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for Mom and Dad who always put us first




I tell you this


to break your heart,


by which I mean only


that it break open and never close again


to the rest of the world.


Mary Oliver


Darkness cannot drive out darkness,


only light can do that.


Hate cannot drive out hate,


only love can do that.


Martin Luther King, Jr.




Foreword


by Alma Luz Villanueva


When I was first contacted by Debra Thomas to perhaps read through, with commentary, her novel Luz, having to do with the immigrant experience (Mexico, Central America), those crossing the border to the United States, risking their lives, many dying, that dangerous crossing—I was hesitant. Debra is not a Latina. And so, I replied that I needed to know more about the impetus to write a novel with these immigrant themes—her concerns, the whys of the desire to write this novel. Debra responded fully in a passionate email, which is now in an Author’s Note at the end of the novel. When I read that she’s worked with immigrant communities in Southern California for decades, is an immigrant rights activist, has toured with Amnesty International to the US/Mexico border (speaking to people both sides of the border, including Border Patrol agents), and left jugs of water—the Blue Flags Water Station Project in the Imperial Valley Desert—for immigrants who would otherwise die of thirst and heat, and thousands do, I agreed to read this novel. And I’m so glad I did. This novel and all of the characters continue to resonate within me.


Of course, I was struck, first of all, that her main character is Alma; her daughter Luz. I laughed out loud, as I’m Alma Luz. Then the opening of the novel with Alma and Luz leads to Recuerdo . . . (“Memory”), and from then on, I was carried like a soft wind, then a strong wind, to a stronger wind, to a tornado wind. The final crossing into the States, a brutal attack (which I had to put down a few times in order to read it through)—millions of immigrants experience this brutality daily, globally. I told myself, keep reading. As it is with every scene, chapter, dialogue, each character—it was absolutely necessary.


The love story of Alma and Manuel is a very tender central theme. Of course, the most driving central theme, what forces Alma and Rosa, her sister, to leave Oaxaca, Mexico, is their father’s disappearance in el norte. He always returned after working the farming seasons, but not this time. He told stories of the courageous farm worker leader Dolores Huerta to Alma, igniting her imagination. Part of Alma’s quest is to find Dolores Huerta once she’s in el norte. She does find Huerta at last, after a journey that would have killed most of us. With Dolores is news that leads back to that tenderness.


This is a novel of great tenderness and great brutality. Debra is right inside of her characters’ minds, bodies, spirits, and souls, and she doesn’t spare the reader either tenderness or brutality. This is crucial for these characters/people/immigrants, for their stories, their lives, to be passed on in an authentic human voice. The voice/voices are nailed to the page, speaking, truly, for millions of the life/death immigrant experience worldwide—the Mexican, Central American, this Turtle Island continent, as well as all of the Turtle Island continents globally.


Debra’s novel is focused on these so alive Mexican, Central American characters. You will be immediately drawn into their lives as I was. You will journey with them and laugh at the light moments, sigh with the tenderness, recoil with the brutality. You will witness, via this novel, Martin Luther King’s words (that Debra quotes in the opening): “Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that.” You will experience Dar a Luz . . . to give birth, to give to the light. Believe me.


Alma Luz Villanueva
San Miguel de Allende, México
We are one humanity
April 7, 2019


Alma Luz Villanueva is the author of four novels, most recently Song of the Golden Scorpion. Her The Ultraviolet Sky received the American Book Award.





Prologue:


Los Angeles: 2015


“You don’t know anything!” my daughter Luz shouts, stamping her foot in defiance. At fourteen, she thinks she knows everything. Yesterday it was about a boy who is old enough to drive a car—a car that she will never ride in unless he is willing to wait until she is eighteen. Today her anger is fueled by yesterday’s argument as she tells me that I know nothing about the Central American children who are fleeing poverty and crime and have been detained at the Texas border. If she only knew what I do know—but I can’t tell her. Not everything.


We had been watching the news when the screen filled suddenly with young brown faces and a headline “The Kids Are Back,” referring to the previous year’s migrant children desperate to cross the border and those newly arrived. Despite the government’s attempts to handle the crisis, children were still coming. I wanted to take them all in my arms. Those with eyes full of fear and worry were clinging to each other, but there were others seated slightly apart, some with sagging shoulders and empty eyes, and one with arms crossed, chin lifted and a cold piercing gaze. I had seen these eyes before. All of them. I had whispered softly, mostly to myself, “God bless you, pobrecitos, perhaps you should have stayed home,” when my daughter jumped up from her chair and exploded with her “You don’t know anything!” remark, followed by, “Just because you crossed the border a long time ago, you think you know what’s happening today?”


She is standing above me, hands on her hips, leaning forward. Gone is the gentle face of my sister Rosa whom Luz resembles in her sleep. In its place are my stubborn squint and firm pressed lips. As always, I search for traces of Manuel, but right now I see mostly my younger, angry self, as Luz continues with her lecture on my ignorance. “Many of them are just little kids; you were older. They have no one to help them like you did. Some have no parents anywhere; you had a mamá back home. Some are trying to get to a parent who is working in the United States, not missing like your papá, but actually there. This is not like you at all. They can’t just ‘stay home.’” She flips back her long, thick hair and lets out an exasperated sigh. My Adelita warrior!


A long time ago? Not so long, though to her it is a lifetime—I was just a couple of years older than Luz when I made my journey, and then she was born. Her unexpected anger has stopped the tears that welled up in my eyes at the sight of these children. I yank out the yarn of my crocheting, for I have lost count.


“I didn’t mean it that way, Luz. I’m not saying they shouldn’t have come. I just meant . . . well, I know the hardships they must have endured.”


“Not worse than the hardships they are fleeing,” she says, her nostrils flaring like Manuel’s when he was angry.


I suppress a slight smile at this familiar sight and sigh, “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s complicated.”


I look up into her dark eyes. There is much I wish I could tell her, but she is so young. I have always thought that maybe one day, when she is older, I will tell her more. I want her to know me, who I was, who I really am. But now, as a flood of memories sends a chill that turns my hands ice cold, I tremble with the knowledge that she will never know my true story but will always live with the safer one that I have given her.


Perhaps this is the way of mothers and daughters. What, after all, did I ever really know of my own mother?


“Complicated?” Luz is saying, with a hint of sarcasm in her voice as she gathers up her schoolbooks and hugs them to her chest. “I’m going to my room. My math homework is ‘complicated,’ but I want to figure it out myself. I don’t need your help.”


This last bit is said to spite me, but I let it go. This is not her usual behavior. This is really about yesterday . . . about a boy . . . and we have tossed enough angry words about this apartment for one night. No more.


I pick up my yarn and begin to count again. Ten single crochets, skip a space, ten more. Should I have stayed in Mexico with Mamá? The thought alone makes my stomach turn. But if I had stayed, if I hadn’t searched for Papá . . . I think of Rosa, of Manuel, of the night of the blinding stars. Maybe Luz is right. Maybe I don’t know anything. But one thing is certain: Luz can never know the truth of my journey. My precious Luz de Rosalba can never know.


Recuerdo . . .




1


Oaxaca Bound


My father disappeared in 1997. My precious papá, who knew me better than anyone else, who saw not only who I was, but more importantly, who I could be. He was the one who praised my schoolwork, spoke with my teachers, and made me dream beyond our simple life in Oaxaca. Never my mother. Papá encouraged my fascination with numbers, and at a young age I learned exactly why he traveled so far, for so long, to support our family. I remember vividly the two of us hunched over a table by candlelight, my small fingers clutching a fat pencil, as we created three columns listing the cost of monthly expenses and comparing them to what he earned in el norte and what he would earn doing the same work in Mexico. I understood well enough to see the staggering reality. Numbers always tell the truth.


I was thirteen when Papá left for el norte that year like he had countless times before. For over three decades, he had worked on farms throughout California, arriving at each at designated times. He would stay for a season, sometimes longer, then return home for a couple of months. But this time his departure was followed by a chilling silence. No boxes arrived with T-shirts, toys, stickers, and stars. No first Sunday evening of the month telephone calls at the Cortez house, for we didn’t have a phone. No word at all made its way back to us those first weeks, that became months—and then, as the season ended, no money, no Papá.


Mamá must have been terrified.


I think that now, but I didn’t then. I thought only of myself and Papá.
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Mamá let me stay in school that first year without Papá. Of course, I gave her no choice, throwing a fit until she said I could at least try to combine school and work. I was beginning the first of three years of secundaria, similar to junior high in the United States, but unlike my older sister, Rosa, who had decided not to finish her third year, and unlike most young girls we knew, who never went on to high school, I dreamed of going to preparatoria, and maybe even university one day to become a math teacher.


Papá had always said that nothing is impossible. He had learned this as a teenager, when he first began working the fields in Central California and met the leaders of the farmworkers’ movement, Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta. Oh, how he talked about Dolores! He had never seen a woman quite like her before—small, but mighty, and so determined. He would often tease, and instead of calling me Alma, he’d call me his pequeña Dolores . . . his little Dolores, which made me feel very proud. But because of what he saw over those years, the long struggle and ultimate success of the farmworkers, he had learned that with patience, hard work, and a deep belief, anything could be achieved. And so, he had encouraged me to pursue my dreams—of course, I could become a teacher one day.


Because of this, staying in school was a must for me. But that year, unlike previous years, I had to hurry home to help Mamá and Rosa prepare tortillas. Mamá had found work with a taco vendor named Mundo, who was also an old friend of Papá’s. The more tortillas we made, the more money he paid. So, we worked late into the night, mixing the masa, rolling a ball, and then flattening it between hands with a pat, clap, slap. Mine came out perfect each time because I measured the ball’s diameter using my finger as a ruler. Then, after clapping each back and forth exactly ten times, I would finish with three slap, slap, slaps and onto the fire. Once done and stacked, they were wrapped and packed to go.


I could not get to my schoolwork until late in the evening, but I didn’t mind. I came to like this nightly routine of Mamá, Rosa, and me, sitting by the fire in the center of our one-room, dirt-floor shed behind Mundo’s house. My little brothers, Ricardo and José, then seven and five, would play on a blanket beside us until they fell asleep, while the three of us worked quietly by the fire. Clap, clap, clap, slap, slap, slap.


I felt in my bones that it was temporary and that Papá would return. There had to be a good reason why he did not come back for a visit that summer as he promised. Perhaps he had sent us a message that we didn’t get, and he didn’t know that we didn’t get it. All I knew was that when he did come home, he would explain, and we would all understand, and then this nightmare would be over. How proud he would be of my schoolwork, especially my math exams. How proud he would be to see how I was helping Mamá. So, as we sat there, clapping our tortillas, I felt certain that everything would be okay.


The months passed. December, January, and then February came and went with no sign of Papá. These were the months that he always spent with us, finding odd jobs in Oaxaca before the spring took him back to the farms in el norte. It wasn’t until the following summer that I began to worry when I heard Mundo speak of the increasing dangers of crossing the border. What he said made no sense, for he spoke of the gringos’ anger that men like my father were crossing to work in the fields. Yet he had worked for the same farmers all his life, worked hard and made money to clothe and feed us. Now, Mundo said, they were putting up fences that pushed border crossers east to the desert where many died, or, if they made it, many were arrested and held in a prison called a detention center before they were finally sent back. Was Papá in such a prison, or worse?


While my own spirits began to deflate, Mamá’s beautiful black hair began to show threads of gray, and her soft, round face became thin, as deep lines appeared around her eyes. She began to have headaches that, some days, kept her curled on the blanket with a pillow over her head to block out the light. So, when she told me I could not continue with school, even I did not have the heart to fight her. At least not that second year. Rosa and I took to the streets of Oaxaca by day, selling the tacos and even tamales that we made by night. Seven days a week, we all worked; even my little brothers helped the best they could, day and night, until, one by one, each of us would fall asleep beside the fire.


It was during the summer that marked two years without Papá that Mamá’s distant cousin Tito, who smelled like sour beer, came up from Chiapas, the southernmost state in Mexico. The two of them, Mamá and Tito, would take long walks in the evenings, leaving Rosa and me to tend to the boys and the tortillas. They sometimes spoke in the Tzotzil language of her family, a language I did not understand, so their murmurings in this foreign tongue added a secret intimacy that infuriated me. Mamá rarely used her native tongue, for she left Chiapas at a young age after her mother died. Papá spoke only Spanish and some English. Only Rosalba, who was her firstborn, and whom I called simply Rosa, was taught a few words of Tzotzil, even a little poem or song, I believe, but when I was born two years later, Mamá never used Tzotzil. In fact, she rarely talked about her life in Chiapas, only that she came to Oaxaca to take care of an old aunt, who died shortly before she met my papá. This last fact was always part of her answer whenever I asked how she and Papá met; the old woman died, and she met my father at a wedding shortly after. It had always struck me as odd to link the two so purposefully, but as I watched events unfold, it began to make sense.


Over the next weeks, Mamá’s headaches slowly disappeared. Two months later, she told us we were moving with Tito to Chiapas.


I hated Tito. I hated Mamá, and I hated the thought of Chiapas. As long as we stayed in Oaxaca, I felt there was hope—hope that Papá would return from el norte, and we would live once again in a cinder block house with a cement floor. Mamá would smile and decorate the walls with colorful fabrics—and I would go back to school.


“Go!” I shouted at my mother the morning she began to gather our few belongings. “I am staying right here. And when Papá returns, I will tell him where you are and what you have done!”


Mamá turned slowly, her shoulders hunched forward. “Papá is gone, mi hija. He is not coming back. Either he is dead or dead to us.” She could not look me in the eye, but kept her head down.


“What does that mean . . . dead to us? Papá loved us. He worked hard for us. Everything he did was for us!”


“Not just for us,” she said, finally lifting her eyes to mine.


She was referring to Diego, his son by a first marriage. Diego lived in Los Angeles with an aunt who had raised him after her sister, Papá’s first wife, died in childbirth. I remember hearing Mamá and Papá arguing once about money, and Mamá saying that if Diego had a better life in el norte, then why did Papá have to give him any of our money. Papá’s voice had cut sharp in response. “Because he is my son!”


“So, you think Papá is in Los Angeles?” I asked, my heart racing at the possibility, yet breaking at the same time, until I remembered. “But Rosa spoke with the aunt twice, Mamá, and they are as worried as we are! No one has heard from Papá since he left!”


“That is what she says, but people do not always speak the truth.”


“Like Tito?” I couldn’t stop myself. “Do you believe Tito speaks the truth? He’s your cousin for God’s sake!”


The disgust in my eyes was met with a hand slap across my face as she hissed, “Tito is here, now, with me! And you’d better treat him like the step-father he will be to you. ¡Con respeto!”


Before I could recover, my sister Rosa, who had been standing behind me, grabbed me by the arm and yanked me outside. I was about to spit fire, but Rosa released her grasp and leaned in as if to tell me a secret. I held my breath, thinking of the secret that I had, but she said very simply, “Mamá needs us; she needs us more than she needs Tito, only she doesn’t know it.”


She didn’t say, Papá is gone and he’s not coming back. She didn’t say, Stop being so difficult and stubborn. She didn’t say, You can’t live alone here in Oaxaca, because I’m not staying with you. She said, “Alma, we must make a home for Mamá and the boys. We must keep our family together. That’s what Papá would want.”


That’s what Papá would want? I looked at Rosa, so much prettier than I, slender and graceful. She wore her long braid wrapped up in a bun like a ballerina, accenting her swan-like neck. Boys always looked at Rosa when they passed, a slow, lingering look. Yet I was Papá’s favorite. Everyone knew that. So I should be the one who knew what Papá would want.


But I wasn’t so sure. Not when I thought about the letter. So many times, I almost told Rosa, but something kept my lips sealed. My secret—in a way Papá’s and mine—a letter neatly folded and tucked in the corner of his wallet. I had opened his wallet to place a school photo of me in the front. That’s when I saw the folded paper. I never got to read beyond the first few sentences:


Forgive me, Juan. I am so deeply sorry. There is no easy answer for us. What else can I do? I never thought I was capable of such a thing, but love can overpower our reason and lead us down unexpected paths.


It was written in Spanish, in small, round, perfect script, clearly not Mamá’s writing. Mamá barely knew how to print her name, and even then, it was in large, childlike letters. What unexpected path had Papá taken? Did his disappearance involve this letter?


Rosa was stroking my hair like the little mother she was to all of us. “Don’t cry,” she whispered, wiping tears I didn’t even know were falling down my face.


“But I don’t want to leave Oaxaca,” I sobbed. “It’s our home. It’s where Papá will look for us. Please stay with me here. Please!”


Rosa’s face hardened; her eyes, like slits, were barely visible. This was the extent of any signs of anger that she ever showed. She didn’t shout or rage, not even when the boy she liked made a baby with another girl and quickly married. No, she held it all in. Though she would never speak the words, I know she blamed herself because she would not let him do the things that made the baby. That’s when I realized there was another reason Rosa didn’t mind leaving Oaxaca, for to see him again with his new family was too much for her.


I had no choice but to pack my things and say goodbye to Oaxaca.
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I sat in the back of the small dirty bus, away from them all, and cried until my chest ached from dry sobs. Like Mamá with her headaches, I curled up tight, burying my face behind the faded red rebozo that Papá had given me for my tenth birthday. “The color suits you, my little Dolores,” he had joked, for he told us that Dolores often dressed in red, the color of love, passion, and sacrifice. I clutched it to me and wept, my eyes shut tight. I could not bear to see my precious Oaxaca City through the filthy bus windows.


How I loved the gentle energy of this city. Though I would come to know much bigger cities, at the time this was large to me, especially compared to villages that I had seen with Papá. Though we always lived on the outskirts, I enjoyed traveling by bus into the heart of Oaxaca City—to the old zócalo, the magnificent centuries-old Cathedral of Our Lady of the Assumption, and the colorful Mercado Juárez. I especially liked watching the tourists from all over the world with their strange sounding languages. At a young age, I realized that there was a whole world out there that I couldn’t wait to explore, but traveling south to Chiapas was not what I had in mind.


Bumping along in the back of the bus, I tried to block vivid images of Oaxaca City from my mind, but all I could see behind my closed eyes was color, color everywhere! Streets lined with buildings in varied hues of gold, blue, and peach; paper flags strung across streets and along walls, red and green, pink and yellow, fluttering like glorious butterflies; and of course, at the Mercado de Benito Juárez, the city long block with colorful displays of food and fabric, trinkets and toys. ¡Los colores! All of these images blended and burst forth like the kaleidoscope Papá brought back for Ricardo years ago. I was certain there was a rainbow of tears streaming down my face.


It was a long tortuous journey, first by bus, then by pickup along winding mountain roads, and finally on foot up steep mountain terrain. There was color here as well. Green hills, trees, and brush, blue sky with thick white clouds hugging the tops of distant mountains, and brown, lots of brown, especially as we climbed higher and reached the stick house with a tin roof that Tito called home. Surrounded by dirt on all sides, it stood a few yards from a dilapidated chicken coop, its chickens running amuck. Goats bleated in the distance. A clothesline was strung between the house and a tree, and hanging from it were two faded men’s T-shirts and a ragged pair of pants, which matched the pair worn by a bare-chested, disheveled man who stepped out of the doorway, rubbing his eyes and approaching Tito with an outstretched hand. He was a friend, Tito joked, who was happy to get away from his wife and kids, while he kept an eye on Tito’s place. At the edge of the dirt yard, stacks of wood served as the base of a long table made from the same metal as the tin roof. Several buckets were scattered about the yard, as well as a few upended plastic crates that looked to be used as stools. In one far corner, a few white calla lilies stood tall and proud in the midst of this dreary sight. I was so physically exhausted and numb with emotion, I couldn’t cry. There was nothing left.


Rosa turned to me and swallowed hard. “We will make it a home, Alma. We will do our best.” Then a flicker of hope as she added softly, “At least for now.”
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Our third year without Papá, we worked from dawn till dusk on this sad patch of land where Tito grew corn along the hillside and raised a few goats and chickens. He promised Mamá that he would build a better house one day. I don’t know if she believed him. I don’t even know if she really loved him. All I know is that she let him do things beneath the blankets at night. My head would pound, pound, pound as I held back my own screams of anger. How could she betray Papá?


I clung to Rosa like Mamá clung to Tito. There was nowhere else to turn. No Papá. No school. No future. Each day was the same. Tending the goats and the chickens, fetching water, cooking, washing. It was Rosa who suggested I teach the boys their numbers since even they were not attending school that year. Mamá promised that maybe in time she would enroll them in the schools of nearby Zinacantán, but for now, nine-year-old Ricardo and seven-year-old José were my pupils. So, for part of each day, I would sit them down in the dirt with sticks, stones, branches, and leaves, and work on addition, subtraction, and division. At night, once we were wrapped in our blankets in the dark, I would make them repeat the times tables over and over until Tito would curse for me to stop, and I would smile to myself and chant one more time: 3 times 2 is 6, 3 times 3 is 9, 3 times 4 is 12 . . .


How I wanted to leave, to return to Oaxaca and work for Mundo and wait for Papá. I said this to Rosa day after day, pleading with her to end this nightmare of a life.


One morning I threatened to leave on my own, telling her that she would wake up to find me gone. “Papá would be furious if he knew Mamá brought us here,” I said. “No one comes to Chiapas. They flee. There is nothing here but poverty and civil war and misery. We are strong young women, Rosa. We can find work and make our own lives. If you won’t see it, then I’ll go by myself!” The chicken that I was holding much too tightly let out a squawk and leapt from my arms.


At the same moment, Rosa said sharply like a school teacher, “Sit down!”


Startled, I immediately sat back on the slope of earth beside me. A large lizard slithered around my bare feet, finding refuge beneath a small pile of rocks. Rosa remained standing, hugging a basket of eggs to her chest. Gazing up at her, I thought how beautiful she was even in her tattered gray pants and dirty white blouse. Everything about her was long and thin, her nose, her legs, her slender torso—not short and wide like everything of mine. Rosa would soon be eighteen, a woman—a woman who deserved much more than the life we were living.


“You have to stop,” she said, looking away for a moment and then turning wet eyes to mine. She continued, “Papá is gone, Alma. He is not coming back. You have to accept that.”


“We don’t know that for sure!” I insisted. “He could be sick or injured. He could be in a detention center. He could be in Los Angeles.”


“We spoke to Diego’s aunt twice. They have heard nothing. He’s not there.”


“Mamá says she could be lying.”


“She has no reason to lie.”


“Everyone has reasons to lie,” I said, jumping to my feet.


Rosa shook her head. “You think Papá would deliberately stay there and let us starve? Do you really believe that? You of all people? He adored you!”


I thought of his face when he appeared in our doorway after months away. The relief. The joy. How he’d scoop me up in his arms. Then I thought of the letter. Forgive me, Juan. I am so deeply sorry . . . I wish I had never seen it. Though I had no idea what it meant or who wrote it, I knew it was something sacred to him. Sacred and secret.


I bit my tongue. “All I know is that he is not here. So, he is either dead,” the word caught in my throat, “or he is somewhere. And rotting in this pit of Tito’s is not going to get us any closer to an answer.”


“Well, neither will starving in Oaxaca,” Rosa said, setting the basket of eggs down and closing the door of the chicken coop.


That is when it occurred to me. “We could go to el norte!”


“El norte! Are you crazy?” Rosa shook her head. “That’s not possible. We are two young girls with no money, no connections. Impossible! ¡Estás loca!”


“Impossible? Nothing is impossible, remember? How many times did Papá tell us the story of the farmworkers, of Chavez and the fiery Dolores? How they struggled year after year, the strikes, the pilgrimage, then the fast, until they succeeded!”


“Oh Alma, those were stories.”


“True stories, Rosa. You know that!”


Even now, I could see Papá’s face in the firelight as he told us about his life when he was just our age. How inspired he was by Cesar Chavez and mesmerized by Dolores. At a time when he had no one depending on him, only his own stomach to feed, he had worked up the courage to leave the fields and join the picket line, and later, to join in the long march to the state capital. In fact, faded and torn, in my little wooden box, was a photo from an American newspaper of Chavez and Dolores, and behind them, third small head to the right, my father’s young innocent face, grinning ear to ear. How proud he was of that photo, and how honored I was to keep it safe for him.


Whenever Papá spoke of this time in his life, he always brought it back to one message. “You have only one life, Alma,” he would tell me. “With persistence, faith, and that stubborn streak of yours, you can do anything, mi hija.” Whenever I was afraid to try something new, like jump off the rope into the river or stand in front of my class to read aloud, I would picture Dolores, how Papá described her, tiny as she was, standing proud before a tall gringo police officer, refusing to move and pumping her fist in the air, “¡Huelga! ¡Huelga! Strike!”


I grabbed Rosa by the shoulders. “Dolores!” I said as the idea sprang into my mind. “We can go find Dolores Huerta. She is a famous woman. I think she’s still alive. I remember Papá said that Cesar Chavez died, but Dolores was still living. We can find her, Rosa. She will help us find Papá!”


The thought alone took my breath away, and I stumbled against Rosa, who grabbed my arm and held me steady. We stared at each other, and I saw her eyes widen for just a moment and then, like her mind, they closed.


“Oh, Alma, you are such a dreamer. How are two poor girls in the highlands of Chiapas going to get all the way up to el norte, not to mention across a border? And then what? Take a limousine to the house of Dolores Huerta?”


Desperate, I cried, “Papá was our age when he did these things. Our age!”


She let go of my arm, shaking her head. “This is our life for now, Alma. Here with Mamá, she needs us—now more than ever.” She paused, then gently added, “She is going to have a baby.”


“What?” I could taste the bile that rose in my throat.


“Yes.” She nodded then gently took my face in her hands. “Mi hermana, put it in the hands of la Virgen de Guadalupe. She will guide us.”


Rosa and her Blessed Virgin. The bile practically overflowed. “Guide us where? Look where she’s led us so far.” I glanced around and motioned to Tito’s pathetic excuse for a house.


The most Rosa could say in response was, “Please, Alma, try to accept what we cannot change, at least until we figure out what else we can do.”


I pulled away, about to protest, and then I heard Papá’s voice in my mind. “Be patient, mi hija. Difficult as it is, some things take time.” And so, I picked up the basket and headed up the path. At least the seed of an idea had been planted. Even in this godforsaken place, it just might sprout.


[image: Image]


Months passed and a new year began—in fact, a new millennium. I wrote in the dirt the numbers 2000 over and over, mesmerized by this futuristic sight. Anything could happen in the year 2000. And it certainly did that summer.


It began on a particularly warm day for August, April and May being the warmest months in Chiapas. The fog had disappeared, and the sun managed to cast its heat even into the deepest shadows. Rosa and I had just finished washing clothes on the stones by the stream, but before heading back to the house to hang them on the line, we decided to bathe. We had stripped down to our underwear and were splashing water along our arms and neck, when we heard a muffled groan and then the bending and cracking of twigs.


“What is that?” she asked, looking into the thicket of bushes. We had been warned of two specific dangers in the highlands—jaguars and Zapatista rebels.


I had just dunked my whole head in the water to wet my hair. Shivering, I shook the water out of my ears and listened. Silence. Quickly, we dried ourselves and dressed.


Rosa called out a few times, “Hello. Is anyone there?” but the only answer was the raucous call of the black chachalaca.


As we made our way home along the dirt path, the basket of wet clothes bumping awkwardly between us, we laughed nervously, but kept glancing around. The sight of Tito up ahead was, for once, a welcome sight. We ran to him and told him what we heard. Reaching for the basket with one arm, he put the other around Rosa and pulled her close. I saw her stiffen at his touch.


“You are safe now, chiquita,” he whispered in her hair. “Don’t worry. Next time tell me, and I will go with you.” He smiled down at her, and she quickly pushed herself away from his grasp. The guttural sound of his voice vibrated down to the pit of my stomach. As we headed up the path, I reached for her hand, but she hurried ahead without a glance back.


The next morning, I woke as light was just creeping through the cracks in the stick walls. I could see Mamá was still sleeping, and as I turned to see if Rosa was preparing the morning meal, I saw Tito outside, looking in through the small window beside us, his hungry gaze resting on a sleeping Rosa whose leg was exposed outside her blanket. There was a jerking movement to his body as he watched her. When it dawned on me what he was doing, I gasped, and Tito’s eyes met mine and widened in alarm. In a panic, he backed away from the window and stumbled over something that made a loud crash. Cursing loudly, he startled everyone awake. In seconds, Mamá, Rosa, and the boys were up and running outside to see what caused the commotion, everyone except me. I couldn’t move, my heart racing as I now understood exactly who was watching us bathe the day before.


Tito was the first one to come through the doorway, limping slightly and refusing Mamá’s help. Then he turned toward me with narrowed eyes. As I sat up and started to speak, he grabbed my little brother José as if to steady himself, but his hands swiftly shifted from my brother’s thin shoulders to his neck. Tito’s eyes bore deeply into mine as his fingers flexed, until I closed my mouth and he released his grip. Neither Rosa nor Mamá noticed a thing.


I knew I should tell Rosa, but I didn’t want to frighten her. As for Mamá, what could I say? Even if I did, would she believe me?


“What is wrong with you?” Rosa asked several times during breakfast. “You are so quiet. Why aren’t you eating anything?”


I couldn’t look her in the eye. My head swirled with the thought of Tito touching himself and looking at her. Where would this lead? What would happen next? Mamá had to know, but would Tito really hurt the boys?


Tito stayed close to the house that day, using his twisted ankle as an excuse. He left no opportunity for me to be alone with either Mamá or Rosa. I could feel his eyes on me, like a snake watching a mouse scurrying up the path. That night I couldn’t sleep. I kept as close to Rosa as I could. Once I heard Tito snoring, I managed to relax and doze off a bit.


The next morning, while making breakfast, Mamá asked me to take the boys to the well to fetch water. Tito was still asleep.


“Come with me,” I said to Rosa, who was mixing masa.


“No, no, I need her here,” Mamá said.


“Hurry. Fill all the buckets.” Hurry, I did. But by the time I got back, only Mamá was in the house.


“Where is Rosalba? Where is she?” I asked, looking anxiously around.


Mamá tilted her head, “Ay, Dios mío! You can’t live a minute without your sister?” She shook her head.


“Mamá, you don’t understand. Where is she? Where is Tito?”


“Tito decided to go into town to get a few things. He’s still hobbling on that ankle, so he asked Rosa to go along with him to help.”


 My heart sank. “No, Mamá, no!”


“What do you mean, No? They’ll be back before dark.”


I paced wildly, my heart racing at the thought.


“How long ago? When did they leave?” It took half an hour to get down to where he kept his old pickup, and with his ankle, perhaps even longer.


“What is wrong with you?” My mother stopped folding the blankets and turned. She lifted her chin. “What?”


“Oh, Mamá. I saw him. Saw Tito . . . looking at Rosa, and . . .” I glanced toward the door where the boys were playing outside. “I saw him . . . touch himself.”


Her eyes widened.


“Mamá, he might hurt her. I have to go. I have to find them. I have to stop him.”


“Stop him?” Her eyes flared. “Stop him from what? What is your problem? You are the one that has to stop. Jealous! Always jealous! Of me and Papá. Of Rosa and Papá. And now, Tito? This has to stop. ¡Inmediatamente! All of this has to stop!”


Just as I feared, she didn’t believe me. Couldn’t believe me.


Desperate, I continued. “But I saw him, Mamá! First, down by the river when we were bathing, and then yesterday,” I pointed toward the window, “over there, I saw him looking in the window at Rosa and touching himself, before he fell!” I could see his face, his eyes glazed over, the slight upturned smile, his body jerking with each movement. As I turned back to Mamá, I was met again by a fierce crack across my cheek, this one much fiercer than before.


“Get out! Get out!” She screamed, spit flying in my face. “How dare you destroy the life I am making for myself. How dare you?”


I stumbled back against the wall. The boys were standing in the doorway with wide frightened eyes.


Mamá was breathing hard, tears streaming down her face. “Always complaining! You appreciate nothing! You just make my life harder and harder. Papá. School. Oaxaca. Well, you are a woman now! Let me see what kind of life you can make for yourself in this world! ¡Ahora! Go!” Throwing the blankets at my feet, she flew out the door, the boys scurrying after her. “You better not be here when I get back!” were the last words I heard her shout.


Sobbing, I slid to the floor and looked around the small dark room. Then I remembered Rosa. I had to get to Rosa! I took a deep breath, struggled to my feet, and set to work. I grabbed my backpack hanging on the wall and, hurrying about the room, I stuffed in anything I could find. Some clothes, my red rebozo, and last, my little wooden box of stars, a gift from Papá that contained a few prized possessions, but hidden under a fake bottom, a small amount of money—money Papá had given me to save for school, money that I had never told Mamá about even in the darkest times. How often had I cringed with guilt? But now I knew, this was what it was for.


Quickly I pulled on a pair of socks and my old brown shoes and hurried out the door. Outside I could hear the sounds of José crying and Mamá scolding up beyond the house in our garden. Up there she would be able to see me heading down the mountain. I stopped to fill a plastic bottle with water from the bucket, took one last look at the ugly stick house, and ran down the dirt path. No voice called me back. I imagined her tight-lipped, arms crossed, watching me slip and skid on the steep, twisting path until I was out of sight.


I had never walked down this mountain path by myself. Rosa and I had accompanied Tito down twice to go to the mercado in Zinacantán, and our whole family had gone once for a festival. Rosa and I had explored the mountain a bit on our own, but I had never been alone—alone with the snapping of twigs behind me or the sudden movement in bushes or trees. Every turn, I expected to find a snake, or jaguar, or worse, a man. These mountains could hide the shame of poverty or crime, not to mention ski-masked rebels or paramilitary soldiers. Though nothing of that sort had happened in the year we had lived here, there were always stories of other villages, of other mountain hideouts.


I ran as fast as I could, sticking with the flattened path that lame Tito must have taken. The side of my face that my mother had slapped throbbed. I could still hear her voice, “Get out! Get out!” Did she mean it? Was she crying now? Would she run after me, as I was running after Rosa? The disgust in her eyes, was it for me or was it for Tito?


I was halfway down when I heard a woman’s high-pitched plaintive voice to my far right. I couldn’t make out the words. I scrambled up a boulder and saw them, Tito and Rosa, beside a stream. His shoe was off, and he was hopping on one foot toward Rosa, who was backing away. I jumped down and made my way in their direction, climbing over rocks and pushing through thick brush. I slipped, catching myself as I fell and scraping both hands. By the time I was able to see them again, Tito was on the ground holding his ankle and moaning in pain. Rosa was leaning forward, her arm extended to help him up. I shouted, just as he grabbed her and pulled her down, but her own scream masked mine. “What are you doing? Are you crazy?” she was saying. Absorbed in their struggle, neither heard me as I charged toward them.


Next thing I knew I was kicking Tito in his side with my thick brown shoes, as Rosa, wide-eyed, struggled underneath. Stunned, Tito turned and our eyes met just as I stomped my full weight onto his ankle. He let out a piercing scream, like that of a wild monkey. I stumbled and fell but rolled away just as he lunged at me. In that instant, a key flew out of his pocket at my feet. I snatched it up and shouted at Rosa, “Run, Rosa, run! Let’s go!”


She hesitated, her open mouth, as wide as her eyes, so I grabbed her arm and pulled her forward. I glanced back only once to see Tito fall as he tried to bear weight on his injured foot.


By the time we reached the truck, I had told Rosa what I saw the morning before and then what Mamá had said today.


“How can we leave her?” she kept saying. “And the boys?”


“How can we stay?” I answered sharply; then I reached out and gently touched her upper arm encircled by a dark bruise.


“He held it so tight the whole way down, saying he needed to steady himself.” Rosa shook her head, and continued, “We stopped by the stream so he could soak his ankle, but he started rubbing my back and playing with my hair. Why would he do that? Why did he do that?” Her voice rose in anger, “What is it with men. All of them! ¡Animales!” Her cheeks were blotched, her eyes fearful and wild.
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