Guard came out in full force with bullets and tanks. In less than an hour, they put an end to the uprising. He was shot, then run over, left on the street like a dog.” I don’t say anything and allow him to continue. “They killed him.” There is silence on the phone. “Marisol? Are you there?” I don’t answer at first. I have been waiting for this and now I feel the numbness creeping into the limbs of my body, engulfing me in a state of shock. 

“I’m here.” I can barely hear what Jesús is saying. It’s as if he is on the other side of the world.

“He went out ahead of the defense line. He was trying to be a hero I guess.” He says.

“I see.”

“They were shooting at us, firing tear gas. I couldn’t see anything, or I would have stopped him.”

“You couldn’t have stopped him, Jesús. He was going to do it whether you were there or not.” I whisper.

“I know.”

“Where is his body?” I ask.

“We moved it off the street, but they came for him. I don’t know which morgue they took him to. I don’t even know how to find out. I’m so sorry Marisol.”

“It’s ok Jesús. It’s ok.” I know in that moment I will not find Pablo. The dead are piling up in morgues across the country. If they aren’t identified, they are left to rot. My stomach curdles at the thought of him laying on a metal gurney covered with a dirty blanket. He is not the first, nor will he be the last. I wait to hear from someone, anyone about his whereabouts, but no news ever comes. Jesús tries hard to track him down, but we both understand it is hopeless. Even if he has an ID on him, which I am not sure he does, the coroners don’t have time to track families down. The inhumanity of it all is unfathomable to most, but in this increasingly deteriorating society, it has become the new normal. Death. 

“Good morning, Marisol,” I look up to see Alfonso rummaging with me through the trash. His voice snaps me out of my daze.

“Morning Alfonso. I didn’t notice you were here.” Alfonso, an 82-year-old former firefighter, has lost a lot of weight. I can see the bones protruding through his skin, which is now simply hanging from those bones, flapping around in the air. His skin is so pale I can almost see straight through him.

“Anything good today?” He asks.

“I found a pineapple.”

“Wow! That’s a gem.”

“I suppose,” I answer shamefully. He moves closer. I smell the putrid sickness floating off his body. He places his hands on me and turns me to him with a force I did not think he had. I look up into his old eyes. They are tired, with sunken sockets and a yellowish tint where the whites should be. He takes my cheeks in his hands, and I see a slight sparkle in the greenish brown iris. It is a sparkle of truth.  

“No shame Marisol. You’re doing what you have to do for this precious little one.” He wipes Julia’s cheek with his bony fingers. “She’s everything now.” I wipe the tears rolling down my own face. I feel a slight pain in my chest and cannot breathe. 

“I cannot do this again. Julia is three, the same age as Juan when it happened.” I glance up and see my son sitting on the hill above us playing. 

“That’s why you do what you’re doing.” Alfonso’s voice is kind, but stern.

The images of the hot August evening come flowing into my consciousness. Almost two years have passed. I can still feel Juan against my chest while we huddle under the torn tarp to stay dry from an afternoon rainstorm. He is so very weak. “A bout of bacterial pneumonia hit him hard, but there were no treatments at the clinic, and he was slowly worsening.” I tell Alfonso. 

“I remember him being sick.” He says.

When Julia snuggles against me, I still imagine it’s Juan, his tiny chest moving up and down, collapsing with each exhale. “His wheezing had become standard as he desperately tried to breathe. I tried everything to keep him comfortable and safe. The thin blanket combined with my skin wasn’t enough warmth to console his little body.” I pause for a long while. Alfonso says nothing. “I felt as if he wasn't getting enough oxygen. He wasn’t strong enough to fight without the help of antibiotics, and I didn’t have any.” Another silence fills the air, while I relive my son’s suffering. “I remember feeling surprised at how quickly the night came on and the temperatures dropped. The rain fell harder, and I felt the cold penetrating my bones. I fought off sleep, my head bouncing up and down until I finally gave in to the drowsiness. Exhaustion set in and I succumbed, sitting up with my back against a cement wall under a metal roof that protruded out over the sides. We were slightly protected from the downpour under that roof. The rainstorm paralyzed the city. Water rushed through the streets and the buses halted. No taxis anywhere. We were stuck.”

“It was one of those big storms, I remember.” Alfonso says.

“I don’t recall at what point I felt Juan’s body move in a sudden spasm,” I tell Alfonso. “I just woke up to a dead child in my arms. I knew it was coming, but it did not make it any easier.”

“I can only imagine,” he says.

“I didn’t know what to do in case of a medical emergency, so I just rocked him back and forth in my arms. I don’t know how long I was sobbing, singing him a sweet lullaby, pleading with him to wake up. He never did.” I squeeze Julia tighter to my chest. “I should go, Alfonso. Mamá is waiting.” I stop and look up at Alfonso. “Thank you for listening.” 

“Anytime, Marisol. Now get on home. Your mother will worry.” He says. 

I turn to walk home, my thoughts wandering to Pablo and the night Juan died. I remember the warm feeling on my back, and then the mist penetrating the space and his musky smell covering my body. I turn and there is no one there. Then ever so slightly a light appears. It is warm, comforting. “Don’t worry. I will take him with me.” I hear Pablo’s voice from behind me. It can’t be. He’s dead. “I’m here. You called me.” I look around again. 

“Pablo?”

“Who else?” I hear a chuckle, then turn to see him standing above us. 

“But.” He seems so real, his dark curls hanging down to his shoulders, his eyes sparkling just like I remember. He is wearing the same clothes he had on the day he left, but he looks healthy, vibrant, alive.

“Yeah?” He answers and sits down next to us.

“You’re dead.” He’s dead, I repeat in my head. I never actually saw his body, but I know he is dead. Jesús told me he died.

“That I am, my dear. It is true.” Pablo responds.

“So, I am hallucinating.” I state.

“If that’s what you want to call it.” He takes my hand in his and I can feel its warmth. It’s as if he is really there. 

“This is bad, very bad. I need to get out of here. I need to find help.” I mutter to myself.

“The storm is bad, my love. Stay here. I will keep you warm.” Pablo says. He puts his arms around me, and I let him hold me. 

“And Juan?”

“He is not going to stay with you. He will come with me.” He repeats.

“No.” I hold him tightly against my chest.

“No?”

“I’ve already lost you. I can’t lose him too.” I begin to cry.

“It’s not your choice, Marisol. He’s gone.”

“I can save him. Help me keep him warm.”

“He’s not there anymore. The warmth won’t help him.” 

“He is here. I am holding him. Can’t you see?” My tears turn to sobs. Pablo takes Juan from my arms and lets me grieve. I bury my head in his chest and breathe in the sweat from his skin. I feel his hand on my back, and then I don’t. I open my eyes and look up. There is no one there. Juan is still in my arms.
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Chapter Two: The Impending Journey 

[image: ]




July 2018

Jesús is getting ready to leave the country. He’s been trying to convince me to go for weeks. The conversations are the same every time I see him.

“Come with me. There’s nothing here for you.” He insists.

“I can’t leave my mother Jesús. She’s barely making it.”

“You can help her more from Peru than you can here. You can send money.”

“But what will I do there? How will I pay for the trip? I don’t even have papers.”

“You don’t need them. Just bring your birth certificates. They are still letting us in, but only until the end of the August.” He continues.

“But you don’t have a kid. I’ll just slow you down.” I tell him.

“We’ll take care of each other.”

“I don’t know.” My doubt is paralyzing my ability to make any decisions. I know I can’t provide for Julia the way things are going. I feel my legs burning as I climb the 53 stairs up to my mother’s apartment. The elevator has been broken for months. This neighborhood isn’t as bad as the others around us. The people in my neighborhood are humble, hardworking citizens. People who still believe in honor. “No matter how bad it gets we must still maintain some semblance of decency,” mamá always says. 

When mamá and papá left for Caracas to be with me they closed the small bodega they had owned for 35 years. As a child, it was a haven for me. I remember sitting under the counter with my small sketchbook, drawing my thoughts and dreams, sometimes my understanding of the world. They would open every day at 5:00 am. That’s when people leave to catch buses to their jobs all around the city. They always had hot coffee and empanadas for folks to take, tucked in a small paper bag. Before they moved with us to Caracas, they could barely stock the shop. They were lucky if they had cornflower and rice. There were days when they didn't open because the shelves were bare, and they couldn’t stand turning people away empty-handed. 

Papá’s death has deeply affected mamá. She’s lost much of the light that filled her days and the fact they couldn’t give him a proper burial breaks her heart, all of ours to be honest.

“Why can’t we take him home? He deserves to be at home.” She asks me on a regular basis.

“There was no way we could do it, mamá.” I tell her. We couldn’t afford it, so we cremated him.

Together they could deal with anything, but alone she struggles, and the way things are now, she is losing faith. I often wonder if they would have stayed in Mérida, papá would have survived. I hadn’t wanted them to come, but mamá insisted.

“We are coming!” Mamá says to me. “There’s no arguing. You need us.” So, they came to Caracas, in the midst of the chaos to comfort me and help me through the end of my pregnancy. The idea was to stay until Julia’s birth and then go back, but when papá fell ill, everything changed. Now, a void fills our home, but we are becoming used to the feeling. 

As I enter the apartment, I see it is softly lit with candles. The power is still out. I change my shoes for flip flops, put Julia on the blanket on the floor next to me and sit at the kitchen table, sighing deeply.

“Hello?” Mamá calls from the back.

“Hi, mamá.”

“How was your day? Did you find any food?” I look up at her, embarrassed. “You think I don’t know?”

“I hoped you didn’t.” I pull the pineapple and a slightly hardened loaf of bread out of my bag. How did you know I was looking?” I don’t tell her about the rotten meat. She would never have allowed me to eat it anyway. 

“I know you, my love. You’ll do whatever you have to take care of your family.” She says with a tone of sadness. I know she’s embarrassed that I’m rummaging through the trash, but sometimes I find entire packets of arepa flour, or bottled water, or packets of diapers that still have half of them unused. 

“I was able to buy some butter and a little block of cheese. Carmen gave me some ground coffee too!” She sounds happy.

“That’s good mamá.” She shuffles out of the shadows into the kitchen. Julia sits on the floor, playing with a plastic bottle. 

“What’s the matter, honey?” She inquires. I don’t know how to say what I’m about to say. She is my mother. The woman who cared for me, raised me to be strong and passionate. The woman who always knows what I need and when to leave me alone.

“I’m thinking of leaving.” I can’t bring myself to look at her.

“I know.” I lift my gaze to meet my mother’s eyes, thinking how in the hell? “Jesús came by to talk to me.”

“Why? I wanted to tell you.”

“I know, but you know Jesús. He’s always been like another son, and he’s worried about me.” She turns the gas on to boil water. That’s another source of stress. Where to get gas, how much does it cost, will we even be allowed enough to cook? “Now, about the trip. You should go my love. I will be ok.” Mamá interrupts my thoughts. 

“But mamá, who will care for you?”

“Your brothers.” I look at her, not understanding.

“But they are in Merida.” I say.

“I’m going home.” She says. “Your aunt and I will keep each other company. She’s alone. We can be alone together now.” She smiles, despite feeling tired and slightly weak.

“Home.” I repeat. “That’s a good idea. But how will we pay for the bus ticket?”

“Your brother has already sent me the money. I’ll leave soon after you do.” I don’t answer. There is a sense of relief that she will be with my brothers, although things at home aren’t much better than here. Neither of them has regular work, but they do fend well for themselves. She will be better off with them than she has been with me. Plus, she will be in a place that at one time or another, gave her comfort.

“I’m glad you are going. It makes me feel a little better.” I shift my tone to try to be more cheerful. “Jesús says I can find work and send money home.”

“That’s what I’ve heard.” She puts on a strong face. 

“It’s a long journey though. I don’t know if I should do it with a small child.”

“Do you have a choice?” She glances at her granddaughter.  Juan wasn’t the first baby to die during Rosario’s life, and I know she can’t stand to watch another grandchild die, I see she has mustered up all her courage to convince me to go. I can tell that she doesn’t know if staying behind is a good idea, but she does know that asking me to stay is the same as asking me to kill my child. She knows that the sweet, tender girl on the floor will likely not survive if we don’t leave this place.

“He wants to leave so soon mamá. I’m scared.”

“Don’t be. It’s the right thing to do.” I see that silent strength crawl up through her body as she straightens out her back and pushes her shoulders up. “We have time to get your supplies and prepare. Come, let’s cut that pineapple. We’ll save the peel to make chicha tomorrow.  Maybe I can find something to add to it, like lemon.” I smile at mamá meekly, knowing how hard she tries. “M’ija, we can’t give up. Giving up only means death and I won’t let those bastards bring such a useless death on me.”

“Yes, mamá. You’re right.”

“You’ll send for me later,” she says.

“It might take a long time.” I know I cannot promise anything.

“I’m a patient woman. I can wait.”

“I wish you would come with us.”

“You know I can’t. I’m in no condition to do what you are about to do.” We both know she wouldn’t make it, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting her with me. 

“I’m not leaving you without something. I can sell a few more things mamá.” I spin my thin, gold wedding band around my finger. It’s not much, but Pablo worked hard to buy it for me before we married. I haven’t sold it yet because I couldn’t. It is the last piece of him I have, and I don’t want to let him go. He was a good man, my best friend, but in the end it’s just a piece of metal. The money from this ring will help support mamá until I can send money home.

I speak with Jesús, and he tells me we are to leave in three days’ time. I spend the next couple of days preparing, which doesn’t take much, considering how little we have. The evening before my departure, Pablo and I sit in the window. He comes to me often and I’ve grown accustomed to his visits. I draw the view of what little I can see of the hillside from my window. I miss having charcoal pencils and watercolors. These are things my parents once were able to afford. Now I draw with whatever I can find, usually just a stubby lead pencil, or a cheap ballpoint pen. 

Pablo comes often to keep me company. I haven’t mentioned his apparition to anyone, so I’m not sure if it is real or imaginary. Perhaps I’m going crazy. He says no one else can see him. I don’t know why. I don’t think he does either. Living as a spirit can’t be something he fully understands, being as he is new at it. That first time, when he held our dead son in his arms, I remember staring at him for a long time, not knowing what to say or what to do. At first, I didn’t know when he would be coming, but now there are signs. Before he appears I begin can sense a faint musky smell. It is his soap. He used to scrub his skin so hard it would turn a rosy pink. I reach out to touch his face. It feels as real to me as it had before, his prickly, unshaven face and rough skin hardened from the sun. I run my hands up his temple to his hair. It is just as thick as I remember it. My fingers get stuck in his dark curls. He takes my wrist and pulls me closer to him. I sit on his lap, and he gently strokes my hair. We talk and laugh. I see him, hear him, touch him, smell him, yet I know he is not real, or at least not in this realm. Tonight, we are sitting, waiting for the morning to come.

“I don’t want to spend what little money I have.” I tell him. “I’ve sewn it into different parts of my clothes. A friend told me to hide as much cash as I can so that when I am approached and patted down the assailants will think I have very little.” 

“She’s right,” he tells me. “Change what you can to pesos and some dollars.” I feel his hand, warm and wrapped around my frail fingers. “No one wants our money anymore.”

“I only have $150.” This is more than a year’s worth of salary for an average worker. “Between mamá, my brothers and myself we have sold enough to give Julia and I a start.” Everyone knows this is very little to travel 4,000 kilometers with a child. We plan on sleeping outside and when we can, take overnight buses, but I don’t tell Pablo this. I know he would not approve. A direct bus costs $250, not including the cost of food. Neither Jesús nor I have enough money for that. We were told it is cheaper to buy tickets here and there, walk and hitchhike. 

“Promise me something love.” He whispers.

“Anything,” I tell him.

“Protect her with your life. Don’t take your eyes off of her. Don’t let anyone take her from your arms. She is all we have left.” My eyes water and I take a deep breath.

“I promise.” Deep down I’m not sure how I am going to do this without him. I lean in to kiss him. It feels so absolutely real, but in my heart, I know it isn’t. I wake the next morning in my bed and roll over, reaching out to find Pablo, who is obviously not there.

I sit in the kitchen, drinking warm water instead of tea, letting my head fill with worry, the most pressing that I do not have a passport. I can’t afford the bribe money to have one issued in Venezuela. They are asking anywhere between $100 to $200 US per passport. I’ve heard that to expedite them it can cost up to $800. Julia and I will never get out of the country if I must pay that. Jesús assures me I will be allowed to cross the borders if I have my ID. According to Jesús, there are special rules for us, but his words don’t alleviate my fears.

“If you have other documents, they are letting us through so long as we are headed to Peru. Peru is the only place that is letting us stay without passports.” He tells me.

“Why?” I want to know. I don’t understand why anyone would do this.

“I’m not sure. On the street, folks say it’s because we helped them back in the day. Something about a terrorist group. Anyway, who cares. The point is we have very little time to get there. They close the border on September 1st.” Every time we talk his voice is so desperate. It is unnerving. I tell him I have my birth certificate, national ID, Julia’s birth certificate. I’m not sure what else we will need, but it’s too late now. I’ll have to go with what I have and risk it. 

“I’ll meet you tonight at the bus station. We’ll take the overnight trip to the border. From there we’ll have to walk.”

“How far is it?” I ask.

“It will take a month, maybe longer depending on rides and bus tickets. Some people only take a week, but we don’t have enough money, and since you don’t have your papers.” He stops. “We can do this Marisol.” He takes my hand and squeezes it. I trust him with my life, yet at the same time the pit in my stomach lingers like a rock and I cannot let it go. We grew up together. I know his family, as if they were my own, but I’m still terrified. Tonight, I hold mamá in my arms and we sob, knowing it might be the last time we ever see one another.

“I love you baby girl.” She cries.

“I love you too mamá. I’ll send for you, I promise.”

“I know you will.” My mother squeezes harder, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Be safe and if you can, send me messages.”

“I have my phone. I’ll try to text.” Oddly, in a society where food and supplies are so scarce, everyone seems to have been able to keep hold of their phones. It’s the only link we have that is close to normalcy. For some odd reason cell phones are one of the few services that still work. The next morning, I wrap it up in a thick, plastic bag and tuck it in into my bra, under a light rain jacket. Mamá watches me from the entrance of the building, and I know she is praying. She holds a wooden rosary in her hand. Her prayers are all she has left and even those have been going unanswered.

I arrive early at the bus station. It’s old and run down. The sidewalks are cracked, and the weeds happily shoot up toward the sunlight. People are rushing from one place to another, waving goodbye, shouting to their families to hurry up. The smell of exhaust penetrates my nostrils and the revving of engines echoes in my head. I have never traveled further than from home to work except when I left Merida and I don’t know my way around the station, so I ask a young man standing next to me. “Where are the ticket counters?” He looks at me like I am stupid and points me in the direction I need to go. I want to make sure I find Jesús in time. I cross the street and slowly look for the ticket window. I need to buy the tickets quickly, but I hesitate, so as not to panic. My nerves are fried, and I have barely started this trip. If I am one thing it’s patient. I know if I focus, I will see it. I take a deep breath and move my eyes around the station. It works, the window appears. Its shabby blue sign with black letters that struggle to twinkle and attract customers to the small window with glass and bars.

“San Antonio del Táchira,” I say.

“1.4 million,” the woman replies.

“Do you accept dollars?”

“Of course,” she nervously looks around and passes me a blank white piece of paper. 

“Slide the money under here.” I do as I’m told, and the woman gives me the tickets. “Gate 4,” she points to the right.

I find the gate, but not Jesús. I send him a quick text, “Where are you?”

“On my way.” He responds right away. “Where are you?”

“Near the gate. Got here early.”

“I’ll be there soon.” He answers.

I sit in a blue plastic chair, cuddling Julia in my arms. She doesn’t fuss or cry, she just snuggles against my bosom and gurgles as she sleeps. I worry that she sleeps too much. Could it be from lack of nutrition? Everyone around me holds bags filled with what? They have so much. I have my entire life stuffed into one backpack. I listen to the conversations of other families doubting whether they should travel. No one understands what they are getting into. They hold each other and cry. Mothers and sons, husbands and wives, cousins, friends. I’m having trouble catching my breath because of the heat and humidity, or maybe it’s the stress.  

“Marisol! Marisol!” I hear Jesús’s voice calling for me. I turn to see him running towards us, barely able to keep his balance with the bag on his back. I stand and feel a pang of relief fill my body. I am not alone.

“Bus to San Antonio de Tachira!” A driver yells. “Hustle, hustle so we can make the border by tonight.”

“What does that mean?” I look at Jesús.

“The border closes at dusk. If we don’t make it tonight, I have a friend we can stay with. The drivers don’t like driving after dark. It’s too dangerous.”

“Oh,” Again, I feel stupid for asking and he hears it in my voice.

“Why should you know? Calm down now. Come, let’s get on the bus.” We climb up and find our seats midway back. Julia doesn’t wake up. I can hear her gently snoring against my breast. 

“Don’t ever put your bag above,” says Jesús.

“Ok.”

“It’s easier to steal,” he adds.

“I figured.” We squeeze into our seats and shove our bags at our feet. Jesús lets me sit by the window so I can see the landscape. He thinks he can better protect Julia and I this way. It almost makes me sadder, because as I look out the window, I remember that everything I see, will be for the last time. 

The bus rolls slowly out of the station after several minutes of the driver struggling to get it started. It must be because of the gasoline. Rumors are that the quality has dropped and they are mixing different types to make it last. The fear and despair come flooding back. There is no excitement or hope in my heart. I can’t even imagine what it will be like to not be hungry or to not worry about where to get clean water. Even though this place is no longer safe, nor prospering, I can’t imagine my life anywhere else.  

It takes a couple of hours before we are beyond the reach of the city and the suffocating traffic. It shouldn’t, but things have deteriorated so much that everything collapses, and we move at a tortoise’s pace from one end to the other. Trash is piled high on the medians; people no longer respect the traffic lights. Halfway down the avenue a water main has broken and floods the street. Workers with buckets try to bail the water so cars can pass. I fall asleep somewhere near Valencia and when the bus stops, we are already in Barquisimeto, at a gas station, far from the capital. 

“I need to use the bathroom.” I say yawning.

“Do you want me to keep Julia?” Jesús asks.

“No, that’s okay. I need to change her diaper.” I get off the bus while Jesús watches our bags. The pit stop is dirty and filled with people looking like they haven’t eaten or slept for days. Hungry eyes stare us down as we enter the shop. I choose a pack of dry crackers for Julia.  

“Good afternoon.” The cashier greets me with little interest. She rings up the crackers and I hand over the money. “I don’t have any change,” she says. “You can pick something else out if you want.” I don’t want anything else and need the money.   

“I need change,” I insist. 

“I don’t have any,” the cashier repeats. I look at her with misunderstanding eyes. “You either pick something else out or don’t take the crackers.” I grab a couple of bruised bananas and some gum. I stuff them in my shirt before going outside again and make my way to the bathroom. Roadside bathrooms have always been gross, but this one is particularly disgusting. Men and women share the same stalls and there are urine and feces on the floor and walls. There are no toilets, just a simple hole in the ground and no toilet paper or water available. I stand over it and aim. I am grateful I only have to pee. I hold tightly onto Julia with one hand and to a slimy bar with the other. There’s no way I’m changing her in this filthy place. 

I fill a plastic bottle up with water from a hose outside behind the bathroom, praying it is not too contaminated, though its color does not give me hope. Should I risk drinking this? By the time I get back to the bus, they are already preparing to leave. Jesús pees in a bottle on the bus and dumps it out the window. 

“I’m sorry.” He looks at me, slightly embarrassed. 

“It’s okay. It’s more sanitary than what is going on in there.” I eye the dilapidated cement block as we pull away. “Can you help me? I wasn’t able to change her.”

“Sure.” I put her on his lap and pull wipes and a clean diaper from the bag. She giggles and plays with Jesús while I clean her up and wrap the dirty diaper up in a plastic bag. I shove it back into the backpack. The man across the aisle smiles with what looks like pity. I settle back into my seat and prop Julia up on my legs. 

“So, folks. We’re going to be here a while longer.” The bus driver announces. “No gas.”

“No!” There is a collective groan. I hear people mutter we could be here for hours, days, where would we sleep, would we be safe?

“Jesús?” I look at him with my naive eyes.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure there will be gas soon. If not, we sleep on the bus. He’ll lock it up.” His face tightens as he tries to smile. 

“Let’s get some air.” He stands and takes my hand. We get off the bus and others follow. “Stay here.” He places me near the bus and turns away. Fifteen minutes later I see him approach the driver and we all get back on the bus. 

“What’s going on?” I whisper. He doesn’t have the chance to tell me because the driver begins to speak.

“If we can all pitch in a little, the owner says we can get gas. Apparently, there is a little left and he’s willing to sell it to us for an elevated price.” None of us have any money, but we hand over what little we can to avoid getting stuck here. 

“Did you do this?” I ask Jesús.

“No. I just suggested it to the driver, and he thought it was a good idea. Luckily there is still some gas.”

“How did you know?”

“I’ve heard stories.” He replies. 

“Lucky.” I say.

Shortly after, we are on the road. The bus barrels down a stretch of highway where I see little but landscape. 

“It’s so empty,” I say looking at the trash on the side of the road. It lines a strip in between the pavement and nature. 

“There’s not much going on outside the cities.”

I feel a sense of peace and the vastness of it all. My entire life has been centered around the chaos of the cities, even though my childhood city is in the depths of a valley surrounded by vast mountains hovering over our mere existences.  Time passes slowly with Julia nestled in my arms, sleeping peacefully as the rocking of the bus calms our nerves. I see the silhouettes of the mountains far on the horizon, the Andes. Those are my mountains; I think to myself. I am a Gocha. That’s what the people of the mountains are called. We are solemn, serious, hardworking, fighting people. Not like those from the Capital.  Whenever anything happens it is because the Gochos stand up and fight. The mountains reflect the same toughness. I had forgotten how overwhelming they seem. They seem much bigger because we have dropped in elevation significantly. “I will miss you.” I hear myself whisper. Being away from home has been so hard. I have missed this place and now I will never experience its magic again.

The sky darkens slowly and Jesús pulls out a loaf of bread. “Here,” I take a small piece and manage tiny bites to make it last. This is customary now. Everyone eats more slowly and thoughtfully to trick our minds into thinking we’ve eaten a full meal. I look around and notice the gauntness in my fellow travelers. The change in the faces of once happy and joyful people is noticeable. Now there is only despair, and I am a part of it. Julia becomes restless so I take out my breast to console her. I don’t know how much nutrients I am providing. Julia seems small, but her fiery personality leads me to believe she is okay. She latches on and suckles until we both fall back to sleep.

I’m jolted awake by the bus’s brakes squealing and then a loud bang. The bus skids to a stop.

“They blew a tire.” I hear one passenger say.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Jesús whispers. The chauffeur and his assistant stand slowly with their hands up. Jesús and others stand to try to see what is going on. “Shit, there’s a blockade. I can’t tell if it's the military or a gang.” The gangs attacking buses in the western part of the country have become increasingly more violent. The exodus of immigrants has turned into big business for gangs and guerilla groups. Extortion isn’t new. The National Guard has been doing it for years, but at least they aren’t as violent. They are just looking for a kickback, whether it be money or food, while the others are in the business of violence. They have no problem killing, kidnapping, and robbing citizens. I hold tightly to Julia and slide down the seat, trying to hide. Two men dressed entirely in black come onto the bus, armed with assault rifles and pistols. They walk slowly up the aisle speaking softly.  

“No one will get hurt as long as you cooperate. We are looking for Sol de la Luz. Where are you, Sol?” He says eerily. I see a young woman cover her face with a shawl. She is one row in front of us. Who is this woman? The man next to her stands up. 

“What the hell do you want?” He yells. 

“Now that is of no concern to you. Do you know Sol de la Luz? Perhaps it is this woman next to you?” The words slide off his lips in a sneering, mocking tone.

“This is not Sol. I want to know what you want and why you’ve stopped us.” The man demands.

“And who are you to ask?”

“I’m Lieutenant Jorge David Bolsas.” The man in black pulls out his pistol and puts it to the Lieutenant’s head. 

“Well, Señor Bolsas. I suggest you step aside before I decide to shoot you.”

“I will not.” The Lieutenant replies and in that instant the man raises his hand and slams the gun into Lieutenant Bolsa’s head, knocking him out instantly. I feel something splatter my face and don’t dare to wipe it off. The screams seem delayed, but they come. The men grab both the unconscious bodyguard and the woman from her seat and drag her down the aisle, kicking and screaming. No one dare stop them. A dark silence falls over the bus as they shove her in a car and disappear down the road. 

“Coño, coño!” Shouts the driver. “This is not good. Who was she? Why didn’t we know we had one on the bus?”

“One?” I ask Jesús, my voice trembling in between Julia’s cries and my attempts to calm her down.

“Someone with money. They kidnapped her. It’s called Pesca Milagrosa. It means they are in search of a miracle. A miracle attached to money. Most likely guerillas. The Lieutenant is probably her bodyguard.” 

“I’m sorry folks.” The driver says, “We’ll have to report this in San Antonio, but for now we have to get the hell out of here.” His voice doesn’t seem shaky enough to me. It is as if he had known this was going to happen. I look at Jesús who puts his finger over his lips to hush me. 

I don’t sleep for the rest of the trip. I can’t. I can only think it is a miracle they didn’t kill us. Julia finally stops crying, buries her head into my chest, and I feel her breathing deeply, her tiny hand squeezing mine. She sleeps in my arms, exhausted by the yelling and stress. Several hours pass when I finally start to see the remnants of a city. It looks run down and full of trash like the other cities across the country, but I keep faith the other side of the border will be better. The sun is setting on the horizon. The colors never fail to impress me. The beauty nature continues to share despite the damage we do to her is eternal.

“We’re here,” Jesús says. It’s too late to cross today.”

“Where will we stay?” I ask.

“With my friend Susana.” When the bus stops, Jesús takes my hand and leads us through the crowd. It is worse than when we got on the bus. The traffic congests the streets, and the deafening noise penetrates my body. It’s dark and the sidewalks are stuffed with people pushing products, selling street food, and luring patrons into shady venues for strippers and prostitutes. I cringe and flinch at every horn blaring and the driver screaming. I step hurriedly over people sleeping on the ground and around trash thrown across the sidewalks. I cover Julia’s nose to protect her from the rancid smells. People don’t want to wait to use the restrooms, so they pee and defecate in the streets. We shuffle across the street, avoiding motorbikes and cars zipping in and out of traffic. I feel as if Jesús doesn’t know where we are or where to go, but then, in an instant, he shoves us into an unmarked black taxi. This was a hard no in my book of growing up in a city where unmarked cars were known to be kidnappers, murderers or worse. “Jesús!”  I cry out.

“It’s ok.”

“Hey man, where to?” Jesús hands the young man an address and he speeds off, quickly turning down a dark alley. Minutes later we arrive in front of an apartment complex that looks abandoned. Jesús pays the driver and turns to the gate. He rings the buzzer. 

“Who is it?”

“Hola Susana. It’s me, Jesús.” The loud buzz indicating the gate can be opened, rings clearly in the street. We rush in and pull it shut behind us. Susana lives on the third floor in a small apartment. She lets us in, and she and Jesús embrace. I am grateful when we enter, and I see that this woman keeps a clean house. She doesn’t have very much to offer us, but it feels safe and quiet.   

“I’m glad you finally made it. I wasn’t sure if I would see you.”

“I’m glad too.” Jesús says.

“Come in. I’ll make some food.”

“That sounds good Susana. Thank you.” Jesús turns to me. “This is Marisol and Julia. We are traveling together.”

“Nice to meet you.” She says.

“Same.” I nod.

“I have made a bed for you and Julia in this room,” she walks down the hall and to the back of the apartment. “Here is an extra blanket. The rain makes it feel colder than it is. If you want to bathe you should do it tonight. There isn’t water in the morning. I left some towels on the bed.” Susana says.

“Thank you,” I manage to mutter. “I think I’ll nurse her and get her to sleep before I shower.”

“I’ve made some soup. It isn’t much, but it will fill your belly. Whenever you are ready it’s in the kitchen.”

“Thank you.” I reply.

“Of course.” She says, but before she leaves, she pauses and turns around. “I know this must be very hard for you, but you’re doing the right thing.” I look up at Susana whose eyes are on the baby. “We have to do what we must for our children.”

“I hope you are right.” I answer and wait for her to leave and close the door. I collapse on the bed and pull the cover-up over both of us. Julia snuggles up to me and nurses. She really should be weaned by now, but because I can’t afford the formula on the black market or even find milk, I’ve kept nursing. Jesús’s and Susana’s muffled voices distract me, but I try to focus on Julia. She needs her rest. She finally lets go. Her tiny hand stays on my breast, and I watch her sleep. Her hair is stuck to her forehead, and she is breathing evenly. A little snort comes out of her mouth. It almost wakes her up, but because I have her cuddled against my breast she simply readjusts and falls back into a heavy sleep. I gently peel her hand from my chest and place a pillow next to her, to fool her into thinking I’m still there. I get up and open the door so I can hear Jesús and Susana talking. 

“The border is tough, especially with a baby, Jesús.” I hear Susana.

“I know, but I’m not leaving her behind.” Jesús tells her. 

“Maybe you should go through the trochas.” She suggests we take the back way. I know what she’s implying, and I can’t keep my mouth shut. 

“It’s not too dangerous?” I interject, standing in the entrance of the kitchen. They both look up, startled to see me in the doorway. “I’ve heard those paths are lined with paramilitaries. Why can’t we cross over through the normal route?”

“The regular route is mired with crowds so thick that people are passing their children to the front, up and over barricades and hoping and praying they will find them later on. Is that what you want to do? Pass your child through a crowd of people, only to never see her again?” Susana says, looking straight into my eyes.

“How much are they charging?” Jesús asks. 

“The water is low. You can cross without a boat. Just wade.”

“With the baby?” I ask.

“Tie her to your back. She’ll be fine.” I hold my breath to not gasp. Am I hearing correctly? She wants me to strap my child to my back and schlep through the illegal secret paths.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I say.

“Marisol, I think we should listen to Susana. She knows what she is talking about.” What I don’t know at the moment, but learn later, is that we are not the first or the last people to pass through Susana’s good graces. It is her mission to provide shelter, food and information to her compatriots who are risking their lives for freedom. She cannot herself leave, but I never learn why. “Come and eat. We have a long journey tomorrow and should get some sleep.” She has made us soup and arepas with butter, a luxury nowadays. Very basic and very warming. I don’t learn until later how nostalgic I will become for the food of my homeland. I eat the staple of my country’s diet without really appreciating its goodness. Susana and Jesús discuss routes and strategies while I sit quietly and listen. 

“I just can’t believe this is happening.” I mutter to myself.

“That’s the problem.” Susana interrupts my thoughts.

“What?”

“None of us want to believe this is happening. I was 12 when Chavez staged the coup. I remember watching the whole thing on television. People were initially shocked, but then something strange happened. They were happy. That man sparked hope in the hearts of the poor. What no one knew was that none of it would be for them. Maybe because he convinced so many people they were entitled to more, we all believed he was right. The problem is, we don’t know how to work for it. He knew this, he took advantage of this, and he slowly chipped away at the fabric of our society. None of us wanted to admit anything was happening and now it’s too late.”

“No one wanted this.” I say.

“Of course not, but we didn’t pay attention to the signs either. We let one man become a God. And now that he’s dead, well who is going to stop a Martyr.” 

Neither Jesús nor I counter her point. She is right. We’ve done very little to fight and when we have, they kill us. So now, we don’t fight, and they are still killing us, just with a new strategy—hunger. 

“Excuse me. Tomorrow is going to be a long day. I should get some rest.” I stand. “Thank you for everything.”

“Good night.” She says.

Julia is still sleeping when I come back into the room. I lay my head on the pillow. My mind is racing. Tomorrow is truly the first day of our journey. Today was a simple trip from one place to another within my own country. I can turn back if I want, but once I cross that border, I will be committed. I will not be able to turn back. I will have to hold my head high for my friend, my dead husband, my child, and my country. These thoughts fill my brain and create a fog that starts to lull me to sleep and then I feel him lying next to us. 

“Jesús wants to take us through the trochas, Pablo.”  

“It’s not a bad idea.” he replies, biting his nails like he always does when he’s nervous.

“I’m scared.” I mutter.

“I know, but what other choice do you have? Stay here? Starve? Have another child die?” I look straight into his eyes with an anger I have not felt towards him before. 

“Don’t you dare.”

“Don’t I dare what?” He quips.

“Jinx us. We are going to make it. She is not going to die. I’ll do whatever I have to in order to make sure she is safe.” He smiles. “What?” I ask, slightly annoyed.

“I know.” He was always the rational one, the logical one, the planner. I have always been the emotional one, the dreamer, the fighter. That’s why we were good together. But now he’s gone, or is he here? I don’t understand any of this.

“How long will you be staying?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, how long do you plan to hang around?”

“I don’t know. That’s up to you.”

“Well, I’m ready for you to go.” I say.

“Are you sure?” He raises his eyebrows like he used to when he would flirt with me. I wait for several moments.

“No. When it comes to you, I’m never sure.”

“Trust Jesús. He will not do you wrong. He promised me he would take care of you two.”

“I know he will try.” I don’t have the heart to tell Pablo that a promise doesn’t mean anything anymore, because so much is out of our hands. Jesús is doing the best he can, but that doesn’t mean he controls anything. “So why didn’t you tell me what you were really doing?”

“What do you mean?”

“Jesús has contacts. This Susana. Who is she? What were you two really up to?”

“It doesn't matter anymore my love,” he replies.

“It does to me. What were you doing? Are we safe traveling with him? And this woman? I don’t trust any of it.”

“That’s a good instinct Marisol, but now isn’t the time to not trust Jesús. He’s the only one who can get you and Julia out of here now.” He puts his hand in mine. I can feel it, but it’s not warm like before. I know he’s here, but he’s also not. “She’s so beautiful. She looks so much like you.” He stares at her, not moving.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AMONG
WALKERS

A STORY BY ANNE UPCZAK GARCIA






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





