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couldn’t handle the pressure
of what had happened to
her. Some of her family
members still support Or-
tega.

158 days
When Bárbara’s aunt, a

U.S. citizen in Miami,
learned about what had
happened to her niece in
Nicaragua, she offered to
take Bárbara in.

Bárbara explained to her
son that they would be sepa-
rated temporarily, but that
he would join her in the
United States soon. That’s
what she hoped.

She left before dawn on
May 30, 2019 — exactly one
year after the march —
sneaking out of the country
over the mountains. She
knew the government would
not allow her to leave. She
found out that her passport
had been flagged on “la lista
negra,” a black list of people
who were part of the dissent.

She traveled in a car, on
horseback, by bus, by truck
and on foot through the
mountains to Honduras. On
the way, her guide aban-
doned her. 

She eventually found an-
other one and continued up
through Guatemala. She
passed through Belize and
crossed into Mexico via
Cancún.

She was robbed at gun-
point in southern Mexico
but negotiated with the rob-
bersto keep her most impor-
tant documents — the ones
she believed she would need
to prove her asylum case. A
stranger let her borrow a
phone to call her family for
help.

She finally arrived at the
U.S. border in June 2019, just
in time for her 29th birthday.
She thought she’d made it.

At the port of entry in
San Diego, she asked for asy-
lum. She was handcuffed for
the first time in her life.
While in custody, she had an
anxiety attack, a symptom
of the lasting effects of what
happened to her back home.

She did not realize that
she had been selected for Mi-
grant Protection Protocols,
a program known widely as
“Remain in Mexico,” until of-
ficials walked her back to Ti-

juana. She would have to
wait across the border for
her asylum case.

She called her family in
tears, unsure of where to go
or what to do.

She counted 158 days un-
til her first court hearing.

Her aunt wired her some
money. When she picked up
the funds from a store, a man
put his arm around her
threateningly and told her to
act like they were together.
Then he robbed her. 

Eventually, she settled
into a small apartment with
a couple of younger men
from Cuba who had also
been returned to Mexico to
await their asylum cases.
The Tijuana neighborhood
where they found a place
that would rent to them
scared her. She saw some-
one get assaulted.

Then her roommates,
too, robbed her.

‘God is good’
In moments of self-

doubt, Bárbara sometimes
wonders how she got so un-
lucky.

But in many ways, Bár-
bara could have ended up in
a worse situation. Many sent
to Tijuana under “Remain in
Mexico” end up living on the
streets or moving from shel-
ter to shelter.

Bárbara began the asy-
lum process just weeks be-
fore July 15, the day another
Trump administration pol-
icy went into effect. It barred
anyone who had crossed
through another country
from seeking asylum in the
U.S. unless they first tried in
that country.

Bárbara had passed
through four.

Though discouraged by
her situation, Bárbara tries
to remain positive.

Aneighbor studying to be
a beautician painted Bár-
bara’s nails blue and plati-
num, like the Nicaraguan
flag, a small way to continue
her protest.

On the front of her refrig-
erator, Bárbara inscribed in
black marker: “Lo fácil, ya lo
hice. Lo difícil, lo estoy ha-
ciendo, y lo imposible, me
tardaré, PERO, lo lograré.”
The easy, I’ve already done
it. The difficult, I am doing
it, and the impossible, it will
take me longer, BUT, I will
succeed. 

She added in the mar-

gins: “Yo puedo. Dios es
bueno. Dios me ama.” I can.
God is good. God loves me.

She began feeding scraps
from her meals to a family of
kittens born around the
time she was returned to Ti-
juana. She calls them her
therapy.

She found a job at a Japa-
nese restaurant near where
she lives.

She works long shifts six
days a week to distract her-
self. 

Her boss calls her “my
angel.”

Bárbara hopes that if she
is able to live in the United
States, she will be able to
open her own business
again. And that she’ll be able
to apply for her son to join
her.

She talks to him daily
over the phone and helps
him with homework.

Family members said the
distance is taking its toll on
the boy.

“Es mi futuro, mi vida,”
she said. He is my future, my
life.

Bullet holes
Bárbara worries about

Nicaragua, and the rest of
the people she left behind.
Government operatives still
come looking for her at the
homes of family members.

“Mi país, mi país,” she
says, her voice full of emo-
tion. My country, my coun-
try.

The government has
blamed all of the violence on
the protesters.

But the United Nations
High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights placed respon-
sibility on the government. A
scathing U.N. report docu-
mented repression and
abuse on behalf of the Nica-
raguan government during
the first four months of pro-
tests.

At least 300 people were
killed during that time, and
2,000 more were reported in-
jured.

As time passed, the Nica-
raguan government has
tried to eradicate most vis-
ible traces of the resistance.

But the signs of surveil-
lance and repression are
easy to read. 

There is a lack of trust,
the idea that a neighbor
could be watching, the
knowledge that the police al-
ready are.

Police stand in intersec-
tions and traffic circles hold-
ing AK-47s and other rifles.
Riot squads patrol in the
backs of Toyota HILUX
trucks.

Despite the govern-
ment’s pressure, Nicara-

guans have made an effort
on private property to pre-
serve the memory of what
was done to them.

At the Parroquia Jesus
de la Divina Misericordia, a
Catholic church in Man-
agua, bullet holes riddle the
sides of the chapel. A bar-
rage of gunfire spider-
webbed, and in some places
shattered, the chapel win-
dows when student pro-
testers took shelter there in
July 2018, six weeks after
Bárbara’s assault.

The tabernacle, a sacred
golden vessel that houses
the Eucharist in the chapel,
is also scarred from a round.

Susana López’s son Ger-
ald died at this church dur-
ing that attack.

Gerald, 20, studied tradi-
tional Nicaraguan dances
and was known for dancing
in the barricades during the
protests to keep morale up,
López said.

She has a video of his fi-
nal moments that someone
sent her. In it, a priest ad-
ministers last rites as Ger-
ald’s friend screams and
sobs over his body.

Families like López’s
came together to make a
temporary museum called
Museo de la Memoria Con-
tra la Impunidad, or Muse-
um of Memory Against Im-
punity, inside a private uni-
versity that was at the heart
of the protest.

When mothers of victims
come into the space, many
change into shirts with their
dead children’s faces embla-
zoned on them.

“It’s the only place
they’re allowed to grieve,”
said Emilia Yang Rappacci-
oli, director of the museum.

Exodus
Bárbara is one of an esti-

mated 88,000 Nicaraguans
who have fled the country
since April 2018 because of
its political crisis, according
to the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees.

Many, including promi-
nent journalists whose
headquarters were taken
over by the Ortega regime,
remain in exile. Others have
returned home.

Some who returned were
then imprisoned.

One man was forcibly
brought back from Costa
Rica, detained, beaten and
tortured, according to Carla

Sequeira, director of legal
services at the Comisión
Permanente de Derechos
Humanos, a human rights
organization in Managua.

Stories like his weigh on
Bárbara as she waits in
limbo.

Most of the exodus went
to Costa Rica, but some peo-
ple traveled north instead.

They followed well-worn
migrant paths and mixed in
with growing communities
of asylum seekers from
around the world in border
towns just south of the
United States.

Not everyone who comes
to the border is eligible for
asylum.

Some are economic mi-
grants. Some are fleeing vi-
olence. Some left their
homes because of the im-
pacts of climate change.
Some are on the move for a
combination of reasons.

Then there are those
whom the U.S. asylum sys-
tem was originally intended
to help.

Asylum systems were
born out of the Western
world’s failure to protect
Jewish migrants fleeing the
horrors of the Holocaust.

There are strict require-
ments for asylum. People
who are afraid to go back to
their home countries must
show that they have been or
are likely to be persecuted by
their government or by a
group that the government
cannot or will not control.

They also have to show
that their persecution is be-
cause of at least one of five
reasons: their race, nation-
ality, religion, political opin-
ion or membership in a so-
cial group such as the
LGBTQ community.

In recent decades, the
U.S. government has tried to
balance its humanitarian re-
sponsibilities with its long-
time goal of deterring un-
authorized immigration at
the southwestern border.

Though President Don-
ald Trump pushed for immi-
gration restrictions since
the early days of his cam-
paign, his administration
zeroed in on the asylum sys-
tem after two closely
watched caravans of Central
American migrants arrived
at the Tijuana-San Diego
border in 2018.

The Trump administra-
tion said that people who 

A bullet hole pierced a window of the chapel at a Catholic church in Managua,
Nicaragua, where student protesters took refuge in July 2018.

Bárbara inscribed on her refrigerator: “The easy, I’ve already done it. The diffi-
cult, I am doing it, and the impossible, it will take me longer, BUT, I will succeed.” 

Tamara Morazán, 33, shows a photo of her brother, Jonathan Eduardo Morazán Meza. He was one of the student protesters killed during the Mother’s Day March on
May 30, 2018, in Managua. It was during this protest that asylum-seeking Bárbara gave refuge to protesters in her shop.
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