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To my family here and in Mexico




“The sacred is not in heaven or far away. It is all around us, and small human rituals can connect us to its presence. And of course, the greatest challenge (and gift) is to see the sacred in each other.”


–ALMA LUZ VILLANUEVA
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CHAPTER 1


Until she hears the bus driver swear, Camille isn’t worried. After all, it was only a minor accident. One minute they were chugging down a mountain switchback; the next, the tires lost their traction with the road. With little fanfare, the bus glided into the side of the mountain with a gentle thud.


Camille listens to the whine of the engine as the driver tries to back up the bus. The acrid fumes of diesel fuel seep in through the cracked windows, aggravating the headache she’s had since leaving the city.


“¡Pinche pedazo de mierda!” the driver curses, hitting the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.


She cracks a smile. Even with her limited Spanish, she understands that he just said goddamn piece of shit. But then she notices the veins pulsing in his neck. There are new rings of perspiration under his arms. Her smile fades.


She takes several deep breaths, trying to tamp down her rising anxiety. It doesn’t work. If the bus driver is nervous, then she should be too. She leans forward and cradles her head in her hands, listening to the rain pound the roof of the bus. What the hell is she even doing here? Why couldn’t she have left well enough alone and stayed home? Now she’s somewhere in the mountains of Mexico on a dilapidated bus the color of Pepto-Bismol—if Pepto-Bismol were blue instead of pink. And she’s stuck in the mud, to boot.


This is definitely not the Mexico she’s seen splashed across the glossy pages of her mother’s travel magazines. Here, there are no turquoise bays or white-sand beaches—no five-star hotels with infinity pools that disappear into the ocean. There is only the monsoonal rain, the buzz of mosquitoes, and the accordion music playing from the tinny speakers at the front of the bus.


And this humidity! The air is so thick with moisture Camille feels like a wet dishrag that needs wringing out. She sits up and rolls up her long red hair into a loose knot at the top of her head. Sweat slides from the nape of her neck and down her back.


Wearing shorts was another big mistake. Her legs are stuck to the plastic like someone has spilled maple syrup on the seat. Gritting her teeth, she focuses on the gaudy decal of the Virgin Mary glued to the center of the bus’s windshield. Her thighs sting with pain as she slowly peels her legs from the grimy plastic. The Virgin stares back at Camille, her half-closed eyes looking more than a little disappointed.


The tires spin in the mud. With a bang, the engine sputters and quits. The passengers all begin talking at once, their voices swelling like a crescendo. Camille can’t understand a word. After four years of high school Spanish classes, she assumed she’d at least be able to understand something. No such luck. Most of what she’s hearing isn’t even Spanish.


She wants to scream. Instead, she closes her eyes and hums the melody of her favorite Bach prelude.


She feels a light touch on her shoulder. Startled, she glances up to see that an indigenous woman has moved from across the aisle and taken the vacant seat next to her.


The woman begins to stroke Camille’s upper arm. “S’okay, s’okay, señorita,” the old woman says, nodding. Her smile resembles a yellowed piano keyboard missing most of its ivories.


Camille is so shocked that a complete stranger is touching her in such an intimate manner that her breath catches. Even her own mother has never touched her with such tenderness. Although the heat inside the bus is sweltering, she begins to shiver.


She has no idea how old the woman is—she could be seventy or even ninety. Her skin, the color of caramel with a touch of cinnamon, is creased with deep wrinkles. A white braid coils around the top of her head like a dollop of whipped cream. Her eyelids droop so low Camille wonders if she can even see through all the excess skin. Although the material of her white dress is stained and worn, the vibrant embroidered flowers and tassels have not faded with time. Attached to a thin leather string around her neck is a pendant adorned with three small silver crosses.


Considering the intimate caressing that’s going on, Camille decides she should at least introduce herself. She extends her hand and says in her best Spanish, “Mi nombre es Camille. ¿Y usted?”


The old woman giggles like a young girl and covers her mouth with surprisingly delicate fingers. She doesn’t shake Camille’s hand or even offer her name, but continues stroking her shoulder while chattering away like they’re old friends. Her singsong dialect is unfamiliar to Camille, but she recognizes two words: metropolitana and Americana, which the woman repeats several times. Her head bobs up and down with vigorous approval, as if Camille is the most exciting thing she’s seen since the Pope visited Mexico.


The woman starts massaging Camille’s forearm, then works her way down to her wrist and fingers. Before she can pull her hand away, the woman turns it over and draws her thumb across the hardened scar tissue that spreads across Camille’s right palm. She stares at the red lines crisscrossing Camille’s hand, then attempts to straighten her bent fingers. She squints up at Camille, a concerned look on her face, and tilts her head in a questioning manner.


Camille’s throat tightens. “It was an accident,” she lies, pulling her hand from the woman’s grasp. “Un accidente.”


The old woman gives her a look of such compassion that Camille’s eyes fill with tears. She fights the urge to crawl into the woman’s lap and cry.


A flash of blue light is followed by an immediate boom of thunder that violently shakes the bus. A child cries for his mother as the sky opens up again and rain pounds the roof. Without warning, the bus driver leaps up from his seat and hurries down the aisle, shouting at the passengers in rapid Spanish. Although Camille doesn’t understand him, everyone else does. They quickly rise and gather their belongings. Frightened, Camille follows suit. She lifts up her backpack and slings it over her shoulder.


The roar of the rain soon drowns out the nervous chatter of the passengers as they funnel into the aisle and head toward the emergency exit. The old woman says something in her dialect and motions for Camille to follow her. The aisle is packed with so many people that Camille must wait for it to clear.


“¡Rápido, rápido!” the bus driver yells from the back of the bus.


When Camille finally reaches the emergency exit, she places her backpack on the floor. Steadying herself, she prepares to step off the bus.


From below, a man reaches out and firmly grasps her hand. She can’t see his face, but she does notice how much lighter her skin is than his. With her other hand she quickly fumbles for her backpack, but before her fingers can grab onto the straps, the man yanks her off the bus.


The ground is slick; she loses her balance and falls facedown into the mud.


“Hey!” she shouts, getting up and spitting out a mouthful of earth. Her once-white clothes are now covered in a reddish-brown goo. She looks around for him, her fury rising. “You don’t have to be so rough!”


The next thing she knows, strong arms are grabbing her around her waist and dragging her down the road. A voice with a heavy Mexican accent yells, “RRRRUN!”


“What the hell?” She tries to twist away from him, but he only holds on tighter. Her sandals slip off her feet. “Let go of me, you jerk!” she shouts. “I have to get my backpack! It’s on the bus!”


“Shut up and RUN!” he shouts, forcing her down the road.


Mud squishes between her toes, and her eyes are so blinded by the rain that she can only see blurry streaks of color as she flails along. She trips over a rock and almost falls, but before she hits the ground, his hands reach around her waist and catch her. He hoists her up onto his back and carries her down the hill.


When they are a safe distance from the bus, he sets Camille down and disappears into the rain. She looks around for him but realizes she has no idea what he looks like—she never did see his face. She couldn’t pick him out of a crowd if she tried. The only part of him she’d recognize is his hand. And possibly his voice.


Camille wipes the mud from her eyes and sees that a group of passengers are staring up at the top of the road. She turns to look, and relief floods through her body. The bus is moving again! No doubt they’ll be back on their way in no time.


My backpack. Everything is in there: her passport, phone, credit cards, and a large amount of cash. She can’t risk losing it. She begins to hike back up the road, the rain stinging her face. Several passengers put out their arms to block her, but she moves around them.


A man calls out to her, “¡No, señorita! Mucho peligro!”


What danger is he talking about? She’s already soaked to the skin and completely covered in mud. What more could possibly happen to her? She keeps walking.


“Pinche Americana estúpida,” the man mutters under his breath as she moves away.


Irritated, she turns around. “Hey—I’m not stupid!” she protests, but before she can say more, a loud snapping noise draws her attention back to the top of the road.


The bus is still reversing, but now it’s moving at a faster speed. She’s incredulous. Who in their right mind would drive so recklessly in this kind of weather?


Then it dawns on her: no one is driving the bus. With a loud whoosh, the trees on the slope above the road begin to wave their branches back and forth. The crowd lets out a loud, collective gasp. Like a slow-motion scene from a Hollywood disaster movie, a massive wall of reddish-brown earth slides down off the mountain, carrying the bus straight toward them.


Screaming, the passengers scatter. Whether because she’s in shock or because her bare feet are now cemented into the thick mud, Camille is unable to move. She squeezes her eyes shut and waits to die.


Nothing happens.


She opens her eyes. The bus has shifted its direction. The mudflow is now pushing it away from her and toward the edge of the road. For a moment, sweet relief floods her body. She’s not going to die after all.


Her joy is short-lived, though. With a terrifying screech of scraping metal, the mudslide pushes the bus over the side of the road. It tumbles into the green abyss below, taking Camille’s backpack and every single one of her possessions along with it.
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CHAPTER 2


Whatever you do, Camille,” her mother had said, “make sure you don’t go wandering off alone while you’re down there.” She had finally accepted the fact she had failed to talk Camille out of traveling to Mexico by herself. Still, she’d said “down there” with a look of utter distaste on her face, as if she were talking about Skid Row or someone’s dirty underwear.


It was the night before Camille was to leave for Oaxaca. She was feeling frazzled because she still hadn’t finished packing for her trip. It certainly hadn’t helped that she had wasted almost three hours having a “quick” lunch with her mother. In her usual form, her mother had shown up thirty minutes late to the restaurant and then insisted on ordering two glasses of wine before she would even think of looking at the menu. Five minutes after sitting down, her mother had reached into a side pocket of her Louis Vuitton handbag and pulled out a handwritten list with all of the reasons Camille shouldn’t go to Oaxaca. Over the course of lunch, she’d proceeded to go over each point in great detail. By the time lunch was over, Camille had a migraine.


“Well, at least she’s out of my hair now,” Camille said aloud—and instantly regretted it, knowing she had just jinxed herself.


Sure enough, her cell phone began playing the haunting theme from Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, and MOM lit up her screen.


“Crap,” Camille said, adrenaline flooding through her like she’d just downed a triple espresso.


For a moment, she considered letting it ring. But she knew if she didn’t answer, her mother would show up anyway, bitching about how rude it was for Camille to ignore her calls. That she was such an ungrateful daughter, especially after everything she had done for her over the years. Camille had heard the speech so many times she could recite it verbatim.


Camille was not unappreciative of her mother’s help. She was well aware that living rent-free in the estate’s guesthouse was indeed a very sweet deal. After injuring her right hand during her senior year, Camille had dropped out of college. Her mother had insisted that she come back home to Santa Barbara to recuperate. When Camille balked, her mother had offered her the one-bedroom guesthouse so she’d have some privacy. Camille had agreed, thinking she’d be out of there and making it on her own within the year.


It had been fifteen years now, and Camille was still living in the guesthouse, still not making it on her own. And privacy? She didn’t know what that meant anymore.


The phone continued playing Bach. Camille considered turning off all the lights and hiding in the bathtub, but there was no point. Her mother knew she was there. She always knew.


She took a deep breath and slid her finger across the screen. “Hello, Mom.”


“Camille,” her mother rasped, “it’s your mother.”


“Yes, I realize that. That’s why I said, ‘Hello, Mom.’ What’s up?”


Her mother cleared her throat. “I want to come over and say goodbye to you one more time before you leave for Mexico.”


Camille clenched her jaw. A sharp pain shot up the back of her head. “Mom, we already said our goodbyes at lunch today. Please don’t come over now. I’m in the middle of packing.”


There was an uncomfortable silence. “Oh. Well, I just thought I could be of some help. If I’m going to be a bother, I’ll stay away.”


Camille’s shoulders tightened. “Mom, you’re not a bother. It’s just that with all I have to do, I’m a little overwhelmed.”


“Well, that’s because you always do things the hard way. Let me come over and help you get organized. If I do say so myself, I’m quite the expert at packing. And I have something for you to take on your trip that I forgot to give you. I’ll only stay for a bit.”


Camille wasn’t buying it. Her mother wanted to come over for a singular reason: to try one last time to talk her out of going to Oaxaca. Not that she hadn’t already spent three hours at lunch doing just that. Highlights from her mother’s list had included how dangerous it was for a single woman to travel alone in Mexico. How she would get dysentery from the water. That it was the beginning of monsoon season and there were sure to be terrible storms. Camille’s personal favorite was her mother’s insistence that because she was a fair-skinned redhead, she would be an easy target for those terrible “cartel people” who keep kidnapping attractive American women in exchange for huge ransoms.


“You watch yourself, Camille,” her mother had warned, signaling the waiter for a third glass of chardonnay. “It’s all over the news these days how Mexico is overrun with criminals. They’ll take one look at you and figure out you’re a rich American. Then they’ll hold you hostage until they get what they want. And guess who’s going to have to come up with the money to get you back? I am—that’s who.”


And then, as usual, her mother had brought up the fact that Camille hadn’t always made the best choices. Since her hand injury all those years ago, she had become accustomed to having others take care of her—primarily her mother.


Camille had no problem accepting that she’d made mistakes. Some very big mistakes. She was even willing to offer her mother one final shot at trying to talk her out of going to Mexico. In her heart, she knew she wouldn’t change her mind. She was going to Oaxaca, and that was that.


“Fine, Mom. Come over,” she told her, pinching the bridge of her nose to relieve the pressure that was building up behind her eyes. “But please make it quick. I’ve still got a lot to do before I go to bed.”


“I’m heading over right now,” her mother said, unable to hide the relief in her voice. “I’ll be there in two minutes.”


Closer to forty-five minutes later, her mother let herself in through the front door of the guesthouse. Camille could hear the purposeful tap-tap of her mother’s spectator pumps on the hardwood floor. Then she was standing in the doorway, surveying the chaos that had invaded Camille’s bedroom with a sharp eye.


Camille was kneeling on the floor, folding clothes and stacking them into piles on her bed. She knew she looked ridiculous; that was another reason she didn’t want her mother there. She was wearing cut-off jean shorts and a purple sports bra. The skin above her lip was swathed in a mustache of white bleaching cream. Her red hair was tied up into a lime-green bandana, lending credence to the term “carrot top.” Piles of brightly colored dresses, skirts, and blouses were fanned out across the bed like a crazy patchwork quilt. An oversize black backpack blocked the doorway.


Camille quickly got up and kicked the bag out of the way, sending an array of miniature toiletries skittering across the floor and under the bed. She dove after them. “Hey, Mom, how’s it going?” she asked, frantically groping under the bed for her travel-size shampoo bottles and mini toothpaste tubes. She stood up and brushed off her knees. “You look nice tonight.”


Her mother ignored the compliment. “Darling,” she said, standing so close that Camille could smell her Hermes cologne—as well as the fumes from the bottle of chardonnay she always drank at dinner. “What is that strange outfit you’re wearing?” Without waiting for an answer, her mother’s eyes darted around the room. “And this place is a mess. Why in God’s name are you packing so many clothes when you’re only going for one week?”


Her mother was wearing one of her standard linen suits, which today matched the exact gray-blue color of her eyes. Dozens of these tailor-made suits hang in her closet in a variety of muted colors—sage green, pale lavender, and mauve. Camille finds it remarkable that her mother is pushing seventy-five. Other than the slight wrinkles around her eyes, which look like the creased tissue paper you’d find at the bottom of an old gift box, she appears to be in her early sixties.


Her mother settled her gaze on the jumble of clothes covering Camille’s bed.


“Maybe if you actually went on a trip with me once in a while instead of spending all your time holed up in the guesthouse, you’d know what to take with you. I’m telling you—you’re completely overpacking. You should only be taking light cotton shirts, a couple of pairs of shorts, and maybe a skirt or two. You know, most tourists don’t realize how strong the Mexican sun is until it’s too late. The farther south you go, the hotter it gets. And isn’t Oaxaca close to Guatemala? I suspect that when it’s not raining the sun is going to be hotter than the blazes down there.”


An electrical surge of irritation sent tingles up Camille’s neck. Her headache pulsed in earnest. “Mom, you’re still not saying it right. It’s pronounced Wah-haw-kah, not Ox-sah-kah.”


Her mother sniffed. “Well, how was I supposed to know that?” She reached into a pile of thong underwear and attempted to fold them before realizing it was an impossible task. “Anyway, if I were you, Camille, I’d wear all white when you’re in Wah-haw-kah. That way, the sun will reflect away from your pale skin. And you don’t want to add any more freckles to that face of yours. You already have enough of them as it is.”


Camille turned her head away and rolled her eyes.


Her mother suddenly slapped her hand to her cheek, a purple thong still dangling from one finger. “Oh—silly me! I almost forgot. The reason I came here is because I have the perfect sun hat you can borrow. You know, the one with the wide brim that I wear in the garden? I’ll just run back to the house and get it for you.”


Camille had reached her tipping point. “Mom, please, just stop!” she said, snatching at the thong in her mother’s hand. It snapped like a rubber band, flew across the room, and landed behind the dresser. Like a petulant teenager, Camille stomped across the room to retrieve it. “I’m a thirty-seven-year-old woman, Mom. I don’t want your stupid sun hat. If I need one, I’ll buy it in Mexico. I believe they sell hats down there.”


Camille reached behind her dresser and pulled out the purple thong, now dangling enough strands of red hair and dust bunnies to make a hummingbird’s nest. “And you know what else, Mom?” She couldn’t keep the sarcastic tone from her voice. “I think I can figure out which clothes to bring to Mexico. In fact, I might even be capable of folding my own underwear.”


Her mother arched an eyebrow and tilted her head toward the dresser. “As capable as you are about cleaning down there?”


Camille threw up her arms and plopped down on the bed. “Okay, Mom.” She sighed. “I give up. Why are you really here? I know you didn’t come over just to give me an old straw hat, fold my underwear, or point out that I’m a slob. Besides, don’t you need to down at least one more glass of wine before bed? You’re hardly slurring your words yet.”


She knew she’d gone too far, but she no longer cared. She waited for the standard angry response, but her mother merely stood there, looking troubled.


“Camille,” she said, her voice subdued, “I know you believe you’re doing the right thing by traveling to Oaxaca to look for Graciela. But is it your job to do that? After all, she didn’t even have the courtesy to tell you she was leaving. I would have thought an eighteen-year-old would be mature enough to explain herself before taking off like that. I guess it just goes to show how ungrateful some people are. Obviously, Graciela hasn’t appreciated all of your hard work over the past ten years.”


She placed an awkward hand on Camille’s shoulder—her attempt at a gesture of support. “If you ask me, you’re better off without her.”


Camille quickly shrugged her off; the weight of her mother’s fingers seared her skin like she was sunburned.


Her mother’s hand fell limply to her side. “Look, darling, I understand that you’re fond of Graciela. I am too.” She paused for a moment, as if searching for the right words. She sat down on the bed next to Camille. “There’s something very important you need to understand. It’s not your place to save Graciela. You’re not her mother.” She sighed. “You’re just her piano teacher.”
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CHAPTER 3


Watching a wall of mud push her bus off the side of a cliff is far beyond what Camille’s mental capabilities can handle. All she can do is take deep breaths and try to convince herself that what she just saw was a heatstroke-induced hallucination.


At least she’s out of the pouring rain. As if by magic, an enormous blue plastic tarp has appeared out of nowhere. There’s enough room under it for her and most of the other passengers.


She is quite surprised by how resourceful these Oaxacan people are. Within minutes, they rigged up a tarp between two trees and positioned a tall branch in the middle like a pole so the water wouldn’t pool over their heads. It looks a bit crude but functions as well as any of the fancy canopies Camille’s mother rents for her fund-raiser parties back home. It’s a much more vibrant color too.


Camille suddenly has the urge to laugh. She imagines herself back home, standing under the tent at one of her mother’s summer music soirees. A string quartet is playing Mozart in the corner of the terrace as the guests wander through the garden, sipping Champagne. All perfectly normal, except that in her imagination Camille sees herself barefoot and covered from head to toe in gooey mud. The outline of her breasts shows through her T-shirt as the wealthy music patrons of Montecito stare at her with gaping mouths.


A low chuckle begins to bubble in the back of her throat. Before long, she is laughing so hard her stomach muscles hurt. She leans over and puts her hands on her knees, her laughter modulating into soft weeping. Soon, she’s sobbing uncontrollably into her mud-caked hands.


When the tears finally stop, Camille begins to hiccup. She wipes her nose with her forearm, smearing mud, now mixed with snot, across her face. The passengers stare at her like she’s lost her mind. She looks down at the ground, her face hot with embarrassment, as another round of tears begins to build up again. Someone taps her lightly on the shoulder.


“Excuse me, señorita,” a deep voice says. “Are you okay?”


Camille immediately recognizes the voice. It’s the guy who pulled her off the bus and threw her down in the mud. The one responsible for making her look like she’s been dipped in chocolate.


Forgetting her tears, she swivels around to give him a piece of her mind—but because the ground is still slick from the rain, her feet continue rotating in a circle. To stay upright, she swings her arms around like a spinning propeller, but she can’t keep her balance. Her feet fly out from under her body and she goes down hard into the gooey mud, this time on her backside.


Leaning over, the man places his hands firmly under her arms. With a loud squelch, he lifts her to her feet.


Furious, she shakes him off. “Who are you? And why is it every time you show up I end up covered in mud?”


He smiles mischievously. Camille has the urge to shove him down in the mud so he can have a taste of his own medicine. Turning toward the other passengers, he says something unintelligible. They put their hands to their mouths and shake with laughter.


It takes Camille a moment to realize that they’re laughing at her. What an ass. Who does this guy think he is? Sure, he’s good-looking, but to Camille there’s nothing worse than a guy who knows he’s attractive. In his mid-thirties, with high cheekbones, coffee-colored skin, and thick black hair, he’s probably used to women ogling him like he’s an Aztec god. Camille finds herself irritated by his easy confidence. Especially since she currently looks like some creature that’s just crawled out from the swamp.


She crosses her arms in front of her chest and glares at him. “What did you just say about me to those people?”


He presses his lips together, obviously suppressing his laughter.


Angrily, she stamps her foot, splattering mud onto the clothes of several passengers. They back away, clearly concerned with what the psycho Americana will do next. She points a muddy finger in his face. “Tell me what you said!”


He puts up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, señorita—calm down.” He extends his hand toward her. “First, let me welcome you to Oaxaca. My name is Alejandro Chimil.” Although he definitely has an accent, he speaks perfect English, which is a relief.


She ignores his hand. “Why are all those people laughing at me?”


“It’s nothing. They’re just laughing at an old saying we have around here: Otra vez la burra al maizal.”


Camille is dubious. “That’s not what you just said. I understand enough Spanish to know that you definitely said something else.”


He acts wounded. “But I did say that. I just said it in our Zapotec dialect. It translates into ‘Otra vez la burra al maizal.’”


In her head she attempts to translate the words from Spanish to English. “Again … the donkey … and something about corn? What the heck does that mean?”


He pauses for a second, like he’s debating whether or not to tell her. “Well, I guess it means, ‘The donkey is in the cornfield again,’ or something like that.”


The look of confusion on her face pushes him to explain it further.


“It’s what you would say when someone does the same thing over and over again and never learns. In English it translates to ‘Here we go again …’”


He’s referring to her falling into the mud a second time. “Oh, okay,” she says scornfully, “I get it. I’m the donkey, and it’s my fault that I fell in the mud when you yanked me off the bus? And it’s my fault you just snuck up behind me and caused me to fall down all over again?”


He looks confused. “What are you talking about? I didn’t sneak up on you. Look—what’s your name, señorita?”


Camille knows she looks ridiculous with the mask of mud smeared across her face, but she holds up her head higher in defiance. “My name is Camille Childs. And I don’t appreciate you making fun of me.”


He raises his eyebrows. “Well, I’m sorry I offended you, Camila.” He draws out the “l” in her name in a languorous manner. “But after what just happened with our bus, I thought some humor might make everyone feel a little better about our situation.” He gestures toward the passengers, who are still chuckling at her behind their hands. “Which, as you can see, it has.”


Camille dismisses him with a wave of her hand. “Whatever. Go ahead and make me the butt of your jokes. I don’t care anymore. But you can at least pronounce my name correctly. It’s Camille, not Camila.”


He narrows his eyes at her. “Oh, yes?” he says. “Well, Señorita Camila, sometimes you can’t always get what you want. You’re in Oaxaca now, and here we pronounce things the way we want to pronounce them.” He moves closer to her, takes a hold of one of her elbows, and places his arm next to hers.


“Look at this, Camila,” he whispers, his face so close to hers she can smell his aftershave. “Don’t you think it’s interesting that right now you and I are pretty much the same color?” He takes both of her hands in his, turns them over, and examines the undersides of her forearms with mock seriousness. Her bent fingers are visible through the mud, but he makes no mention of it.


He turns her arms over again and smiles. “You know what? You’re so dark right now that people are going to think you’re a redheaded Oaxacan. Too bad for you. I guess that means no special treatment for the white lady.”


He continues to hold on to her hands for a brief moment. Then, as if he’s become weary of her, he releases them and turns back toward the rest of the passengers.


He looks back over his shoulder at her. “You’re just like one of us now, Señorita Camila.” He lets out a light, staccato laugh. “Just keep falling in the mud, and you’ll have no problem fitting in around here.”
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CHAPTER 4


After an hour, the stormy toccata finally ends, and a tomblike stillness descends upon the mountains. The only sound is the gentle snap of the plastic tarp as it billows in the wind.


Camille has been sitting on the wet ground for so long that it takes her several attempts to get to her feet. When she finally stands up, her legs quiver like gelatin and her backside is numb. She peeks out from underneath the tarp and squints into the sunlight, her eyes stinging as if she’s just walked out of a dark theatre after an early matinee. Off to one side of the road, clusters of pine trees explode into a bright blue sky, their needles sparkling like tiny crystals in the sun. Breathing in the scent of the wet earth, she looks out at green rolling hills painted with delicate yellow polka dots. Because of the storm, she had no idea how high up they had traveled until now. The magnificence of the view takes her breath away.


Enticed by the warm sun, the passengers emerge from under the tarp. They mill about in small groups, speaking their strange-sounding dialect, while Camille stands off to one side, alone. The mud on her body has dried into a tight crust, like she’s wearing some sort of protective armor. She stretches out her arms and watches as miniature cracks appear in the mud. She begins to pick away at it piece by piece. She assumes everyone is either talking about their bus going over the side of the road or, more important, their rescue. After her heated exchange with Alejandro, she’s afraid to ask anyone for information; they probably think she’s just another pushy American used to getting what she wants. She wishes she could explain to them that the reason she’s traveled all this way is to save one of their own from ruining her life.


Within a half hour, it seems as if everyone is preparing to leave. Two men take down the tarp and fold it into equal squares like a bed-sheet. The passengers begin to form an uneven line along the road.


Camille, desperate to find out what’s going on, disregards her fear and walks over to the bus driver, who is busy explaining something in Spanish to the passengers. She puts up her hand to get his attention. When that doesn’t work, she loudly clears her throat.


“Perdón,” she says in simple Spanish. “Where are we going?” He backs away from her, likely worried she’s going to smear mud on him, and begins speaking rapid Spanish, pointing to the line of passengers as he talks.


She has no idea what he’s saying.


“I can’t understand you,” she says. “A little slower, please?”


He sighs. “Va-mos a cam-i-nar a un pueb-lito que es-tá muy cer-ca de acá,” he says, enunciating each syllable like Camille is hard of hearing. “Pro-bab-la-men-te nue-ve kil-o-me-tros.”


His voice is so loud she almost flinches, but at least she got the gist. We’re going to walk to a nearby town that is probably nine kilometers from here.


She does the math in her head. Wait a minute—nine kilometers? That’s over five miles! She looks down at her bare feet. How in the world is she supposed to walk five miles without shoes?


She suddenly senses a presence behind her. She turns around and looks down to see the old woman who sat next to her on the bus. The top of her head barely reaches Camille’s chest. She’s holding her arms behind her back and smiling like a little girl with a secret. She slowly brings her arms around to the front of her body, and in her hands dangle a pair of handmade leather sandals. They are light brown with bright red flowers painted on top. She says something in her dialect and holds them up toward Camille.


“Oh, no,” Camille says, backing away. “I couldn’t take your shoes.”


The old woman grins even wider, making her eyes disappear into the folds of her skin. She gestures again for Camille to take the sandals.


“No, really—I couldn’t—”


“Take the shoes!” a familiar voice calls out.


Alejandro.


He walks over to Camille and nods his head in the direction of the old woman. “Trust me on this one. If she’s offering you a pair of huaraches, take them. You don’t want to offend my tía Nifa.”


“Tía?” Camille says, surprised. “This lady is your aunt?”


“That’s what they tell me.” He takes the sandals from his aunt, leans over, and murmurs something in her ear before gently kissing her cheek. She giggles and slaps him playfully on the arm. He hands the sandals to Camille.


“I can’t wear these,” Camille whispers. “They’ll get ruined. My feet are already caked in mud, and if we’re walking somewhere, they’ll get even muddier. Doesn’t someone have an extra pair of flip-flops or something? I’d really hate to give these sandals back to your aunt if they’re covered in mud.”


He gives Camille a puzzled look. “Why would you give them back to her? They’re a gift. If my tía gives you a pair of shoes, she’s not going to ask for them back.” He points to the line of people starting to hike down the road. “Now hurry up and put them on. It’s time to leave, and we’ve got a long way to go.”
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After walking less than half a mile, they veer off the main road and head down a narrow trail. The rain has filled the holes in the path, and the small pools of water reflect the sky like dozens of hand mirrors. Camille’s matted hair stings her cheeks as it whips in the wind.


She is at the end of the line of passengers. Only Alejandro and his aunt walk behind her. She’s sure they’re frustrated by her slow pace, but the bottoms of the huaraches are slippery and the trail is becoming steeper. Camille is so afraid of slipping that she carefully measures each footstep, like an old woman without her cane.


Although the sandals fit her perfectly, the leather is stiff and the straps are digging into the skin above her heels. She reaches down to loosen the strap and feels the slight puffiness of newly formed blisters. She wishes she had a couple of Band-Aids.


“Camila,” Alejandro says from behind her.


She shoves her feet farther forward into the huaraches and tries to walk faster. “I know I’m holding you up. It’s just that my feet are killing me.”


“No, you’re fine. Stop for a second. My tía has something that will help you with your feet.”


Camille turns to see the old woman stooping down to pick something off a spiny, cactus-looking plant growing along the trail. She snaps off a piece, walks over to Camille, and squats down.


“What’s she doing?” Camille asks, feeling uncomfortable that the woman is touching her again, this time by holding on to one of her legs.


He looks down at her feet. “You’re getting blisters, right?”


She nods.


“She’s going to put some of the water from an aloe vera plant on the back of your heels. Don’t worry—it won’t hurt. It will take away the pain.”


“Are you sure it’s not poisonous or anything?” Camille asks. “I mean, I’ve heard of aloe vera before, but I’ve only seen it in a jar at the store. Is it safe? Does it need to be sterilized first?”


He laughs. “You Americans are locos—always thinking you have to boil everything. Where do you think aloe comes from in the first place?” He crouches down and takes a plastic bottle of water and a white T-shirt out of his backpack. “What you buy in the store doesn’t have much aloe in it anyway. This is the real thing, and it works.”


Camille balances on one leg, and the old woman pulls the straps down from the huaraches, carefully inspecting her blisters. Alejandro unscrews the cap from the water and hands the bottle to his aunt, who pours some of the contents over the back of Camille’s foot, gently washing away the mud. She uses the corner of her white cotton shawl to dry Camille’s heel. Then she squeezes the liquid from the cactus onto the blister, and—to Camille’s surprise—the throbbing pain instantly vanishes. She repeats the process on Camille’s other foot.


In the meantime, Alejandro is ripping up his T-shirt it into several long strips.


“Are you tearing up your shirt for me?” Camille asks. “You don’t have to do that. Really, I’ll be fine.”


He hands the pieces of cloth to his aunt, who deftly wraps them around Camille’s heels and the bottoms of her feet. “It’s only a shirt,” he says, “and you’re no good to me if you can’t walk.” He smiles playfully. “Besides, I think I’ve already carried you enough for one day. My poor back is killing me.”


Camille is instantly irritated. “Well, I’m sorry I’ve caused you so much trouble.” She shoves the huaraches back onto her mummified feet. “I wouldn’t dream of letting you help me again. If I have to, I’ll crawl.”


“Now that would be something to see,” he says, laughing. He helps his aunt to her feet. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I have enough T-shirts to wrap up both your hands and your knees. I guess you’re just going to have to walk to San Mateo like the rest of us.”


“San Mateo?” Camille says, suddenly worried. “But I need to get to a town called Yalálag.”


“You’ll get there soon enough. And just so you know, you’re not saying it correctly. You don’t say the g at the end of Yalálag. It’s pronounced ‘Yalála.’”


“Whatever,” she says, her tone sullen. “What does it matter?”


“It matters to me,” he says, his brown eyes growing intense. “You know, Camila, you might want to be careful with what you say around here. You don’t want people to get the wrong idea about you. You don’t want them to think you’re just another privileged white person who doesn’t appreciate our culture.” He takes his aunt’s arm and begins to walk away from her.


How rude. Camille glares at the back of his head, deciding that she could easily learn to hate this guy.
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CHAPTER 5


Dusk has laid claim to the day. The passengers’ shadows are no match for the expanding darkness. In the distance, the village of San Mateo twinkles like someone has wound a strand of miniature white lights around the mountaintop. From the little Camille has been able to understand, it’s not safe to continue on in the darkness. They will be sleeping here tonight.


It looks like they’re on some sort of small ranch. This is confirmed when Camille catches the scent of animal manure in the breeze. The only buildings she sees are several small adobe houses and a large barn-like structure. The metal roof is so oxidized it seems possible that it could disintegrate into a powdery rust at any moment.


As they approach the barn, the smell of wood smoke is heavy in the air. It reminds Camille of the one and only time she went camping.


As a young girl, she had few friends. Her classmates mistook her shyness for snobbery and mostly avoided her. So when a girl who had just moved to town asked Camille to go on a family camping trip in the mountains above Santa Barbara, Camille was ecstatic. She begged her mother to let her go.


“Absolutely not,” her mother said firmly. “Camping is much too dangerous. You could hurt your fingers. Besides, we have tickets to hear the Chatham Quintet this Saturday at the Lobero. They’re playing the Brahms F Minor. And isn’t that one of your favorites? It’s much too late for me to find someone else to go with. The answer is no.”


Although Camille loved playing the piano, it was tedious attending concerts with her mother. She was ten years old, for god’s sake. She didn’t want to listen to Brahms. She wanted to go camping. For three days, she pleaded with her mother to let her go, crying until her eyes were swollen. When her mother still wouldn’t relent, Camille tried the silent treatment. Nothing.


Finally, she came up with a foolproof plan. She threatened to purposely hurt her fingers if her mother wouldn’t let her go.


Her mother narrowed her eyes at Camille. “What do you mean, you’ll hurt your fingers?”


Camille stuck out her lower lip. “I’ll slam them in the car door or smash them with a hammer or something.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” her mother said, frowning. “You’ll do no such thing.”


Camille knew she wouldn’t hurt herself on purpose, but her mother didn’t, and now she’d planted the seed in her mind. She didn’t know why she hadn’t come up with the idea sooner. It worked like a charm. Within the hour, her mother had relented. But on one condition: Camille had to promise that she would never do anything to injure her fingers on purpose.


“There will be no playing with rope or sharp sticks,” her mother warned. “Stay away from poison oak, and absolutely no roasting marshmallows with a coat hanger. Have someone else do it for you. It would be disastrous if you hurt your fingers.”


Camille happily agreed to her conditions. Off she went, her backpack stuffed with sunscreen, bug repellent, and heavy nylon gloves.


Her mother needn’t have worried. Camille ended up hating the entire experience—the sunburn, the charred hot dogs, the smell of the musty sleeping bag. The residue from the slimy creek water on her body made her skin crawl. After a day and a half, Camille—her hair and clothes reeking of smoke—sneaked off to the campground store. Using the old pay phone on the wall, she called her mother to come get her.


Within an hour, her mother arrived sporting a smug smile. The minute Camille got home, she took a long, hot bath. Her wet hair still dripping down her back, she sat down at the piano and practiced a Beethoven sonata for three hours.


The scent of smoke is overtaken by the delicious smell of cooking food. Camille’s mouth begins to water.


She’s about to ask Alejandro if he knows if the food is meant for them, but she hesitates. She’s been intentionally ignoring him all afternoon—ever since he made that snide remark about her being a privileged white person. On several occasions he tried to initiate a conversation with her, even giving her one of his water bottles to drink. She took the water but didn’t bother to thank him. She now realizes that her behavior was not in her best interest, as Alejandro is the only person around who speaks any English. She decides to suck it up and just ask him.


“Excuse me, Alejandro,” she says as politely as she can, “but do you know if we’re going to be eating any time soon?”


He turns around to face her. “Oh, so the American girl has finally decided to talk to me again.”


Camille ignores the edge in his voice. “Well, it’s just that I smell something delicious cooking. I was wondering if it was meant for us.”


He doesn’t even try to hide his irritation. “Who do you think it’s for?” His tone is curt. “A couple of the men hiked out earlier and told the people here what happened with the bus. They knew we wouldn’t make it to San Mateo before dark, so they’ve prepared food for us. We’re going to sleep here tonight. Tomorrow morning we can walk into town and find a ride to Yalálag.”


Camille is so overcome with relief she forgets she’s mad at Alejandro. “Thank god. I’m so exhausted. What a day this has been! First, I almost get swept off a mountainside; then I lose all my money, my passport, and my phone. And for most of the day I’ve been covered from head to toe in this disgusting mud.” She holds her arms out so he can get a good look at how dirty she is. “My feet are killing me, my face is fried, and I haven’t had anything to eat since early this morning. I swear, I’m about to starve to death.”


He glares at her. “Starve to death?” he says. “You’re kidding, right?” He turns and stalks off toward the barn, but he only makes it a few steps before stopping abruptly and coming back to her, looking furious. “You know what? It continually amazes me how you white people think only about yourselves. All you do is complain about how hard everything is. You think the rest of the world is here to serve only you. Do you think these people here on this ranchería have extra food to give us? Of course they don’t. They’re poor people. Probably some of the poorest in the world! But they’re offering to feed us and give us a place to sleep because we need their help.”


Camille stands in silence, completely taken aback by Alejandro’s reprimand.


He runs his hand through his hair, his voice growing more agitated with each word. “You think you know what it’s like to be really hungry? Of course not. You’re a rich white person who’s had everything handed to you your whole life. But I know what it’s like. I know because there have been times in my life when I’ve really been close to starving.”


“I’m sorry,” Camille sputters, “I didn’t know—”


“That’s exactly right—you don’t know anything about it. You have no idea what I went through when I was young. Or what most of the people around here have been through in their lives. Starving is when your mother leaves you in charge of six kids for two weeks without any money to feed them. It’s when you have to go out in the middle of the night to steal dried up tortillas from the neighbor’s pig trough. When you have to break off the parts with the mold so the kids have something to eat in the morning. So I’d really appreciate it, Camila, if you wouldn’t claim you’re starving to death.”


“It’s just an expression,” Camille says meekly. “I didn’t mean that I was actually starving.” She knows he’s right. Physical hunger isn’t something she’s ever dealt with. But that doesn’t mean she hasn’t experienced suffering. She squeezes her right hand—a constant reminder of what she’s lost—into a fist. She’s felt Alejandro’s pain, just in a different way.


A numbing weariness washes over her. “Okay.” She sighs. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that. And I’m sorry. It’s just that today has been really difficult for me.”


She pauses, waiting for Alejandro to accept her apology. He says nothing.


She tries again. “It’s just that I’m completely out of my comfort zone right now. I’m so alone here. I can’t speak the language, and I don’t know your customs. I realize now that coming here to Oaxaca was a huge mistake.” She rambles on, unable to stop. “I should’ve listened to my mother and never come here in the first place. I mean, what was I thinking? How in the world I thought that I would be able to … that … I could … actually …”


The words get stuck in her mouth. Her heart begins to race, and a watery blackness seeps into the corners of her eyes. Then she floats off into the empty darkness.


A muffled voice echoes at her like it’s coming through a long tunnel. Someone is lightly patting her face.


“Camila,” a deep voice says, “can you hear me? Are you all right?”


She blinks several times and looks up at a circle of concerned faces. What am I doing on the ground?


She sits up, her head spinning. “I’m okay.” She tries to stand.


Alejandro puts his hands on her shoulders and pushes her back down. “No you don’t,” he says, his face inches from hers. “You’re not going anywhere. You just passed out. Sit right there and don’t move.”


Someone tucks a scratchy blanket around Camille’s legs. With the pressure of Alejandro’s firm hands on her shoulders, her trembling eases. He is watching her closely, but now he looks worried instead of angry.


She takes a deep breath. “Alejandro, what I said before? Well, I’m really sorry. When I’m anxious I have this habit of exaggerating things. The truth is, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me today.”


“Shhh,” he says. “I’m sorry too. Today has been rough on all of us. I shouldn’t have taken my frustration out on you. Are you sure you’re okay?”
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