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So the 29-year-old entre-
preneur escaped north
alone, putting herself at the
mercy of the U.S. asylum
system — a system meant to
protect the world’s most vul-
nerable.

The San Diego Union-
Tribune is not fully identify-
ing Bárbara or many of the
witnesses interviewed in
Nicaragua because of the
danger that the government
might retaliate against
them or their families.

Bárbara is in Tijuana,
one of tens of thousands of
people waiting for a chance
to argue for protection in the
United States, part of a
changing wave of migration
that the Trump administra-
tion has labeled a crisis. 

She exists in a constant
state of uncertainty, and she
realizes now just how much
she underestimated the
challenges that still lie
ahead. 

Idiosyncrasies of the asy-
lum system make anyone’s
outcome difficult to predict
— even for those whose sto-
ries seem to meet the inter-
national definition of a ref-
ugee. Over its 40-year his-
tory, the system has been
plagued by capriciousness
and politicization.

For the people it chooses
to protect, asylum offers a
new chance at life. For those
it does not, the outcome can
be tragic.

Recent policy changes
have only made it more diffi-
cult for people like Bárbara
to make their cases.

About six months before
Bárbara arrived at the bor-
der, officials began forcing
asylum seekers who were
waiting for U.S. immigration
court hearings to stay in
Mexico, where they are often
victims of robberies, as-
saults, kidnappings or
worse.

Among them was Bár-
bara.

Blue and white
Before the protests, Bár-

bara lived well in Nicaragua. 
A deteriorated marriage

left her a single mother at 22,
she said, but that did not
slow her down.

She raised her son in a
lively home full of extended
family members young and
old and a dining table big
enough for them all.

She founded a clothing
shop, selling first online and
then in a storefront near a
university in the capital city
of Managua.

The troubles began in the
spring of 2018, when a wild-
fire broke out on a biological
reserve. Students protested
the Nicaraguan govern-
ment’s response, which they
viewed as slow and inade-
quate.

Then came cuts to the
country’s pension system,
and demonstrations against
president-turned-dictator
Daniel Ortega dramatically
increased.

Bárbara, like many of her
generation, joined in the de-
mands for democracy hap-
pening in the streets. She
has photos of herself in a sea
of blue and white — the col-

ors of the Nicaraguan flag.
On the first day of pen-

sion protests, the Ortega re-
gime’s response was violent.
By the second day, there
were casualties. 

The death toll rose as the
protests continued. Some
were killed by police and
others by pro-government
groups that became known
as the “paramilitary.” Peo-
ple quickly learned the dan-
ger of being out after 6 p.m.,
when the paramilitary be-
gan to patrol the streets in
their signature Toyota
HILUX pickups. They came
to be known as “camionetas
de la muerte,” or death
trucks.

Students and other pro-
testers responded to the vi-
olent attempts to quiet
them by taking over uni-
versity campuses. They

built barricades in the
streets out of tires or retain-
ing wall blocks.

Bárbara said she
brought basic supplies —
water, gauze and rice — to
the protesting students en-
trenched on a campus near
her store.

Even bystanders
couldn’t escape the violence.
Near Bárbara’s store, ac-
cording to interviews with
neighbors, the government’s
tear gas choked residents
hiding in their homes. 

Today, people are still
afraid to talk about what
happened to them, let alone
be identified. They know
what retribution can look
like.

The Mother’s Day March
Hundreds of thousands

of protesters chose to com-

memorate the country’s
Mother’s Day with a march.
Mothers of students who
had been slain by their gov-
ernment led the procession.

“Eso fue el principio del
fin. De eso, toda mi vida
cambió,” Bárbara said
about that day, May 30, 2018.
That was the beginning of
the end. From that, my en-
tire life changed.

In Managua, the demon-
stration stretched for at
least a mile down a main
thoroughfare. Bárbara and
her brother marched in the
crowd.

Gunfire from a police
staging area sent protesters
into a panic.

At least 17 people died in
marches that day, according
to Amnesty International.

“El regalo que nos en-
tregó el dictador asesino fue

la muerte de nuestros hijos,”
said Josefa Meza, whose son,
Jonathan, was killed that
day. The gift that the dicta-
tor assassin delivered to us
was the death of our chil-
dren.

Bárbara took a taxi back
to her store, where her car
was parked. She frantically
called to check on her
brother. When she reached
the shop, she went inside to
get her car keys. 

Then she heard a noise
on the street.

She saw students run-
ning and, thinking of her
brother, motioned for them
to come inside.

Death trucks
Bárbara sheltered 21 stu-

dents for hours. After that
day, she knew she would
need to move her store. If the

government had noticed
what she did, she would be
on its list of enemies.

She planned to bring
home all of her inventory to
regroup in case the govern-
ment decided to retaliate.

On her way to her shop,
two days after the march,
she saw a paramilitary man
on a motorcycle following
her car. She took photos of
him and then managed to
get away before continuing
to her store to pack.

She did not yet know how
futile that escape would be.

The scene replays slowly
in her mind when she thinks
about it now.

She remembers parking
and crossing the street to
her shop. 

She was wearing a pink
shirt. She remembers think-
ing that she should’ve worn
a red one instead. 

She remembers thinking
that the pants that she was
wearing weren’t very com-
fortable. She decided not to
carry them in her business
anymore.

The song “La Cumbia
Chinandegana,” a popular
Nicaraguan dance track,
could be heard pulsing
through the university
neighborhood.

She heard two Toyota
HILUX trucks pull up
quickly and brake.

She heard her name, spo-
ken with force but not yelled.
She froze.

“Hasta aquí llegué, ya
morí,” she thought to her-
self. I’ve made it this far.
Now I’m going to die.

As she started to turn
around, she was surrounded
by paramilitary.

One of them struck her in
the head with a gun. She lost
consciousness. They contin-
ued to beat her.

“Cuando me atacaron,
no iban con la intención de
asustarme, sino de
matarme, de dejar una voz
más en silencio,” she said.
When they attacked me, they
didn’t do it with the inten-
tion of frightening me, but
rather of killing me, of leav-
ing one more voice in si-
lence. 

A photo taken of her face
after the attack shows the
neckline of her pink shirt
stained with blood and a
gash splitting open her fore-
head. Her face and neck are
bruised and swollen.

A family member found
her lying on the ground out-
side her shop, dizzy and dis-
oriented, propped up
slightly on one elbow and
struggling to move.

She woke up days later in
a private hospital, the only
place where wounded pro-
testers could go and not be
turned away or arrested.
She couldn’t move her feet.
Her head and back were
badly injured. 

Her business was gone.
Her store had been ran-
sacked down to the last cór-
doba in her cash register.
She has photos of that, too.

She stayed in the hospi-
tal for about a week, then
shuffled between homes of
family members so that she
would be more difficult for
the government to locate.

Some in her family grew
distant because they 

Bárbara heads to her job at a Tijuana restaurant, where she works long hours, six days a week, which she prefers because it distracts her from her stressful situation. 

Josefa Meza stands at the Asociación Madres de Abril exhibit in Managua, Nicaragua. Meza’s son was
among the student protesters killed during the Mother’s Day March on May 30, 2018, in Managua.
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Hundreds of thousands march against Nicaragua’s President Daniel Ortega in Managua on May 30, 2018.
At least 17 people died that day when riot police and Ortega supporters clashed with protesters. 
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