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I hate traveling and explorers.


—Claude Lévi-Strauss















AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS STORY IS not about me. It could be said that it’s about Axel; he is, after all, the titular character. But that’s not exactly right either. This story, really, is about the relationship between us and how it is possible for two people who seemingly could not be more different on paper—a young, southern, white academic and an undocumented, Afro-Latino, New York hustler—to still share something. It’s a relationship that, when this book is published, will have spanned more than seven years. To convey it with depth—and all the complexities, pitfalls, and power dynamics therein—it was also necessary to question the borders around what is considered acceptable nonfiction. For instance, portions of this book are written from Axel’s first-person perspective. These passages are based on hundreds of hours of recorded interviews. The best were selected and transcribed by me, and then Axel and I edited them together many times over for strength and clarity. Frequently, passages of several interviews have been combined or rearranged to create the most engaging narrative. In anticipation of any criticism or skepticism that this methodology may inspire, we ask: Why should the author be allowed to rewrite as much as they please, as well as have access to an editor, but not the subject?


In this book, conversations between Axel and me are also often based on recorded interviews or text messages, though they just as frequently come from my memory or his. At every step, we have worked together to ensure that these recollected conversations are as true to the originals as possible, while still conveying a clear and compelling story. Rest assured, Axel read every page of every draft of this book, and any time he flagged something that was inaccurate or that he remembered differently, he swiftly addressed my error. All irregular spellings were recommended by Axel himself to better portray his unique pattern of speech. The intention from the start was to give him space to speak for himself, to tell his story on his own terms, even when he contradicts or criticizes my account of events. It is, no doubt, an imperfect attempt at—what word to use? Equity? Parity? Solidarity? However, it is an attempt, and one that we hope will push narrative nonfiction in a direction that is not only more compassionate toward its subjects but also more wary of its own narrator-centered point of view.


To accomplish such a daunting task, I have developed what I believe is something of a unique interview style, one that differs somewhat from the journalistic or anthropological standard. I would ask Axel to talk about a subject at length—perhaps a particular event in his life or his perspective on a certain aspect of migration—and then, throughout the years, ask him to retell that same story to me over and over again. The repetition provided us with much more material, which in turn led to much richer passages in Axel’s voice. It also has its challenges: Axel and I must grapple with the inconsistencies bound up in all narratives—whether intentional or otherwise—and sometimes Axel’s way of thinking about a particular subject changed over time. We have tried to embrace and move deeper into these issues, rather than obscure them.


One of the reasons I believe that this new, experimental way of writing has not been attempted before in mainstream nonfiction (at least that I know of) is because it is much more laborious. For seven years now, Axel and I have stayed in near-daily contact. Our project has taken over both of our lives. Our interviews are incredibly long and nonlinear. What might take an average journalist or social scientist five hours of work (say, one hour of interview, plus three hours of transcription, plus one hour of analysis to pull the best quotes) can easily take us ten times as long. This additional labor is shouldered not only by me, of course, but by Axel as well. For this reason, I have tried to ensure that he is well compensated. Not only have I helped support him financially since we met, but he will be paid like a coauthor for this project and will receive a substantial portion of the profits for every book sold for life. We again see this as a crucial departure from mainstream nonfiction, in which subjects are not only routinely uncompensated, but their unpaid labor is justified through the invocation of some kind of abstract journalistic integrity or objectivity, the measure of which is never defined except through the adamant denial of payment.


Other notes on methodology: Axel and I have sometimes changed or obscured minor facts throughout the book. For instance, Parts I and II are told in chronological order, but Parts III and IV contain a few select passages that have been arranged outside of strict chronology. However, at no point does this slight disjuncture in temporality impact the actual claims made in the book. Additionally, several vulnerable characters’ names have been changed, as well as their identifying characteristics. In the service of protecting them, I have not marked which names or features have been altered.


However, this book does claim that Axel and other migrants were abused by certain self-identified “migrant activists” and “human rights defenders” in Mexico, whose names I have not changed. All of these claims have been thoroughly vetted and fact-checked. Axel’s identity has been partially obscured in this book for his own protection, but, in reality, the migrant activists who pose him the greatest threat already know everything about him, as many were in charge of his immigration cases in Mexico. They know his real name, date of birth, and, of course, what he looks like. It would not be particularly hard for one of them to have Axel killed. We are both incredibly worried about this, but it is a risk Axel insists on taking to bring the abuses he and other migrants have suffered to light. At the behest of our publisher’s attorney, we have struck several instances of even more shocking and egregious misconduct by migrant activists than those included in the final draft of this book. We hope that others, especially anthropologists, will risk something of themselves and pick up the detective work where we left off.


One might ask how Axel, a down-and-out deportee with little formal education and no resources, was able to uncover such systemic corruption when no one else could. It hasn’t been easy. One reason is that many of these “activists” act much more brazenly in Mexico than one would assume, relying on migrants’ and journalists’ transience to cover their tracks. Another is that I kept coming back when no one else would, and I stayed much longer than anyone else who looked like me would stay, especially the prestige journalists who routinely parachute into migrant shelters for a two-day story.


There will no doubt be objections to our versions of things, as well as the inevitable accusations that neither Axel nor I is Mexican, and so we have misunderstood or misconstrued the subtleties of Mexico in general and Mexican politics in particular. My answer is this: Our goal has never been to give an accurate portrait of Mexico as a whole or of how “the real Mexico” works. Such portraits are impossible, even and especially for Mexicans themselves, just as there is no “whole” or “real” United States. Instead, we have endeavored to provide the account of a friendship that must at every point struggle against Axel’s systematic abandonment by three states—Guatemala, Mexico, and the US—and if something distinct yet wholly partial is glimpsed of Mexico in that account, all the better. As Axel and I often tell people, the Mexico we are familiar with is not one many Mexicans would recognize on its face. But we hope that, if the reader stays with us, something much deeper will resonate, no matter their nationality.
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PART I


THE PRIEST















CHAPTER 1



THE VIACRUCIS MIGRANTE


THE FIRST THING you should know about migrant caravans is that nobody ends up in them who has somewhere better to be. Nobody. No matter what people tell you, no matter who they say they are or what they pretend to be, if they’re on a migrant caravan, they’re out of options. In this way, every caravan is the same. I have yet to find an exception.


The second thing you should know about migrant caravans is that actually no two of them are the same. It all depends on who’s in charge. Sometimes they’re led by a priest, and the kind of priest who starts a caravan is usually charismatic and well connected and has some sway in the area. He’s on amicable terms with the local police forces, for instance. Or if not amicable terms, then at least reasonable ones, and he can therefore negotiate safe passage through Mexico. This priest almost certainly runs a shelter, a place that hosts migrants passing through on their way north. And if the priest is powerful, you can bet his shelter will be top notch as well. It will have bunk beds to crash on, three decent meals a day, and even showers, all of which will actually work, though none will have hot water. Not that you’ll care, considering that you’ve been trekking through a sweltering jungle or desert all day. But many migrant shelters aren’t run by charismatic priests, nor are they luxurious, and the worst aren’t really shelters at all. They’re dumps with dirt floors and holes in the ground for toilets, and the only food you’ll find is beans, a scoop of lukewarm beans that have been sitting in a greasy pot for god knows how long. Obviously, you want to end up in one of the better shelters. But, when you’re from another country, sometimes it’s hard to know which shelter will be good and which will be bad. Sometimes you’ll travel to where someone said a shelter would be, and its doors are locked. Nobody home. Or sometimes there won’t be anything at all. No building, no nothing. Like it just vanished. Or maybe the person who told you about it was lying. Maybe they were just screwing with you, or maybe they wanted you to die.


This brings me to the third thing you should know about migrant caravans—and really this is directly related to the first thing and indirectly to the second: you can’t trust anybody you meet on a migrant caravan. The kinds of people you encounter on caravans are sad and desperate characters who probably gave you a fake name. They are not your confidants. Never offer up any personal information, especially in regard to where you’re traveling. And definitely do not show them where you’ve stashed your money, even though everyone already knows it’s in your underwear. It’s always in your underwear. But no one can be completely sure unless they catch you with your hand rummaging around in your crotch, so don’t do that. And don’t take anyone else’s general untrustworthiness personally because, if you’re being honest, you probably can’t be trusted either. You’re probably also using a nom de guerre. You’re probably also hiding where you’re from, and where you’re going, and have your birth certificate tucked down the front of your pants right next to your cash.


But here’s the tricky thing, which is also the fourth thing you should know about migrant caravans: you have to trust the people you meet on migrant caravans. Not everyone, obviously, because you actually can’t trust anyone. Caravans are full of thieves, or at least degenerates. Drug users, drug smugglers, drug dealers. Sex predators and sex pests and pedophiles. Murderers, or people who openly boast about murdering, which is not the same thing, as well as attempted murderers, who are less likely to exaggerate their botched attempts and are, therefore, somewhat more credible. But you have to choose someone, and you must choose carefully, because migrant caravans are full of vultures, predators, and prey, the worst and waste of humanity.


Or at least that’s what anyone on a migrant caravan will tell you. But, as I just said, you can’t trust what people tell you on a migrant caravan. And yet you have to. Because you are running for your life. Because you have never been to Mexico and have no idea how big this country is or how to get from one end of it to the other. Maybe you can’t read. Or you can read, somewhat at least, but you can’t read maps. Or you can read maps and books just fine, but none of that seems to matter anymore, because you need to travel from where you are, in southern Mexico, to the US border, and ahead of you lie two thousand miles of some of the most hostile terrain on the planet. Thick jungle, sweltering swamps, barren deserts, poisoned rivers. Immigration is everywhere, or if they are not everywhere then the threat of them is. Their shadows haunt the buses and trains and hidden pathways that circle backwater towns. Ideally, you’d have someone to guide you through it all—a coyote, a pollero, a human smuggler. But they’re expensive, and, let’s face it, you’re probably broke. Besides, you can’t trust a coyote. They’re in the caravans too, scoping out business opportunities, leaching off of suffering, sowing disunity. Though if you do have some money, coyotes can be a bit more trustworthy, for the right price of course, and, remember, you need to trust somebody.


But if you don’t have money, then a migrant caravan is a good place to find a travel companion, seeing as how everyone around you is trying to get to the same place. You can’t distrust everyone, after all, because that would be paranoid, and you need somebody to watch your back. It’s safer to travel in groups. Gang members, kidnappers, and thieves—and if you’re one of those things, you’re likely some version of all three—join the caravans as well, pretending to be migrants to gain your trust. And then, just when you let your guard down, just when you get comfortable and fall asleep or unzip your fly to take a leak—that’s when a gang member will strike. He’ll rob you or kidnap you or worse. So you find someone to trust, who is also someone you don’t trust, and who feels the same way about you. That’s why you confide in them in the end. Because they’re kind enough to trust you. Because they’re smart enough not to.


I’m telling you all this now because I wish someone had told me then, back before I joined a migrant caravan. And I especially wish I’d known it before I met Axel. It wouldn’t have changed how I feel about him or the fact that I’d risk my life a thousand times over if it meant bringing him back home. But maybe I would have also been more prepared. Maybe I’d have understood that my whole life was about to be upended, and that his would be as well. Maybe I could have warned him. But no one tells you any of this stuff. You don’t know until you’re in it, and then it’s too late.


I JOINED A migrant caravan because I didn’t know what else I was supposed to do. I’d come to Mexico to be an anthropologist, of that much I was certain, but the problem was that I wasn’t exactly sure what an anthropologist was. Fortunately, I met Armando Amante. He was the one who invited me to join the Viacrucis Migrante.


“What’s the Viacrucis Migrante?” I asked.


“It’s a migrant caravan,” he said.


“Oh,” I said, trying to feign like I knew what that was.


Armando Amante looked at me like I was crazy. “You don’t know what a migrant caravan is?”


I looked down apologetically and said no, maybe not. This was back in 2015, back before most people had ever heard of migrant caravans, if you can imagine such a thing.


“Well, in Mexico, a caravan is like a big group of protestors,” he said. “Everybody joins up together. And a migrant caravan is a big group of migrants, people from all over Central America fleeing their countries. Because there’s safety in numbers, right? If you run through a checkpoint by yourself, immigration will catch you for sure. But if you run through it with a hundred other guys, they can’t do anything to stop you. You see? And a Viacrucis Migrante, well, sometimes those are the biggest caravans of all. But they only happen once a year, during Easter. Last year’s Viacrucis was huge, over a thousand people. Father Solalinde helped lead it.”


My ears perked up at the mention of the name. Father Alejandro Solalinde was more than a priest—he was one of the most powerful people in all of Mexico. He was also technically our boss, though I’d never seen him in person.


Solalinde became famous after founding a migrant shelter in southern Mexico called Hermanos en el Camino, which meant “Brothers on the Road,” or “Brothers on the Path,” as in the Christian path, or the righteous path, or the path that led to heaven. But the priest didn’t have much interest in heaven, which made him all the more interesting to me. Instead, he seemed to be fixated on hell. Not the hell of the next world but the one in Mexico, the one that Central American migrants endured trying to reach the United States. He led marches to illuminate their suffering—how they were attacked by gangs and drug cartels on their perilous journeys north—and held press conferences about the brutality of immigration officials and police. Journalists from the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times and all the other Times routinely quoted Solalinde’s scathing indictments of corruption and violence in the country, and he frequently drew comparisons to Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, and Martin Luther King Jr. There was even talk of a Nobel Peace Prize nomination.


Then, just months before I arrived in Mexico, state forces kidnapped and disappeared forty-three students in the southern state of Guerrero, in what later became known as the Iguala Massacre. In response, millions of people rallied across the country to demand a national investigation. One of the most outspoken was Father Solalinde. He openly condemned the presidential party, the PRI, and made it known that he believed the students were murdered on government orders. From the news coverage, Solalinde seemed like a hero. He was someone who pursued justice at all costs, even if it meant risking his life. I had to meet him. Not that I knew all that much about Central American migration, or that Solalinde knew anything about anthropology. But, as I already said, I didn’t know much about anthropology either. Back in the US, I’d taken some classes and read some books, but I’d never conducted any real fieldwork before. So I applied for a research grant to move to Mexico, and, to my surprise, I was selected. I was going to be forged in fire.


To start my research, I decided that I’d travel to Hermanos en el Camino and volunteer my services, however inept they might be. I had no idea how a would-be anthropologist could be of service to an internationally renowned priest. All I knew was that I was preoccupied with a deep yearning to be part of a cause, as young people so often are, and to find someone who might recognize my rough potential and mold me into something useful. So I packed a single bag, left my apartment in Mexico City, and boarded a fourteen-hour bus bound for Hermanos, hoping that Father Solalinde might be that person.


But after working at the shelter for the better part of a month, I hadn’t so much as glimpsed the priest. He was always away on some speaking tour or attending an important meeting in the capital. Word in the shelter was that Solalinde was fighting a new secret policy called Programa Frontera Sur—the Southern Border Program. Little was known about the Program, except that Mexico was catching and deporting as many Central American migrants as possible, as quietly as possible, at the behest of the United States. Nearly overnight, a quasi-army of immigration agents, federal police, and soldiers descended upon southern Mexico. They came in fleets of souped-up four-wheel-drive vehicles with machine guns mounted on the roof. Scores of new mobile immigration checkpoints appeared out of thin air, just long enough to detain hundreds of people, then disappeared again, only to materialize elsewhere. In Hermanos, it felt like an overwhelming and mysterious force lurked just outside our walls. It wasn’t uncommon to see someone who, in an effort to avoid the new checkpoints, had walked the bottoms of their feet clean off in the jungle, and migrants stumbled into the shelter in various states of shell shock after being beaten and left for dead. A war zone had opened up in southern Mexico, funded by the American government, and no one in the US seemed to know.


Stuck within the relative safety of the shelter walls, however, I mostly spent my days doing chores—chopping firewood for the cafeteria’s woodburning stoves or scrubbing toilets in the men’s dormitories—and I began to feel restless and disheartened. It was ridiculous, I realized, to have expected that I would waltz in and catch the priest’s attention. So when Armando Amante proposed marching with the Viacrucis, I jumped at the chance. At the time, Armando was also working as a volunteer at the shelter. He was originally a migrant from Honduras, but had settled down in Mexico after the staff at Hermanos helped him obtain a visa. Now that he was no longer under threat of deportation, he was itching to expose what was happening to his compatriots under the Southern Border Program.


“Is Solalinde leading the caravan again?” I asked.


Armando spat on the ground and said absolutely not. After Solalinde’s participation in last year’s Viacrucis, the Mexican government forbade him to ever partake in another caravan. Under the Program, all the activists and priests were being silenced by the PRI. The problem, said Armando, was that priests were too traditional and obedient. Everything was sacred and pious to them, which meant—at least according to Armando—that everything was tedious and dull. They didn’t fight back. “But this year is going to be different,” he said. “Me and my friend Irineo, we’re changing things. No more priests. And no more Solalinde.”


I shifted uneasily.


Armando insisted that Solalinde wasn’t living up to his reputation. Leading another caravan could have been a way for the priest to stick it to immigration, he said, to show that he wasn’t afraid of them, but instead he chickened out. So Armando was going to do it himself. The goal was to march from the Guatemala-Mexico border all the way to Ixtepec, Oaxaca, where Hermanos en el Camino was located. The three-hundred-mile stretch was one of the most patrolled areas in all of Mexico, with potentially dozens of mobile immigration checkpoints funded by the Southern Border Program. The new Viacrucis Migrante, said Armando, would intentionally target these checkpoints. It would overwhelm them with as many people as possible and then keep charging north. “That way we’ll draw attention to the Program,” he said, “and we’ll expose what’s really going on.”


I asked whether something like that was safe.


But Armando just shrugged his shoulders. “Viacrucis Migrantes have been happening for years now,” he said, “and the government has never stopped one before. Never. This is our chance to stand up to them. To call their bluff.”


“But if Solalinde can’t do it,” I said, “surely we can’t.”


“Man, what is it with you and Solalinde?” asked Armando. “Look around you. The guy’s never here. You can stay if you like. Scrub some more toilets or whatever. But if you want to know what being a migrant is really about, and not just the boring everyday bullshit that goes on inside this shelter, you should come.”


The next day, I bought a one-way ticket to the Guatemala-Mexico border for March 23, 2015, two weeks before Easter Sunday.


WHEN I ARRIVED in Ciudad Hidalgo, a little pueblo nestled into the leafy-green crook of the southern border, Armando stopped returning my calls. Not a good sign, I thought. But the town was small, so I wandered around until I found him at the local cybercafé, a business that’s still popular in southern Mexico, since most people can’t afford a computer themselves.


“Is everything okay?” I asked. “I couldn’t reach you.”


“Oh, don’t worry,” he said. “It’s just that you were asking too many questions, so I turned my phone off. You need to relax, man. We’re not so big on planning.”


Another bad sign.


“Fuck this fucking priest,” seethed a man hunched over a computer at the back of the café.


“Levi,” said Armando, “I want to introduce you to the cofounder of the 2015 Viacrucis Migrante: Irineo Mujica.”


The man didn’t turn around from the computer. Armando explained that he’d met Irineo in Chahuites, a small town just south of Hermanos en el Camino. He ran another migrant shelter there affiliated with Father Solalinde’s humanitarian network.


“Irineo’s trying to reach the priest,” said Armando.


“Who, Solalinde?”


“No, not Solalinde. The local priest here in Hidalgo.”


“I thought the Viacrucis wasn’t going to have a priest.”


“We’re not,” snapped Irineo, wheeling around. He was older than Armando, though it was hard to tell exactly how much older, since he was incredibly disheveled. Beneath this matted hair glared a pair of dark, hooded eyes, and he was wearing an unwashed t-shirt that was obviously turned inside out. “It just looks better in front of the cameras to have a priest send us off. But the fucking guy has disappeared on me.” He turned back to the computer.


Armando explained that Irineo had booked the priest to lead a prayer at the start of the Viacrucis. It was meant to be a kind of olive branch to Solalinde and the other clergy in the area, a way to show that the Viacrucis still respected them, so that they wouldn’t denounce the march even if they disagreed with it on principle. But the priest had ditched us. Clearly a bad omen, everyone could agree, even though we weren’t supposed to care about priests. It didn’t help that nobody could remember his name.


Another guy walked into the cybercafé. Armando introduced him as the Viacrucis Migrante’s third cofounder. “His name is also Armando,” said Armando.


The other Armando had big ears and a shy smile. “Armando Mejia,” he said as he shook my hand. “Nice to meet you.” He said that, like Armando Amante, he was from Honduras, but he’d also been living in Mexico for some time.


“We’re tocayos,” said Armando Amante.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“It’s just a fun word here in Mexico,” the Armandos explained. It meant “name twin.” Any two people, even if they were strangers, became tocayos once they met and realized they had the same name.


“The son of bitch is avoiding me,” snarled Irineo. He pointed at the Armandos. “You two, go to the church and see if you can track him down. And you, gringo, come with me.” I glanced uneasily at Armando Amante as he ducked out the door. Whatever airs Armando had put on about starting the Viacrucis himself, it was clear that Irineo was actually the one running the show. I was worried he wanted to get me alone in order to grill me, to demand to know what a lost American kid was doing on his march anyway, but the reason he requested my company became apparent as soon as the Armandos were out of earshot. “So I hear you have a scholarship,” he said, turning his empty pockets inside out.


We walked to the local hardware store. I paid for a length of beige cloth, two cans of spray paint, and a soda for Irineo. One can of spray paint was black, to connote seriousness, and the other was red, to evoke spilled blood. When we met back up with the Armandos, they said an attendant at the church told them that, though he wasn’t supposed to say so, the priest had skipped town. The other priests would have strangled him if he’d endorsed the Viacrucis publicly.


“Bastard,” spat Irineo.


We unrolled the cloth and cut it into two banners. Then we stood over them in silence for a long time. I didn’t understand why we weren’t talking, so I kept my mouth shut.


Finally, Armando Mejia turned to me. “Levi, you studied Spanish in school, right?” I said that I had, and he handed me the spray paint. “None of us did. So sometimes the spelling gets a little confusing.”


“Oh,” I said, sensing their embarrassment. “Of course. Um, what should I write?”


After some debate about the tone and tenor of the banners and which words should be emphasized in the blood of red paint, the first banner read:


VIACRUCIS MIGRANTE


NO MORE BLOOD


And the second:


SOUTHERN BORDER PROGRAM


EXTERMINATION OF MIGRANTS


UNDECLARED WAR


Only one thing remained: to recruit some actual migrants. Irineo directed us to a shelter on the other side of the Rio Suchiate, in the small town of Tecún Umán, Guatemala. There were no border guards or checkpoints, and it didn’t cross my mind until later that we had, technically, entered Guatemala illegally. The houses on the other side of the border were strange. Some were almost falling apart but had unusually large and expensive-looking metal doors that were padlocked shut. Armando Amante nodded toward one. “That’s where the goods are stored before they get sent north.”


“Goods?” I repeated.


“The cartels’ goods. Drugs and people.”


When we arrived at the migrant shelter, Irineo strode into its center, cleared his throat, and called for everyone’s attention. About a dozen curious onlookers gathered around. Then Irineo gave his pitch. He spoke emphatically about the plight of migrants in Mexico. About how dangerous it was with the gangs, cartels, and corrupt police. He talked about the long-suffering migrant and the sacrifices every single person in front of him had made already.


The message didn’t sound that different from Solalinde’s, I thought.


But, Irineo continued, things had only gotten worse. If any of them tried to cross Mexico alone, they’d almost certainly be caught. It was all because of the Southern Border Program, a secret plan designed by the Americans to turn Mexico into a bloodbath. But they had a chance to fight back. They could join us, the Viacrucis Migrante, a caravan that was beginning right now, right here, in Tecún Umán.


“So, who’s with us?” called out Irineo, concluding with a raised fist. A bit much, I thought.


There was a nervous silence, and then people began to stroll away. Only one migrant remained, a young man about my age. Undeterred, Irineo asked his name, but the young man said, very shyly, that he didn’t want to say given the circumstances.


“Never mind,” said Irineo. “Look at him, he’s small, but he’s strong. We’ll call him el Chaparrito.” Shorty, in Mexican slang.


Irineo had arranged for a photo op back on the Mexican side of the border, which was short and chaotic. First, many of the reporters—unable to reach Armando Amante now that his phone was turned off—weren’t sure where they were supposed to meet us, and we wandered around town aimlessly until we finally ran into them. Then Irineo made us all pose behind him for the cameras while he gave interviews.


“That piece of shit,” hissed Armando Amante as Irineo instructed us to hold the heavy canvas banners a bit higher. “He always does this. I’m just as much the leader of the Viacrucis as he is, but he takes all the attention.”


Then, from out of nowhere, a lone trumpeter in clown makeup appeared and began blasting an oddly forlorn melody. He was neither particularly skilled nor welcome, and someone yelled for him to kindly shut the fuck up, he was ruining the television interview. But instead of leaving, our would-be serenader simply stood there in silence, mopey and dejected, until someone remembered that they’d booked him ages ago to provide a bit more pomp and circumstance for our departure. It dawned on me that I was possibly making the worst mistake of my life. My safety now lay in the hands of insane people. I considered making a break for it and abandoning the whole affair entirely, but then the photoshoot was over and Irineo was pushing me down the road, waving goodbye to the cameras.


Ciudad Hidalgo quickly faded into an alternating patchwork of small farms, deserted houses, and jungle. We were all alone. For some reason I couldn’t quite discern, we were still holding the banner, which pressed itself against our waists when the wind blew across the open farmland. We walked that way, silent and steady, for many hours. After the sun set, the quick silhouettes of birds or bats darted against a dark purple sky. We heard the sound of a vehicle slowing behind us, and then two short honks. It was a neon orange truck—immigration. I could see the muscles in Armando Amante’s shoulders tense. A tall man stepped out of the vehicle and gave a cheerful wave. He said that the National Institute of Migration had heard about our march and sent him to ensure our safety.


“It can be dangerous out here,” he said, gesturing to the empty fields. “Not everybody is friendly, you know.” For the rest of the caravan, immigration would “escort” us to our destination.


There was nothing to do except thank him and keep trudging down the road. Above us the sky turned into a black vacuum, and from the darkness came the soft song of insects calling out from empty space. Only the headlights of the immigration truck illuminated our path. No priests, one migrant, and us, in the great unseen expanse of southern Mexico.


When we reached the outskirts of the nearby town of Tapachula, Irineo said he knew of a hotel that took cash and didn’t ask questions. A place where our immigration tail wouldn’t find us, just in case. He led us down a dark alleyway that snaked between a pirated video store on the right and some kind of combination dance hall–barbershop on the left. The hotel lobby was unlit save for the glow of the attendant’s small television at the front desk. The place smelled like raw sewage and bleach. Irineo asked for two rooms, then held out an empty palm until I filled it with a stack of pesos. He would bunk with el Chaparrito tonight, he said, and instructed the rest of us to share the other room. I thought it was odd that Irineo wanted to sleep with a stranger, rather than with Armando Amante, but kept quiet. The attendant waved us down the hallway without a word. The deadbolt of our door had been punched out, and the old man showed us how to wind a coat hanger through the hole as a “lock.” Any passerby would be able to peep in or enter as they pleased. The room was “hot as hell itself,” as Armando Amante muttered, and had no windows. A single but surprisingly bright lightbulb hung from the ceiling over two bare mattresses. The toilet had no lid and was encrusted in dried urine. The shower was curtainless.


“So,” I said, trying to mask my growing sense of dread. “What was all that with immigration? They’re just going to follow us now? Is that normal?”


“They know that they can’t stop us,” said Armando Amante. “It would look bad to detain a bunch of peaceful protestors. So they sent a babysitter to spy on us instead.”


From down the hall came the drone of late-night television game shows, the wails of a baby, and periodic shouting—a couple having an argument, or sex.


“Well,” said Armando Mejia, “I suppose we should get some sleep.”


I offered to share a bed, but the Armandos said not to be silly and switched off the lightbulb. In the dark, I heard one Armando mutter something to the other. Something glanced softly against our door then continued on down the hall. Someone farted. I was twenty-four years old, thousands of miles from home, and an accidental founding member of the 2015 Viacrucis Migrante, the migrant caravan that—though I would have sworn differently that night—was about to change the course of Mexican history.















CHAPTER 2



WAKE UP, WHITE BOY


THE NEXT MORNING, Irineo woke us with a bang on the door. I quickly rinsed off in the shower—who knew when my next one would be—and walked back through the hotel alley and into the sunlight. Irineo stood on the street corner, one leg cocked atop the curb, shaving his neck with a dry disposable razor. El Chaparrito stood obediently beside him.


“Time to get new recruits,” was all he said and hailed a cab, which I paid for. I still basically knew nothing about Irineo. Whenever I tried to make small talk, he acted as if he couldn’t understand my American accent. He acknowledged me only when requesting more money, which he justified by stating that I, as a US citizen, had an obligation to redistribute my wealth to poor Latin Americans like him. That I, in fact, had no wealth to speak of mattered little. Several days later, when the first stories about the Viacrucis were published by the reporters from Ciudad Hidalgo, I would learn that Irineo was forty-four years old, Mexican, and, in addition to his migrant shelter in Chahuites, ran a small nonprofit called Pueblo Sin Fronteras. Other than that, he was a mystery, an unknown small-time activist looking to make his mark with the Viacrucis.


The Shelter of Jesus the Good Shepherd for the Poor and the Migrant lay at the edge of town. The name sounded better in Spanish. After Irineo gave his spiel—which he seemed to have memorized—he asked el Chaparrito to testify to the crowd that everything he said was true. El Chaparrito stepped forward, his head down, and repeated that, yes, everything Mr. Irineo Mujica said was the truth. On the Viacrucis he had been treated fairly and was fed three meals a day. Strange, I thought, since el Chaparrito had only been with us long enough to have eaten dinner and breakfast. Apparently, Irineo had coached him in the hotel room.


The response in the Good Shepherd, however, was decidedly more enthusiastic than in Tecún Umán. Many of these migrants had been stuck in Tapachula for weeks, or even months, now that the Southern Border Program had blocked all routes out of town. The crowd spilled out onto the street, and more figures emerged from the edge of the jungle—whole families who said that they were sleeping in the bush because there wasn’t enough room in the shelter. Irineo shouted that we were leaving in five minutes. Anyone who wanted to come with us should ready themselves. Amazingly, people started to fall in line. Then we were off, marching down the road. Just like that, our ranks had grown from five to fifty.


In the main square of Tapachula we gained another twenty people, migrants who had gone to the city center to beg or to sell what little wares they could hustle up. They saw us marching by, singing and chanting like some kind of lumpen carnival, and joined in like they’d been expecting us all along. But the thrill of our embarkment into the wilds of Mexico dissipated as soon as we hit the highway. It was easily over a hundred degrees, and the black pitch road was twenty degrees hotter still. My back was drenched in sweat. My phone overheated and shut off. As we exited Tapachula, the orange immigration truck pulled up behind us.


Like any good anthropologist would do—or at least what I imagined any good anthropologist would do—I’d packed a notebook and an audio recorder, and I busied myself trying to learn everyone’s names and countries and where they hoped to go. The first person I met was Ever Hernández, who said he was seventeen and had fled Honduras with his family after his mother’s ex-boyfriend sent a team of hitmen to kill them. Ever pointed out each of his eight family members, who walked quietly behind us, including his mother, who was in her sixties; his older brother, Iván, who had a constellation of stars tattooed across his right eyebrow; and his sister, Celia, and her infant son, a little boy everyone simply called “the Russian” because of his shock of blond hair. As Ever spoke, his head jerked reflexively to peer back over his shoulder, as if an assassin might be right behind him. I asked if he thought his family was still being followed, and Ever said that, yes, it was possible. He didn’t feel comfortable being exposed on the road, even with so many other people around. Then, as if to put the matter out of his mind, he asked what an anthropologist was anyway and remarked that he thought it had something to do with digging up bones.


No, not usually, I said. He was probably thinking of archeology, or maybe paleontology, which was a common misunderstanding. Most anthropologists worked with people, living people, and I was interested in Central American migrants, about what their lives were like now, in the present, and about what they dreamed they might be someday in the future.


There was always someone new to talk to. Jeferson, Andarson, Jenry, Wiliam—strange spellings of familiar names. Remnants, I believed, from centuries of colonization and military intervention at the hands of the US and Great Britain. Another man refused to give me his name but said he was from Nicaragua and a former Sandinista guerrilla. He professed to have lost his mind in the war and claimed to trust no one, not even himself. Most of the women I tried to interview immediately declined. A strange man in a strange land was to be avoided. But a mother named Mildred, who was traveling alone with her three children, said that I didn’t look like much of a threat to her, with my scraggly hair and skinny arms. But then, after a moment’s pause, she added that, before she left Guatemala City, she had taken her preteen daughter to see a doctor, where they both received birth control shots.


“That way,” she said, “even if you did have bad intentions, we couldn’t get pregnant.”


Then another woman tapped me on the shoulder and demanded to know why I hadn’t written her name down yet in my little book. Was I avoiding her because she was trans? 


I said of course not and asked her name.


“Shakira,” she said.


“Shakira what?”


“Shakira Shakira,” she sang, sashaying. She was wearing a bubble-gum pink crop top with matching pink cargo pants. I noticed that she wasn’t carrying any kind of bag at all, which meant this outfit was the only thing she owned in the world. She said that she was from Honduras but was heading back to Miami, where her boyfriend was waiting for her.


By midafternoon, I gave up the interviews due to exhaustion. We’d walked thirteen miles, half a marathon, and still had another half to go. The land was varied and wild. At first, it was deep, verdant jungle, with leaves and vines that stretched out toward the road as if to suffocate us. But then the pavement would turn abruptly, and we’d find ourselves in a burnt ochre desert. Then the road would plunge back into lush vegetation. At first, I pondered how such a landscape of contrasts could exist, but soon what once felt exciting became mundane, and what was mundane became monotonous, and what was monotonous became excruciating in the sun of southern Mexico. I could feel large blisters blooming across the bottoms of my feet. Still, I was grateful to be wearing tennis shoes—most people only had cheap plastic flip-flops, which mercilessly sliced into their skin with each step. At dusk, we stopped at a gas station just long enough to buy duct tape, which some of the men unflinchingly wrapped around their feet and between their bleeding toes, a gritty bandage of last resort.


When we spotted the first immigration checkpoint, it was night. In the distance, the light of the checkpoint shone a dazzling white. Fortunately, it didn’t appear to be particularly large or well equipped. I could just make out four dark figures pacing against the glow. Armando Amante conducted a quick head count. That way, if anyone was snatched, we’d know.


“Seventy-two,” he called out to Irineo.


“Good,” Irineo replied. “We should have enough.” He sketched out a basic marching formation in the dirt: women and children in front, with men in the back. In order to look less threatening, he said. I was about to ask whether that didn’t also put the women and children in the most danger, but then Irineo grabbed me by the arm and dragged me to the front as well. “Get your ass up here,” he said. “And wave that recorder of yours around. There’s no way they’ll fuck with us if they see a gringo recording them.” I did as I was told.


From the back of the march, the Armandos began to chant over and over again, until everyone joined in and our voices carried out across the road. It was a strange chant, I thought, a song about how migrants were not criminals but international workers, even though this was a crowd of people who might not have ever had access to a steady job in their lives. Behind our rear guard, the orange truck rolled along silently. I suddenly feared that this was all a trap, that we were now being squeezed between the checkpoint and the truck with nowhere to run. Being an American, my implicit understanding of the police was that they would sooner shoot us than to have their authority so brazenly flouted. We were less than one hundred yards away. The border patrol officers were holding something. Guns? Handcuffs? No, it was just their cell phones, recording us. One man even had a handheld camcorder, which he pointed directly in my face, and I made sure my bandana was securely over my nose and mouth.


Then we crossed into the pearly white light of the checkpoint, so bright that we all had to squint our eyes, and I held my breath, anticipating the officers’ inevitable lunge toward us. But they stayed where they were. And then we were through, out of the light and back into the shadows, and a triumphant and incredulous cry erupted from the crowd. Armando Amante counted us all again. Seventy-two. We had done it. We took on an immigration checkpoint, and we won. I wasn’t able to articulate it at the time, but, looking back now, that was the moment something changed inside me. It came like a slow thunderclap. I entered that checkpoint in southern Mexico from the old world—in the midst of paupers, led by a company of fools—and I stepped out into a new one. A world in which we could take matters into our own hands. From that moment on, I began to feel like I was being followed by something. Something that sat unseen just over the horizon. Something that I didn’t have a name for yet, but something that was coming to find me one way or another.


BY THE TIME we finally stopped in the tiny town of Huixtla, it was well past midnight. Irineo announced that the local priest had agreed to let us sleep on the church grounds, and we filed into an old annex. The orange immigration truck honked goodbye and coasted down the dark road, its beady-eyed brake lights disappearing around a corner. It would be back in the morning. The interior of the annex was unfurnished, and half of the ceiling was caved in, the remnants of which were still scattered across the floor. People simply stepped around the debris and stretched out underneath the open hole. Two nuns stood by the front door, silently distributing stacks of tortillas. Someone handed me a styrofoam plate of beans and a cup of hibiscus water, and I wearily flopped down in the corner of the room. I must have nodded off, because suddenly the Sandinista was standing over me, his eyes gleaming maniacally, screaming, “Wake up, white boy.”


The whole room froze. I rose to my feet gingerly, as if confronted by a wild animal.


“You better not go to sleep,” he crowed. “Or else.”


“Or else what?” I said, trying to force a chuckle, as if I wasn’t terrified.


“Or else this.” The Sandinista mimed raking a knife across his throat. He held my imaginary decapitated head between his hands and brought it down to his crotch, thrusting wildly. “I’ll skull fuck you while you sleep, white boy.”


The room roared with laughter. Someone wolf-whistled. A young mother glared at me disapprovingly before pulling her drowsy toddler away from the commotion, as if somehow the ruckus was my fault. The Sandinista, reveling in the attention, continued to undulate his pelvis. Fully emasculated, all I could do was gaze dumbstruck at my own erotic demise. All my excitement from the recent victory at the checkpoint disappeared instantly, as did any illusion I had about fitting in.


Armando Amante tugged my arm. “What are you doing down here? We’re waiting for you in the priest’s house.”


I let him pull me away, grateful for an excuse to leave, to belong somewhere else. The priest’s house was conjoined to the church, and the dining room table was filled with food in anticipation of our arrival—cheese, chicken, beans, rice, and an assortment of fruits and salsas. Irineo and Armando Mejia were already there, seated around the priest and a few other people who I assumed worked for the church. A nun offered me a glass of water. I sat at the only open seat left, near the end of the table. Irineo and the priest were in the middle of a heated discussion regarding the clergy who didn’t support the Viacrucis. The priest said something about how cowardly all the other priests in the area were, and how someone needed to step up to immigration and show them who was actually in charge. But then again, he sighed, we couldn’t possibly understand the pressure he himself was under. He was already catching hell just for receiving us. Armando Mejia asked if he knew what Solalinde thought of our caravan, and the priest grunted as he chewed, mulling the name over. He said that he wasn’t sure what Solalinde was playing at, but that he seemed to know something we didn’t. That was the thing with Solalinde, said the priest. He always knew more than anyone else, and even if you didn’t like him—which was understandable, because after all he was a son of bitch—you should still take note of whatever the son of a bitch was doing. Because sooner or later you’d be adjusting your whole life around him.


“Fuck Solalinde,” said Irineo. “We don’t need him anymore. We’re doing it without him.”


“Maybe,” said the priest.


I tried to feign nonchalance, but I could feel the blood pounding in my ears. Irineo or Armando Amante speaking so irreverently about Solalinde was one thing, but another priest? And it wasn’t even the irreverence, really, but the caution in his voice, the implicit understanding that it was all a game, but a game whose rules would become clear only after the fact. If even this priest didn’t understand what was going on, it seemed impossible that I ever would. I thought again about the Sandinista’s threat. I wasn’t an organizer, and I definitely wasn’t a migrant. I didn’t know what I was, other than lonely.


SOME MORE THINGS that no one tells you about migrant caravans: There are no toilets, and no one has toilet paper. A significant portion of your food is scavenged from the jungle and nearby farms, but it probably isn’t ripe yet, so you’ll gnaw on green mango and rock-hard avocado, both of which will cause bowel movements so horrific they’re almost awe inducing. Everyone knows that the fastest and cheapest way to score some protein is a can of tuna, and every gas station in southern Mexico keeps them in stock for this reason. Teenagers will fall in love while sharing the oily cans of fish. Adults will also fall in love, or at least have sex. 


NGOs will donate condoms but not toilet paper. Some small pueblos will hear that you’re coming and cook meals to welcome you. These meals are usually just beans and tortillas, but they are a gift, and the people who cooked them will speak of when they were once migrants as well. Other towns will want nothing to do with you. You won’t have enough underwear. There definitely won’t be enough tampons—NGOs will donate pads but not tampons. You will have to drink whatever water is available, no matter how obviously impure, and suffer the consequences later. If you are an American, most migrant shelters will insist you use the staff bathrooms because the migrant ones aren’t “suitable” for you. You’ll seriously never have enough underwear. Almost no one brushes their teeth, because there are no toothbrushes and even less toothpaste. Makeup will be scarce, razor blades scarcer. Men will grow scruff and women will grow leg hair. Teenage girls will insist on wearing pants despite the heat to cover their unshaven skin. Eventually a secret market of razor blades and makeup will form, with people lending what they have in exchange for favors, but the favors will vary depending on who you ask and what you ask for and whether you are a generally pleasant person. There will be a less secret market of drugs and alcohol, though demand will remain centralized within a significantly smaller group, mostly men, who think they’re being slick, but in reality everyone knows what they’re doing. 


You will cry in the dark. You will begin to suspect that someone or something is always watching. You will feel eternally alone. You will thank God the children don’t understand what’s happening, just as much for yourself as for them. They will laugh and play despite everything. They will think that charging through an immigration checkpoint is a game. You will buy them candy to keep them quiet and happy. A robust and legitimate market of sugar products will emerge before any of the secret markets, with several entrepreneurial individuals investing in bags of bulk candy and then selling them piece by piece for a markup. In the end they will probably make more money than the drug dealers and can fund their entire journey through Mexico this way, selling sweets one peso at a time. If these same people apply for an official work permit, the Mexican government will deny them. The Mexican government will deny everyone work permits. The Mexican government will probably deny everyone asylum wholesale, despite what they promise in the media. Despite what they promise you. No matter what they say, they do not want you here. I knew almost none of this yet.


THE NEXT TOWN we marched to was Mapastepec, a tiny place where everyone slept outside in the main square. Whenever we happened upon a gas station, I purchased several armfuls of snacks and passed them out—waters, cookies, and candy, as well as the occasional pack of cigarettes to share among the men, especially the Sandinista. If I could not win their love, I thought, perhaps I could buy it. And I did see a return on my investment. After a few days, people began to call me by my name. At the beginning of the march, I introduced myself with the anglicized pronunciation of Levi. “Like the jeans,” I’d say. My tocayo was Levi Strauss. But that kind of Levi sounded strange in Spanish. It was hard for native speakers to pronounce. So I switched to the other pronunciation, as in Claude Lévi-Strauss, the great anthropologist. A new tocayo, I supposed, and to pass the time I tried to think of all my others. There was Primo Levi, the Italian chemist, author, and partisan. And there was “levy” like a tax or the archaic terminology for a military draft. There was also “levee,” as in a protective dyke, a floodplain, a landing place. When I asked Armando Amante if inanimate objects counted as tocayos, he rolled his eyes.


“Do all anthropologists ask such weird questions,” he said, “or is it just you?”


While we marched, I tried to find out more about the Southern Border Program. I learned that it was conceived in 2014, the same year that nearly seventy thousand unaccompanied minors from Central America were apprehended by border patrol after crossing into the US. Their arrival was sensationalized by the media and eventually dubbed the “Border Crisis,” which caused headaches for politicians on both sides of the aisle. Republicans were in a bind because if they remained tough on immigration, they appeared heartless and betrayed their supposed commitment to family values and Christian charity. Democrats had the inverse problem—if they accepted the children, they’d be accused of political sentimentality and of allowing immigrants to drain national resources. So the Obama administration cut a back-alley deal: the US would quietly send Mexico millions of dollars every year, and Mexico would keep Central Americans from reaching the border at all costs. The program especially targeted women and children, since they were much more sympathetic to American audiences and could potentially whip up another media frenzy, a recurrence that the Obama administration was obviously hoping to avoid. The Program’s power lay in its secrecy. It had no clearly defined policy, law, or centralized supervision, which allowed it to silently adapt itself to hunt down migrants using increasingly efficient and brutal methods, without having to answer to anyone.


The most obvious evidence of the Program, however, was that migrants were no longer allowed to ride the Beast. The Beast was a train passage that had been a symbol of Central American migration for decades. Tens of thousands of migrants used to ride it to the US each year, braving the elements and gangs atop its rickety cars. The Beast was dangerous, but it was fast. If you rode it hard and pushed your luck, you could make it across Mexico in two weeks. Even better, you could do it for free, without hiring a smuggler. But after the Program, immigration forces swarmed the tracks. Every week there was a new report of agents pulling hundreds of migrants off the speeding train, or even shooting at them as the cars whipped by. Migrants had no choice but to navigate the jungles and deserts of southern Mexico on foot—vast swaths of isolated country where gangs and drug cartels roamed. No one knew exactly how many migrants went missing in those obscure and veiled corners of Mexico. But people kept walking into the unknown because it was still safer than facing the foot soldiers of the Program.


WITH EACH IMMIGRATION checkpoint we passed, our ranks continued to swell. Soon we were easily over 150 people. Every time I turned around, it seemed like more migrants had materialized behind us. I watched a man I’d never seen before peek from behind a tree and observe the Viacrucis carefully. Then, after a moment’s consideration, he dashed from the jungle and fell in lockstep with the rest of the marchers, as if he’d always been expecting us. I squinted into the thick underbrush and wondered how many others were in there, watching from the shadows.


We were in Arriaga, at the Home of Mercy migrant shelter, when the rumors started. Whispers that immigration was preparing to bust us. No one knew when they would strike, but everyone agreed it was only a matter of time. It didn’t help that, after marching for nearly a week nonstop, Irineo abruptly announced that we were to remain in Arriaga until further notice. He refused to say anything more and then began to disappear for hours each day, which made me suspect that he really had caught wind of a raid and was now sneaking away to make frantic phone calls and beg god only knew who for help.


The rumors didn’t stop our numbers from growing, however. If anything, they helped us. Our first day in Home of Mercy, every migrant in the shelter decided to join the Viacrucis. More people showed up the next day, and the next. We were now over 250 strong. The more migrants we enlisted, the more insistent the rumors became, and the more agitated we all felt. Small fights broke out in the cramped quarters. Outside, the orange immigration truck looped dilatory circles around the shelter. For the first time in my life, I had the sensation of being prey.


To escape the pressure cooker, I wandered through Arriaga, which was like a ghost town. Just a year ago, it had a thriving downtown that catered to the hundreds of Central Americans who arrived each day on the Beast. But after the Program, Arriaga’s economy dried up. The restaurants, hotels, bars, and brothels were all shuttered. Empty train cars sat motionless on the tracks, and one was tipped over on its side, like the calcified carcass of an ancient animal.


One night, as I lay down to sleep on the concrete floor of the common area, I heard shouting from the computer room, which Irineo and the Armandos had converted into their private sleeping quarters. Then Armando Amante flung open the door and stormed out, muttering something about how he couldn’t take it anymore, how Irineo was fucking him, fucking all of us. I lay awake thinking about Father Solalinde. Where was he? Did he know that we were in danger? Surely if anyone could fix this mess that Irineo had gotten us into, it was the priest.


I wasn’t the only one who had this thought. Armando Mejia told me he’d floated the idea of contacting Solalinde, but Irineo was having none of it. The latent threat of his authority being subverted, however, apparently lit a fire under him. The next day, Irineo announced that we would be leaving in an hour. We were to make a beeline for his shelter in Chahuites, a two-day march, and there was suddenly no time to spare. While everyone packed their bags, I sat outside on the curb next to Ever. He said he had something to tell me. He looked around to make sure the coast was clear, and then whispered that he wasn’t seventeen. He was actually twenty-six, but he told everyone he was a minor because he was gay, and to be gay and a migrant was a bad combination, especially when you were as small and skinny as he was. So it was better to just say that he was seventeen, still a child, and therefore somewhat beyond suspicion. I would later learn that this wasn’t an uncommon tactic for queer people on the migrant trail. In fact, most people obscured at least some identifying information about themselves—they lied about their ages, their hometowns, and their names. Even Armando later told me that his last name wasn’t really Amante.


But before I could respond to Ever, there was a shout from down the street. Then a stallion, unbridled and randy, came charging toward us, and we had to scramble to our feet and dive behind a tree for cover. The horse was alabaster white from nose to tail, except for its two-foot-long erection, which was a dark gray in some places and pink in others, and swung wildly beneath its belly. Every few paces he would bray, rear up on his hind legs, and kick the air. Several men from the caravan, the Sandinista among them, began to whoop and holler at the horse’s bobbing phallus from behind a small patch of bushes.


Two boys appeared, barefoot and out of breath. The older one swung a lasso at the stallion’s head but missed, and a man’s voice cheered him on to try again. Another shouted that he knew how the horse felt, to let him have his fun. The stallion bolted and tried to leap over a shoddy barbed-wire fence. One of his hind legs clipped the top wire and dragged it down before he darted through an empty field and retreated behind a house. The boys scampered over the fence in hot pursuit. It felt like a sign, but an empty sign, a symbol of something that none of us could quite comprehend.


Then we all lined up and marched into the desolate town center, where Irineo had arranged a cluster of journalists for another photo op. We dutifully chanted and posed for their cameras, and Irineo gave another interview in which he said that the Mexican government was being paid by the Americans to slaughter migrants. The whole time I kept peeking around the corners of houses, hoping to catch another glimpse of the horse, but I never saw it again.


WE ARRIVED IN Chahuites unscathed but on edge, and the state of Irineo’s shelter did not help. It was, in a word, disgusting. By far the worst migrant shelter I had ever seen. The structure itself was cinderblock and split into two main spaces. On one side was an empty room, with no ventilation or electricity. It slept approximately twenty people lying down snugly on the floor, which was so dirty I thought it was packed earth until I scraped away the muck with my shoe and saw there was concrete underneath. On the other side was Irineo’s bedroom, where Armando said that I should stash my backpack, so I wouldn’t have to keep an eye on it for the rest of the evening.


There was an outdoor bathroom, if you could call it that, which consisted of a toilet sitting atop a small platform, with a threadbare sheet hanging in front to provide some semblance of privacy. The toilet could only be flushed by pouring a bucket of water into the bowl, as was customary in rural Mexico, but this one frequently clogged, causing a torrent of water and feces to flood down the platform’s steps and into the common area. Next to the toilet was the shower. It had a hole chiseled into the wall at crotch height, like a glory hole, which allowed someone waiting outside—when the toilet was occupied—to piss directly into the shower drain. The whole shelter gave me a terribly ominous feeling, as if some unseen evil was slithering across the floor in the dung and grime. It was surely better, I thought, to sleep in the jungle or risk crashing in the town square than to stay in this hellhole.


An enterprising neighbor had already fired up her comal and was hocking quesadillas to a cluster of hungry migrants when an SUV bumped down the street. For a moment, I thought it was a government vehicle, but then it parked next to the entrance of the shelter, and a small man, much shorter than I had imagined, opened the back door. I recognized him instantly. It was Father Solalinde. I felt an overwhelming sense of relief. We were saved.Irineo shuffled toward the priest and shook his hand. Neither appeared particularly pleased to see the other. Then Solalinde turned and greeted the neighbor cooking the quesadillas by name, and she laughed and said welcome back, Father, would you like something to eat?


No, he said, but could we please use the privacy of her yard for a little meeting? It would only take a minute. 


We followed the priest into the patch of scrubby grass, where several chickens clucked around our feet. I was ecstatic. Finally, I thought, this was it. I had waited so long. Solalinde was going to take care of everything.


“What’s all this nonsense about a caravan?” The priest spoke softly, and he mostly looked at the ground or out into the distance, as if he was contemplating something from long ago, or yet to come. Irineo tried to reply, but Solalinde cut him off. “I told you, Irineo. I told you so many times not to do this. That my contacts in Mexico City said caravans would not be permitted this year.”


“Father,” started Irineo again, but the priest silenced him with a wave of his hand.


“This is not a caravan. Do you understand me? From now on, this is a Viacrucis and a Viacrucis only. A pilgrimage. A religious procession of Christians during the Holy Week of Easter.”


“Yes, Father,” said Irineo. “The caravan has always been religious—”


“No, not caravan. Do not say that word again.”


“The Viacrucis has always been religious—”


“Now you’re getting it, Irineo.” The priest raised his voice only slightly, but it was a palpable change. “Caravans are political. Pilgrimages are not. See the difference? And no more of this silly anti-government nonsense. Don’t you understand what you have done? They are almost here. They are ready to take all of you away. If you call yourselves a caravan again in public, that’s it. They will come. And if that happens, I cannot and will not support you. Not even I have that much power.”


Then the priest said that he had to make an important call. He’d meet us in the town square that evening, where he would announce his official support for the Viacrucis Migrante, a holy, nonpartisan pilgrimage that was definitely not a caravan. After Solalinde disappeared back behind the tinted windows of his SUV, Irineo grumbled something about the priest swooping in and stealing all the fucking credit, but he ultimately seemed to accept what was now clearly out of his hands.


I showered quickly in the shelter to freshen up for the priest’s speech and was pissed on twice through the glory hole. There was no soap. I dried myself with a dirty t-shirt and then walked to the town square. When Solalinde stepped up to the mic, there was a murmur in the crowd. His speech was short and to the point. He spoke about Christ and sacrifice. He spoke about Easter and the resurrection of the body. He spoke of pilgrims and pilgrimage. Throughout the speech, he almost entirely avoided the words “migrant” or “migration.” Then he announced that he would welcome the Viacrucis to his shelter in two days for Easter Mass. Everyone cheered. Banda music suddenly erupted from the town square’s loudspeakers. People began to dance in celebration. Solalinde quietly slipped into his SUV once again, which was parked on the same side of the street as the orange immigration truck.


When I returned to the shelter that night, the light was still on in Irineo’s bedroom. I knocked and opened the door. Irineo was sitting on his bed in his boxer shorts. On his knee was a young boy in a pair of dirty white briefs. Judging by his face, he was approximately twelve years old. The boy was leaning against Irineo’s bare chest, who had his hand on the boy’s lower stomach. Several men I recognized from the Viacrucis, but whose names I didn’t know, were lounging on a bunk bed nearby.


“Sorry, just grabbing my backpack,” I said, slinging it over my shoulder. Without a word, Irineo swiftly closed the door behind me, and I heard someone start to laugh inside. I had only been in the room for a matter of seconds.


I lay down on the floor of the common area and closed my eyes. From up above I heard the sound of clanking and someone cursing to himself. Then a torrent of foul-smelling water washed over my legs. I realized why no one else was sleeping in this spot. It was right below the toilet. In the dark I could just barely make out a man, his pants around his ankles, desperately trying to herd his own turds back into the toilet. There was nothing to be done but stagger to my feet and find another place to lie down. Except I couldn’t sleep at all, of course, and, as I stared up into the starless sky, I swore that I would never set foot in the hellhole of Chahuites again.


THE NEXT MORNING, Solalinde hired four buses to drive us to Juchitán, the last town north before Hermanos en el Camino. I was in a horrible mood. I should have been elated. Solalinde was finally here. We were safe. There was even a new rumor going around that, with our ever-growing numbers and the powerful priest’s protection, the Viacrucis might continue on from Ixtepec and all the way up to Mexico City. And yet I still couldn’t shake the strange feeling I’d had since the start of the Viacrucis. It was partly the sensation of being pursued, of being stalked from the shadows by unknown figures or forces. But now it was also a suspicion that I’d seen something I shouldn’t have. That there was something right in front of me that I needed to make sense of but for some reason I couldn’t quite put together. It was then, as I was walking down the dusty main street of Chahuites—miserable, alone, and still stinking of another man’s excrement—that I heard his voice from behind me.


“What the fuck you doing here, cracker?”


I turned and looked him in the eyes, and right then, I don’t know how, but I understood that whatever had been following me all this time—call it fate, call it bad luck, call it the stars aligning or the black spaces between them—had finally found me.
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