Tartarukhos

By Aura Estrada 

The night was a great dark void. Celia looked out from her window seat in the second row of the bus. The sea beyond was a great emptiness. She closed her eyes and thought about the wooden boats, canoes really, now swaying over humble waves, dark too at this early hour; fishnets unfurling in the air, landing silently, and sinking; their captains, lonely fishermen, erased too. She imagined the towns laid out along the coast; Catemaco, Jicacal, Monte Pío, to the south. Alvarado, Tlacotlalpan, to the north. Their plazas and Zócalos covered in shadows. She thought about beaches at night; the stretch of camel colored sand that lined the ocean up to Oaxaca, dark and empty: swimmers packed and gone, fruit vendors silent and asleep, kids huddled in their mothers’ arms. 


She couldn’t see them but knew other passengers slept, cuddled in their seats, pushed far back to an almost horizontal position. The bus seemed sunk in a timeless space, driving lonely in the empty night. The driver’s cabinet was closed but a feeble, amber light filtered out from underneath a black plastic door, mixed with the scent of burning tobacco. Outside was hot and damp, but the AC was high and Celia wrapped herself in a blanket. She thought about the sea beyond, the sea that once, long, long ago, stretched all the way to the Sahara dessert, its gold sand dunes covered in these gray waters.  


The bus stopped. She descended its silver steps, narrow and a little rusted. The air was warm and sultry though a faint spring breeze, infected by the smell of sea and gasoline, soothed it, rendered it bearable, almost a night to be enjoyed—were it not for the off hour, 4.15am. As she stepped off the bus, both of her sneakers planted fully on the black cement floor, waxy and slippery with oil, a mix of exhaustion and expectation overcame her, then it disappeared and yielded to the acute certainty of having done something wrong—sadly, this was a certainty that traveled with her everyday. She tried to brush her uneasiness aside by closing her eyes and taking a deep, long breath but a tapping on her shoulder shook her out of her brief trance. She saw a short man, clad in a white cotton shirt and light blue jeans, and a grin in his face.

-Su maleta señorita, he says, stooping over, reaching far inside the bus’s hollow side, where the suitcases travel, and reappeared with Celia’s red duffel bag in his hands. He shut the door close. 

-Aquí la tiene. 

-Gracias, her Spanish dancing in her mouth.

She took her duffel bag, then riffled in her pocket for some coins, which she dropped in his pink, curled palm. He thanked her with a brief nod, turned around, and walked away into the darkness, his quick steps multiplied by a fading echo. 

