Matthew Waller

The Blockade

Today was supposed to be finished. Sunlight had abandoned Bolivia’s skies hours ago, but Xavier could still feel heat radiating from the black asphalt beneath him. His chaco had finished burning a week ago, but smoke still watered his eyes, still lingered in his nostrils. The homesteader's wife slept under their land's thatch-roofed shed, but Xavier walked alone to the road blockade at San Julian. 

Everything around him was black. The only light came from a distant glow: flaming barrels and fluorescent lights far ahead on the road. Xavier couldn't even make out the cyclist that whisked passed him. He only heard the whirr of the wheels.

The bicycler's silloutte shifted, apparently to look back. "Been a long time since I’ve seen you," it said. "You still live here?" 

Xavier forced a smile. "I still have a lot of work to do at the chaco. Every thing has burned. We're ready for rains, to plant, but – " 

The peddler's shadow was far from earshot, but Xavier finished his sentence anyway, "But they say it's my turn to guard." 

 

Several minutes of silence with a blank mind, and now the lights were closer. Bottle caps embedded in the asphalt glistened under the lights, and a soft wind rustled hundreds of plastic bags, half-buried in the roadside dirt. Xavier could hear their fluttering, like the hushed applause of spirits, between a base speaker's alternating thuds. Some kumbia song, its melody, if it had one, lost in the tired speaker's crackling.

 Soon he was passing cars. The line of vehicles stretched, by his judgment, about a kilometer before reaching the first buildings. Xavier walked quietly. He didn’t want to wake the sleepers in their taxis and micros. He feared their hatred, although he knew he shouldn’t. Why would they hate him? They didn’t know where he was going. They couldn’t know he would keep them waiting at the blockade.

Xavier stared vacantly at the machines he passed: a four-seated taxi crammed with 10 people and a woman's chickens, which were asleep like everything else; another taxi, only eight people, all dormant except for the little Mennonite boy beside his mother, his curious blue eyes were open wide; a Landcruiser with two Russian Orthodox farmers in the front; a micro bus, one or two passengers shifting to find a more comfortable position; a rusty brick truck, its driver sleeping beneath the vehicle in a hammock tied to the axle; another truck made to carry sand or cows or bricks or grain or people. 

Xavier wanted that truck, wanted to rent it to transport his crops. He would have to wait until the blockade ended. Not too late though. If need be, he could take a taxi to his property and use the chaco's back roads to bypass the parro. Taking several trips to move everything would be expensive, but he couldn't afford to lose his crop to another parro.

He heard noise ahead, and the music grew deafening. Fewer passengers and drivers slept. Only half the people on the next micro kept their eyes closed. Two in the jeep ahead, both gringos, stared dazed in the direction of the sound. Only the truckers and micro drivers slept. They were too accustomed to these blockades to be kept awake. 

Xavier passed two locked hardware stores and a few other brick buildings with dark, barred windows. A kiosk was closed, but the bar beside it was open. Xavier's eyes found a television screen inside, and for a few moments he watched a bearded man in a cowboy hat kick three men at once. Another TV - too small to see what was on - played in the pool hall opposite the bar. Laughter from the buildings nearly drew Xavier out of his sulk, but he passed the bar and he passed the pool hall as he passed everything else: torn from his rest, his wife and his land to stand at a blockade full of people who hated him. His mood could not lighten. 

And he was hungry. Smells of grilled chicken and fresh bread, of boiled corn: they did nothing to quell his appetite. The doñitas weren't going to waste a chance like this to make money. They had a captive market that would only get hungrier as the night progressed. Women and children paced among the cars with their baskets of food, baskets that steamed every time their cloth came off for a customer. Each sale sharpened Xavier's pain. He had food at the shed, where his wife slept, but he didn’t have money. Maybe he could get chicha. It was usually at the blockade. The two men laughing, stumbling and crying twelve cars ahead must've gotten it from somewhere, and they must've gotten a lot of it. 

The stumbling drunkards walked toward him, but they were too far away to distinguish their faces, and it didn’t help that a taxi driver had jumped out in front of them. He couldn’t recognize their voices either, and it didn’t help that the taxi driver’s words, like loud, low growls, drowned out their laughs and quips. Xavier watched the driver fling his arms toward the drunkards and stomp. Both whined after the driver’s violent threat, and when he stepped back to his taxi, motioning for them to follow, they bolted away from him.

Now they were a dozen meters closer to Xavier, and he knew who they were. 

They had to have gotten chicha free somewhere. The Quispe brothers didn't have a quinto between the two of them. They were about as poor as he was.

He called to them as they approached. "Why so far from the blockade? Do you walk to stretch?"

The younger brother, the tall one, grinned like a gargoyle. The chicha skewered his face. "No," he said, "We're done for tonight."

Xavier tilted his head toward them and frowned, first from suspicion and then from worry when he saw the older brother's plastered smile. The brother's next words turned his worry into base fear.

"They're calling."

The homesteader flew past the brothers, past their rotting breath, past a truck, past a micro with everyone awake, a gas truck, two taxis, a third, a pickup; lights on either side blurred as his pace quickened. The road blockade was his goal, and he had to reach it before they called his name, reach the burning barrels before they – 

And the lights disappeared, engulfed by a mass of darkness a few feet in front of him. Xavier barely stopped in time to avoid collision. His mind took a few seconds to realize it was the taxi driver who had harassed the Quispe brothers. Xavier's Spanish and Quechua spewed out incomprehensibly together while trying to say he was sorry, and that the brutes were drunk and that they were bad and wrong.

"I need to go. Please let pass, let me pass," was the only clear sentence he could manage.

The driver shook his head at the verbal jumble, and his voice exploded, "Let her pass!" 

And then something Xavier didn't expect.

"Please ... please," the driver said

Xavier studied his face. All he had seen was a burly man a head taller than himself and a furrowed brow, yet he saw anguished in it now and not angered. The driver’s features were tense and his eyes moist. The big man’s shirt smelled sour, of grease and sweat, and it reeked from an arm's length away.

He pointed to his car and the passenger window of the backseat. "She's dying."

Xavier stepped back. He put his trembling hands behind his back and lifted his chin a bit. He stepped toward the car, but fear shook his step. He was surely late to take his watch at the blockade.

"She has typhoid. And the government clinic is out of medicine. The clinic at el Fortín in Los Troncos could have medicine and a doctor as well."

Xavier saw the driver's pitiful gaze reflected in the window before he saw what was behind the window: an old woman, her gaunt frame laid out over the backseat and her light-gray hair half covered a pillow. The hair was gray but she was not a gringa. Sweat on her thin face and high forehead glimmered slightly from the fluorescent lights outside. She drew breaths as though sedated. Xavier faintly heard her wheezing as each breath struggled to enter and exit her lungs. Her stomach gently rose and fell. And her eyes glazed over, half-open, like she was looking inside herself to keep breathing, to stay alive.

"She got this town started," the big man said. "No one wanted to help washed out farmers, us collas from the highlands, brother. Doña Jimena was here though. She got the land from the government. She's the one who got transport to move people from where the river changed course and flooded. She's lived here since then, and that was 40 years ago."

The big man grabbed Xavier to turn him around. His fingernails dug into Xavier's shoulder as he spoke. "I know you're going to the blockade. Don't let her die here," he said. "Please let her live."


The Quechua farmer stared straight back. His shake was gone. He clasped the big man's shoulder and said, "I will not let her die. I'll tell everyone guarding with me that she must pass. And I'll come back. Wait for me."

He stepped back until the big man loosened his grip and lightened his eyes. Xavier nodded at him, turned and started running again.

He was at his full speed now with more reason to reach to the blockade than fear.

But it was fear that overwhelmed his pace and soul again when he heard his name called.

"Xavier Mamani!"

He ran with numb legs.

"Xavier Mamani!"

He couldn't find enough breath to shout his name, only enough to gasp inaudibly to the men circled in the distance.

"He's over that way!" someone shrieked.

The group looked at Xavier and looked away. Other names were called soon after.

The same shrill voice that announced him to the circle sounded again. "You can slow down."

It was Celia, his neighbor's wife from three fields over. She had called out his name for the roll call, as though by a miracle.

Her face, half lit by fire light, looked like dry leather. Xavier wanted to ignore the warm empanadas and cuñapes in her basket.

She had her pitiful eyes cast at a potential customer on a bus, and a morose whine helped her face radiate sorrow.

"Please, sir, don't be bad. Please buy. Buy a little food from me. Please sir."

Xavier did his best to walk by her quickly, with his head sunk low between his shoulders. He knew he was indebted to her now, and she knew it better than he.

"Xavier Mamani!" she yelled out to him from a few feet away. "You owe me!"

He turned toward her and saw the same brash scowl she used two weeks ago when calling the people in the market place to pin down a petty thief. Xavier heard it took less than three minutes for the teenager to burn away under the gasoline.

"You need to fix my roof. Julio won't do it."

That was all. She returned to the bus.

"Please sir. It's warm and fresh. Please."

Her sales calls faded as he walked away, and finally he stepped over the logs, bushes and spikes that marked the blockade's core, looking for someone to talk to about the woman.

He saw several men sleeping on a bench, and a handheld radio blared beside them. The drool on their faces sparkled a bit from the light one of the burning barrels surrounding the area. A man on the radio said:

"... all for our protection! Hold the parro, and the people win. Fail to hold the parro, and the government will win. Fail to hold the parro, and the oppressors will triumph! Joining as a community, we will secure all liberties that they owe us from our rights, because we are free, because humanistic liberalism frees us from the government’s seeds of greed, from all who ..."

Xavier's looked again at the sleepers, and, unconsciously, he mumbled. "At least they rest."

"And we will too," said a voice from behind. "Once our duty is done. Want chicha?"

Xavier almost knocked the cup from Ronaldo’s extended hand when he reached out to grab it. He put the steaming cup of fermented corn to his lips. Half of it gone in one gulp. 

Xavier looked squarely at Ronaldo. “There is a woman with typhoid, and she must pass through to Los Troncos. Her driver –”

Ronaldo grabbed Xavier and pulled him away from the burning barrels before he could say anything more. He spoke to Xavier in the shadows.

"Do you want the syndicate to ban you? Do not say that loudly unless you are particularly excited about your crops rotting and your family’s suffering from the community’s shunning. You’ll be like Gabriel, and all he wanted to do was show a driver how to take back roads through his own field to save his crops. They're serious this time," Ronaldo said.

“This is a serious,” Xavier said. “It is typhoid. She won’t last till morning. And I gave my word to the driver of her taxi.”

Ronaldo jerked back. “You shouldn’t have done that. How do you know the driver wasn’t lying?”

“I saw the woman, and I have seen the sickness before. I saw it in Ramiro’s daughter before she died, and in Ignacio’s mother before she died, and, I’ve … I have see it enough to know.”

A young man stepped out into the light of the flame; his leather jacket gleamed in the fire light. "Who wants to let someone pass?" He flung his fist at the darkness. "No one gets through!"

Xavier's eyes followed the young man – he looked like Agrevios' son, Chivo – and he kept listening to Ronaldo.

"Chivo's welder broke today, so he's been out here listening to the radio all afternoon and all evening. And he's young. If he's mad enough, he'll fight hard to get you out of the syndicate if you try breaking the blockade."

"Mamani, was that you?" Chivo glared at Xavier once he located Ronaldo's voice.

"It was a joke," Ronaldo said.

"You're the jokester," Chivo said. "My father says a Mamani can’t tell jokes. Or what do you say, Mamani? Is the syndicate a joke? Are your people a joke? Are our rights a joke?"

“There is a woman with typhoid, Chivo,” Xavier said.

Chivo’s face did not soften, and his fists did not unclench. “Was she there when Ignacio’s mother had typhoid? Has she been with us during the harvest? You owe me for the hoe I repaired, and I’m in your debt for the grain. This woman, what do we owe her? She’s not in our syndicate, and she is not our people.”

“She got us our land. She is Doña Jimena. We owe her everything.”

Chivo respond more quickly. “If she wanted to be with us, she would be part of the syndicate. She has abandoned us! And now if we let her through, all will go through. And we will lose. Do you care about your people? Tell me again, do you think our people are a joke?”


Xavier looked back at Chivo. "It's not a joke," he said. His voice was grave, half from shame and half from disgust that this youth without a family to care for had scolded him.

"She must pass!"

It was the driver; he stormed impatiently to the blockade and walking over the branches and spikes. A few from the syndicate scuffled with him to prevent his going further, but the taxista shouted curses at them and pointed to Xavier.

"Get off me," the driver said. "This one said we could pass."

He pointed to Xavier, and the accused felt all of San Julian glaring at him and hating him. Ronaldo stepped back from his neighbor, a little closer to one of the fires fire. Celia turned away from a customer offering her money. Two sleepers woke and looked dazed at Xavier, whether from sleep, chicha, or disbelief. Chivo stood upright and nearly gasped. A few drivers on either side leaned out of their car windows to discover the cause of commotion, and another looked out from the pool hall with the same purpose.

Xavier Mamani saw the driver’s eyes through the smoke and dust. Xavier looked to the ground.

 

The fields had burned. The planting would start; then rains would come. The harvest would come. Sunlight pouring through tall stocks of soy plant and the community there to help. Renting machinery and shifting through soybeans, syndicate members together. Loading the soy onto trucks, and laughing at Ronaldo’s bad jokes on the way to buyers. Xavier could not lose that. His wife was asleep. Resting at their home.

The community could not keep face if that woman were allowed to break through the parro. Xavier could see his neighbors and their fields, and Ramiro’s daughter when she was alive, and Ignacio’s mother. Memories of San Julian drowned out the sound of the woman's breathing in his mind, as it had almost been lost in the kumbia music and crackling barrels of fire.

 

Xavier lifted his eyes. "No," he said. "I did not say that."

The driver erupted into a furor. He howled curses at Xavier and Chivo and at everyone pushing him away. He didn’t struggle long. He ran back to his taxi. 

Ronaldo sat down beside Xavier, who had sat beside by the radio. He turned it down before speaking. "You could not have done anything Xavier. You did what was right.” Xavier looked carefully at Ronaldo’s downward face but saw no expression. His neighbor continued. "You did what was right. He would have never passed. You are one. No one can stand alone. You did what was right.” Still a blank face.

Xavier lifted the rest of his chicha to his lips and drank. It was colder now. He thought about what Ronaldo said while he sipped, and he though long after his drink was gone. He let arguments for and against his lying rise and fall in his mind, like shallow breaths. They rose and fell throughout the night, even after the music stopped, after the vendors were too tired to continue and after Doña Jimena drew her last breath of smoke and dust.

 

When daylight returned, the syndicate started calling out names again. Xavier took a different route home, so he didn’t hear the taxista's quiet sobbing when he left San Julian.

