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You mix a bunch of ingredients, and once in a great while, chemistry happens.

~Bill Watterson

I hope the leaving is joyful: and I hope never to return.

~Frida Kahlo
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Day 1
Arrival


        Travel companions

        Overpriced organic fruit & nut bar from airport terminal

        Ergonomic travel pillow

        Phone with astronomical roaming charges

        Sketchbook (knockoff Moleskine)

        Assortment of pens and pencils




Left behind

Old version of myself



As soon as I see the blond girl bouncing down the aisle, I know she’s heading for the empty seat beside me. It’s just my luck. A woman in a floppy hat already fills the window seat. After three minutes of laboring at a sudoku puzzle, she starts to snore—even though our plane’s still at the gate of LAX.

The girl tosses herself into the seat with a gusty sigh that practically rattles the double-plated windows. She’s wearing a stretched-out sweater and drawstring pants, her dark blond hair in a sloppy pile on top of her head. Her fingers are covered with wooden rings.

I’m wearing quick-dry khaki capris, a crispy Windbreaker, and hiking shoes that make my feet feel like Clydesdale hooves. They’re brand-new. Like my too-short haircut and my purple suitcase, along with everything in it.

I’m pretty sure the woman in the window seat is wearing a tent.

“So where you headed?” the girl asks, wedging her skinny knees against the seat in front of her. I shut my sketchbook and slip it between my legs.

“Guatemala,” I reply, “same as you.”

“Well, obviously. But where in Guatemala, exactly?”

“All over the place.”

“Where first?”

I grasp for a name and come up with nothing. I never read the itinerary for my Global Vagabonds group tour. “I don’t really travel with a set plan. It’s too restricting.”

She raises her eyebrows. “Is that right?”

Once I start, I can’t stop. “I’ve found it’s the best way to travel. Heading to whatever place intrigues me, you know? If I feel like sunbathing, I go to the beach. If I’m hungry for culture, I hike a Mayan ruin. I’m a photographer, really.”

What I am is full of shit. My mom gave me the camera for my birthday last month, with a warning not to tell my dad. Just like the stack of art books my dad slipped me last year, when I was preparing my portfolio for the art school I’m not attending. I think their secret presents make them feel like they’re each gleefully undermining the other in their endless uncivil war. At least I get consolation prizes.

“You’re a photographer?” The girl’s blue eyes widen. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“You must be really talented.”

It’s the really that gets me. She doesn’t believe me. And why should she? It’s not like I look particularly well traveled. Or talented. Whatever that looks like. My Windbreaker makes crunching noises as I shift away. I should have brought a better jacket, something funky and artsy. But even in the days I considered myself an artist, I never had the guts to dress the part.

Plus, the Windbreaker was on my Global Vagabonds Packing List:


        1) photocopy of passport

        2) under-clothes money belt

        3) crispy Windbreaker the color of gutter water



And like always, I followed the rules.

Just when I’m about to implode with embarrassment, the woman in the window seat taps my shoulder. “I couldn’t help overhearing,” she says. “I’m traveling in a big group. I could never travel like you do. I think you’re so brave.”

I grin. “Thanks! It’s no big deal … I just know how to take care of myself.”

I think I sound pretty convincing.
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It all began with a stupid question:

Are You a Global Vagabond?

The cashier at the sporting goods shop jammed the pamphlet into my bag, like a receipt or a coupon for a discount oil change, something easily discarded. But to me, it seemed like an omen, appearing the exact moment my resolve started to crumble.

Blame my wilting willpower on my best friends, Olivia Luster and Reese Kinjo. They’ve never agreed on anything—except backing out on our trip.

The trip had been my idea in the first place. We’d chosen Europe, the obvious choice for eighteen-year-old travel virgins fresh out of high school. But after just a couple weeks of emailed images of the Louvre and La Rambla, links to online travel guides and airfare deals, Olivia and Reese dropped by my house. They never hang out together, so instantly, I knew something was up.

“We’ve decided we can’t travel with you this summer,” Olivia said. “The timing’s just not right—we’re sorry.”

I sat on my bedroom floor involuntarily, like someone had snipped my marionette strings.

“Look, Bria—we’re not trying to be assholes,” she continued while Reese’s nonconfrontational eyes scanned my ceiling. “We’re only thinking of you. You’re just not in the right headspace for traveling. Remember what happened on your birthday last week?”

“Yeah, I remember,” I said, annoyed. “You almost fell off the balcony flashing half of Tijuana in the hot body contest—”

“I’m talking about the fifty billion kamikazes you threw back before puking in the taxi on our way home. You’re lucky we didn’t get into worse trouble than that. What if it happened in Czechoslovenia?”

“There’s no such place as Czechoslovenia.”

Reese, who hadn’t gone to Mexico and probably never will, squatted beside me. “We just don’t think you’re in the right headspace to take a trip, Bria,” she said in that amateur philosopher’s voice that makes my eyes spiral. “You and Toby have been broken up for, like, six weeks, and you’ve barely left the house. You didn’t even go to prom. You’re obviously still healing—running away isn’t going to expedite the process.”

“You guys don’t get it,” I protested. “I need this …”

They waited, but I couldn’t continue.

“We’re really sorry, babe,” Olivia said. “We’ll have an epic summer right here in town, all right? I’ll find you a new boy before college—or several. Remember, no strings!”

Reese waited for Olivia to leave, then gave me one of her feeble, girlish hugs. “Maybe we’ll travel next summer. After a year of college, we’ll have so much more perspective for a trip like this, anyway.” A piece of her black hair fell into my open mouth.

As soon as my bedroom door shut, I noticed the plate of raspberry bars on my nightstand. A typical Reese Kinjo gesture: reconciliation by fresh-baked goods. I’ve known her since second grade, Olivia since eighth. They’re like the opposite poles of my personality. Mild-mannered, responsible Reese is who I used to be, while in-your-face Olivia’s who I want to be—with a few sharp edges dulled. We’ve never been a threesome. More like two twosomes, with me in common. I should have realized the three of us traveling together would have been uncomfortable, to say the least. And spending boatloads of money to serve as a pal’s crying shoulder is a lot to ask. But why couldn’t we have figured that out earlier?

I guess it’s good they never learned my real motivation for heading abroad.

This particular trip may have been my idea, but traveling was Toby’s. It was a fantasy we planned in pencil. All through early senior year, we passed notes in class layered with sketch upon sketch. I’d draw him; then he’d draw me. Him in a beret. Me with a baguette. The two of us clutching suitcases, floating on gondolas, beaming cartoonishly from painting frames. After we broke up, Toby didn’t believe I would travel without him. He’d told me so. My own fault, for calling him to boast. I just couldn’t teach my fingers to forget his number.

“You know you’re not going anywhere, Bria,” he’d said, as if our fantasy had never existed. “You’re just not the traveling type.”

I picked up one of Reese’s bars. Slowly, so I could savor the feeling, I crushed it in my fist. Big drops of raspberry jelly oozed onto my thighs. It was a small thing, but it was enough. I stood, empowered by an unexpected surge of resolve.

Maybe Toby was right about my friends, but he wasn’t right about me. The thought of travel had been the only thing sustaining me in the aftermath of a fantasy gone rotten. I had no art to comfort me and no hope for art school, and I was stuck in a too-small house with parents who aimed the word divorce like a rocket launcher set to maim. I wouldn’t let Olivia and Reese take it away from me.

I would do the last thing anyone would expect me to do: I would go anyway.

Cue inspirational music.
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My resolve lasted approximately an hour and a half.

In the sporting goods store, where I was surrounded by heaps of travel crap—sleeping bags and luggage tags, airplane carry-ons and astronaut ice cream—doubts whirred in my ear like a swarm of mosquitoes. I hadn’t even bought my plane ticket yet, and there I was, squandering the money I’d earned pushing papers for my father on a clearance-rack suitcase.

I felt like a fraud.

And to make matters worse, when I thought of Europe, I could only picture cold greasy chips and streets gone haywire. Teetery double-decker buses and gargoyles dappled with bird crap. And me, navigating the crooked streets with my hands in my pockets—trying not to think of Toby and Chicago, where he’d move without me in September.

What was I going to do in Europe all alone, anyway? Look at buildings? Go to art museums and feel guilty for all those months I didn’t draw or paint?

So forget Europe. But where was there to go besides Europe?

Where did people go?

I had no idea. That’s why the Global Vagabonds pamphlet seemed like such a prophecy. Travel made easy. All the thorns chipped off. Prepackaged, preplanned.

Perfect.

In my bedroom, I ran my finger down the table of contents. All the tours had gimmicky names: Incredible India. Thailand Trek. Jungle Escape—that was Peru and Ecuador. Arctic Expedition.

La Ruta Maya. What was that?

I flipped to the page and was greeted by the grins of four young, jubilant travelers posing with their arms linked. Behind them, a ruined Mayan temple loomed from a thickly forested backdrop.

La Ruta Maya. The Maya Route. Three weeks exploring Mayan ruins in Central America. I read the name of each ancient city out loud, stumbling over the exotic pairings of consonants: Tikal, Copan, Lamanai, Chichén Itzá, Palenque. I’d paid little attention to Central America on the maps in my father’s office. Guatemala was vaguely synonymous with Mexico. I’d always thought Honduras was a Caribbean island, like Haiti. And I wasn’t sure I’d even heard of Belize.

I decided not to read any further. I wanted to be a blank canvas, untainted by any preparatory information. That way, my mind would be fully open upon my arrival in Guatemala City.

“Bria?”

My mom stuck her head into my room. She gasped.

“Honey, you’re not suicidal, are you?”

Meet my mom—who’s only forty to my dad’s fifty-two, goes clubbing twice a month with her dental hygienist friends, and has stretched out way too many of my tank tops with a gigantic chest I did not inherit. We do not “get” each other, to say the least. She likes to joke that she found me in a basket wedged among my father’s rosebushes. How else can we explain that art thing of yours?

“Mom!” I exclaimed. “Are you kidding me? No!”

“But your hair …”

I reached up and touched it, like I’d done compulsively the whole drive home. I had paid twelve dollars for a cosmetology student to sever my long dark hair to my chin. “Your eyes look much larger now,” the student had said, feigning expertise as she’d scrunched wax into my choppy bob.

“I was ready for something different,” I told my mom.

Her surprise was understandable. I’ve been a creature of habit my whole life. My parents haven’t known what to do with me in the six weeks since Toby and I broke up, other than try to coerce me into shopping trips (my mom, who loves deals) and hover awkwardly behind me (my dad, an accountant who is intimidated by teenagers) during my epic triathlons of television, breakfast cereal, and art blogs viewed on my laptop.

“I suppose it’s all right,” my mom said. “It would look better if you smoothed it out more. You can borrow my flatiron, if you promise to return it.”

“Thanks a million.”

“Dinner’s ready. It’ll be just you and me again, since I doubt I’ll be able to pry that man out of his damned office.”

As soon as my mom shut the door, I scrunched up my hair even more. I could already hear her yelling at my dad. I swear they’re addicted to the adrenaline from their nightly hollering matches. They’ll probably forget they ever had a daughter once I’m gone.

Okay, maybe that’s harsh. But there’s just so much my parents have overlooked. They never asked about the plastic tubs of art supplies I crammed under my bed after art school acceptances came out. They never questioned the nights I lingered, dreading the cold seats of Toby’s car. I know it sounds borderline psychotic, but sometimes I found myself wishing for the testimony of a bruise. If my parents could have seen my injuries, maybe they’d have understood. But I’ve never given them any reason not to trust my judgment.

So they believed me when I said that I wanted to stay in town after graduation, that attending a state school instead of art school was preferable, that Toby and I were doing great, I swear, geez, guys, everything’s fabulous! until it was too obvious to lie anymore.

Enough about Toby. I pressed my palms over my ears, sat back in bed, and closed my eyes.

I could picture it already.

I would glide from ruin to ruin along La Ruta Maya, in a caravan of beautiful, happy people, and I’d be the mysterious one, gracious and profound. Butterflies would float down from the jungle canopy and alight on my bronzed skin. I would wear silver necklaces and ankle-length skirts that shifted in the breeze.

And above all else, I would do what Olivia suggested I do, the day after Toby broke up with me: I’d only hook up with guys I didn’t care about. From now until forever. So when we parted ways, I could easily forget.
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The blond girl scribbles in a journal for the remainder of the plane ride. When I finally muster the courage to open my sketchbook, she gives me a look, like she’s accusing me of copying her.

My face heats up. I have one trillion sketchbooks, I want to tell her. I could build you a sketchbook house.

But I don’t. Because then I’d be admitting I’m an artist. Or rather, that I used to be an artist, since I haven’t drawn as much as a chipmunk in months. I have an urge to hide out in the airplane bathroom, but then I’d have to climb over the girl’s legs. So I put my sketchbook away and stare past tent woman out the window, trying to ignore the ache in my chest. It’s totally irrational—I mean, it’s just drawing, Bria, come on now—but the longing skewers me just the same.

I expect instant culture shock when our plane touches down, but the Guatemala City airport looks like every other I’ve seen. Just with more Spanish. I lose sight of the blond girl as I attempt to navigate all sorts of foreign customs, like Customs. I reach the baggage claim just in time to see her dive into the arms of a pair of scraggly backpacker boys. One’s freakishly tall and wears a stocking cap. The other has a ponytail.

I figure they’re backpackers because of the backpacks.

No one’s there to meet me. No signs proclaiming BIENVENIDA, BRIA! I want to sit down, but I can’t find a seat. When I settle on the metal lip of the baggage conveyor belt, a security guard scurries over and orders me off in Spanish. So I stand there with my purple suitcase wedged between my legs, my hands in my pockets to safeguard my money belt. I try to ignore the huddle of middle-aged tourists across the room, along with the sinking feeling in my stomach.

At last, a woman excuses herself from the group and approaches me. She’s got knobby knuckles and pearly, lacquered nails. She reminds me of a velociraptor.

“Are you Bria Sandoval?”

Dumbly, I nod.

“You’re with us.” She calls to the others: “I’ve found her!”

“I’m with you?”

“Yep. I’m Marcy, the guide with Global Vagabonds. I thought I recognized you from your photo, but you had such long hair.… Anyway. Glad we found you! You’re the last one. Now we can jump on the shuttle to Antigua.”

I give the group of tourists a hard stare, as if my eyes have the power to transform them. I see mustaches, baseball caps, doughy calves marbled with varicose veins. Where’s my caravan of beautiful people from the Global Vagabonds propaganda? “But—but the people in your flyers were so much younger.…”

“Unless you want to camp out in this airport for three weeks, what you see is what you get. They’re not so bad. You should have seen the last group—the highlight of their trip was the McDonald’s in Chimaltenango. They couldn’t get over the home-delivery service.”

There’s nothing left for me to say. I pop out the telescoping handle of my suitcase and follow Marcy to the Vagabonds, who frown at me with varying levels of irritation.

Great. They hate me already.

Just when I think my night can’t get any worse, the blond girl and her boyfriends choose that precise moment to walk our way.

On the squeaky-clean airplane, she looked out of place. But now that we’ve landed, I realize she’s perfect. All three of them are. Perfectly disheveled, perfectly irreverent. Real-life vagabonds with mismatched clothes and jewelry, scuffed leather sandals, and too much sun. The kind of traveler I didn’t know I longed to be until right this very second, as Marcy and her husband, Dan, whose comb-over is flipped the wrong way, attempt to herd me outside.

The blond girl passes me without a word. But somehow, her silence is worse than any criticism. Suddenly, my Windbreaker feels even crispier. My haircut is too trendy. My new shoes feel like blocks of lead. I’ve only been in Guatemala half an hour, and already I’ve gotten everything wrong.

The freakishly tall guy in the stocking cap passes next, whistling. But I don’t get a good look at him, because the guy with the black ponytail has stopped beside me.

“Tough luck,” he says. He nods at my tour group, which is filing outside.

I shrug, duck my head, and follow my people into the night.

The Global Vagabonds logo of a crazed giraffe beams from the side of our shuttle van. Beside it, drivers lean against dilapidated cabs, watching us with distaste. I crawl into the backseat and scoot to the farthest corner. Too soon, I sense the mass of another person sitting beside me. And just because my life is like that, it’s tent-garbed woman from the plane.

“Hi! I’m Glenna Heron, professional beadworker,” she says, handing me a card with a tiny Ziploc bag of seed beads attached. “And you’re a liar.”

So much for reinvention.


[image: ]


2

Day 3, Morning
The Mayans


My Dad’s Maps

Maybe it was Toby Kelsey who inspired this trip. But I have to blame my dad’s maps for infecting me with the travel bug in the first place.

My dad has three maps in his home office—what my mom calls his hermit cave, since he pretty much lives there when he’s not at work. One is a world map. The second is a map of ancient Greece and Italy. The third, hanging right above his desk, is a map of North America.

He seems to think his maps evoke the impression of a world traveler, landlocked by responsibility. But really, he’s only taken one trip his entire life: a train journey across Canada, at age thirty-three, to fetch an engagement ring from his great aunt in Ottawa. It was the holidays, and he could only afford a flight as far as Vancouver.

In the days when I spent entire afternoons drawing beneath his desk, sometimes he would beckon me out to share. With an ink-stained finger, he’d trace his itinerary on the map of North America. “Saskatoon,” he’d say, pointing. “That’s where an elk wandered on the tracks while the conductor was out smoking cigarettes. A big mangy buck. It took six men to scare him off.”

Then he would slide his finger down the track marked in blue ink. “Here there was a forest. I remember the trees were all the same height, like a mowed lawn.”

Once I asked him if he ever climbed off during the stops and walked around.

“No need,” he said. “My view from the car was perfect.”

As I got older and hung out in his office less and less, I started to see the maps differently. The idea of my dad on that train—sitting alone on a bench in coach, maybe with a blanket over his knees, watching the landscape blur by—might seem romantic to some people. Sappy people. He was retrieving a ring for my mom, after all.

But hadn’t he wanted to walk around under the evergreens? Sift his hands through the pine needles? Touch the ice-blue lakes?

What’s the point of travel if you never get off the train?

~ July 14, somewhere in Guatemala



I close my sketchbook. It always startles me when words come out of my pen instead of pictures. I never did much journaling before this trip, but it’s never too late to start.

I glance up. I can hear the Mayan market before Dan shuts off the engine. It sounds like the low bellow of a far-off ocean, or a hive of bees. The hum of humanity. Kind of exciting, but after yesterday, I’d rather hide out in the van. Possibly for the remaining nineteen days of this trip.

We spent all day in Antigua, an ancient city that was adored by everyone but reminded me of a dishrag. Clouds slumped in the sky. Water the color of my Windbreaker pooled in the cracks of the cobblestone streets. The buildings were constructed in endless pastel-colored strips, without any gaps between the storefronts. Because most lacked signs, I never knew what one held until I peered inside.

Usually, backpackers.

I should have expected them, after the girl from the plane and her airport boyfriends. But they never stopped astonishing me.

The beautiful, beautiful backpacker girls, dressed in clothes that fit exactly wrong: baggy drawstring pants with muddy threads around the ankles, skirts with patches and stripes, droopy shirts displaying wing bones and the ribs on top of their chests. Careless hair and faces so tanned the whites of their eyes looked shocking.

And the backpacker boys. They wore tattered shorts beneath embroidered shirts open at the neck or plaid button-down work shirts, so perfect out of context. Shadowy chins and shaved heads, or hair gone feral. Hiking shoes, crusty Chuck Taylors, or leather sandals flaunting unabashedly manly toes.

My fingers ached to sketch them. Their straps and patterns. Their creases and tatters, beards and bra straps. The way they stood, posed, leaned. Sometimes with galaxy-sized backpacks and smaller daypacks, multiple Mayan totes slung over their shoulders. Everything they needed fastened to their bodies while they explored remarkable places.

Unlike me, they’ve learned the right way to travel. But where? How?

Who are these people?

Even though I attended a liberal Southern California high school, I’ve never seen anyone like the backpackers. Closest were the surf kids who slouched into class late with salt-crusted hair. But the surfers I know care only for waves. These backpackers strolled down Antigua’s streets with Pulitzer prize–winning novels and Spanish textbooks under their arms. At cafés, I overheard them discussing foreign film and politics while sipping espressos—or, considering what we’d been served at breakfast, Nescafé served in espresso cups. They danced among the crowds of tiny Guatemalans, giving coins to children, buying fruit from carts and using pocket knives to peel it.

But when they passed my tour group, they didn’t glance our way.

Not at Marcy, not at Dan, not at my personal barnacle, Glenna Heron, who loves beads a little too much, and definitely not at me. I’ve never been the most gorgeous girl, and certainly not the most captivating. But until yesterday, I’d never felt completely overlooked.

It was probably a good thing, though. Because even if the backpackers could forgive my quick-dry khaki capris (oh God, they were pink this time) and clompy horseshoes, I don’t doubt they could see right inside my brain.

Which still resents my parents.

Which is still filled with thoughts of Toby Kelsey.

And, in all likelihood, is still shaped like a square.

Dan swivels in front of me, paging through a guidebook. “Let me tell you about Chichicastenango.”

Marcy hushes us, even though no one’s talking.

“The native market takes place twice a week. It’s one of the largest outdoor bazaars in the Americas. The town’s name means ‘place of nettles’—”

“Why nettles?” I ask.

He glances at his guidebook, looking befuddled. “I don’t see …”

“Never mind.”

“Among the popular sights in Chichicastenango is the Church of Santo Tomás, built atop the remains of a Mayan ruin. The church reflects a spiritual marriage of Catholic and Mayan religions …”

I tune him out. He’s like every history teacher I’ve ever had—reducing the colors of the past to a series of bullet points.

At long last, Marcy and Dan slide open the door to the van. I slip my straw bag over my shoulder, wedge my sketchbook into the back pocket of my shorts, and climb out. As soon as I round the corner, the market comes into view.

And—wow.

From the hill where we stand, it unfolds like a Mayan blanket: a chaos of market stalls stretching as far as I can see. People flow along the tilted streets, dressed in indigenous clothing of clashing prints and patterns. An old man in a cowboy hat staggers past, bent double, carrying a pile of quilts. Cooking smoke distorts the air. Stray dogs bark; babies squall. I smell incense, hot grease, the smoke of firecrackers.

It’s claustrophobic. Overwhelming.

And I want nothing more in the entire universe than to dive headfirst into the kaleidoscope of colors, to let them whirl around me until I become a fractal of light. This will be an experience worth writing home about. Worth my biggest canvas, if I was still painting. I pull my camera from my bag and take a picture, then a second, a third.

“Seems kind of crowded,” Glenna remarks.

She looks traumatized. In fact, the entire Tourist Brigade looks traumatized, and they haven’t even entered the market yet. To my left, Dan’s violating a map with his index finger. Poke, poke. Marcy’s talking about the dangers of pickpockets, stray cats, and leprosy. Forget being a fractal of light—I’m already part of a gaggle of ducklings. This is going to be worse than our tour of Antigua. How can I touch the ice-blue lakes if Marcy’s dragging me along by the hand?

“I’m going off on my own!”

The other Vagabonds stare at me, as shocked by my declaration as I am. I didn’t mean to yell, but there you go. Marcy peers at me with her reptilian eyes. “That’s not safe, and you know it.”

I turn to Dan. “What time did you say we’re leaving? Three?”

Scandalized, he nods.

“I’ll see you back at the bus at three, then.” And I’m off.

I feel like a fugitive as I dart through the aisles of the marketplace, clutching my bag against my chest, hopping, reeling, gritting my teeth to protect my brain from the noise. The market’s filled with angles, which means I’m probably running in hexagons, but I don’t slow until both my sides feel speared. Finally, I stop and glance around, panting.

I’ve done it. I’m beautifully lost.

In that exact moment, my eyes lock on a retreating back. It’s undeniably familiar—the bouncy gait, the rough white shirt. The black ponytail.

I stand on my toes, attempting to peer over the crowd.

But it’s too massive. The vendors surge around me, shouting, parading their wares, which include everything imaginable: splintery barrels of beans, live birds in handmade cages, lacy panties and bras, creepy animal masks, handcrafted Mayan souvenirs made of jade, yarn, mahogany. I spy disoriented tourists, Central American sightseers, and the ever-present twentysomething backpackers, though the Mayans outnumber the visitors ten or twenty to one.

I’m so drunk with the pandemonium I forget about the ponytail guy. My face begins to ache. I realize I’m grinning. How long has it been? I can’t remember.

I hold out my camera at arm’s length, aim it at myself, and snap a photo.

When I turn around, I see Dan’s church. It rises above the marketplace like a hulking angel, perched on a set of ancient steps covered in flowers. Incense smoke billows from smoldering sticks. I intend to approach it, but every few steps I’m distracted.

Unfortunately, it’s almost impossible to browse without buying. Anything I touch—or even glance at too long—is seized by the shopkeeper and shaken out, displayed.

“You like?”

Even when I say no, lo siento, the vendors override me with a price. Sensing my reluctance, they drop it by half, two-thirds. When I finally pull myself away, they keep calling to me, plaintively, shaving the prices until I feel so besieged and guilty I go back and make some silly purchase, and we both feel swindled.


        Crap I Am Shamed Into Buying

        Terra-cotta bird whistle

        Orange apron

        Sticky tamarind candy I can’t get off my fingers

        Wooden flute

        Chicken-shaped pot holder with pinto bean for eye



At one point, I come across a row of butcher stalls, where raw chickens, hams, and unidentifiable hunks of meat dangle from hooks. The air dances with flies. A few vendors unenthusiastically wave newspapers at them. I pass what looks like a pile of pink masks and step closer. They’re faces.

Deflated pig faces.

I snap a photo.

When I emerge from the meat market, I nearly bump into Dan. He’s haggling with a shopkeeper who looks about ten years old. “No, I said less grand,” I hear him bark, as if it’s the volume of his words that prevents understanding.

I hurry around the corner, where I notice a tiny old man standing apart from the fray. His table is stacked with paintings.

I drift over and pick up the first one I see: a lake, surrounded by volcanoes. It looks amateur, like a child painted it. The volcanoes are flat blue cones. Hairline waves upset the surface of the water, probably scratched in with a toothpick. A bright white boat hovers in the very center. Bad composition. Plus, the perspective is way off. I flip through the other paintings, but I keep coming back to the lake. Finally, I hold it up to the old man, who’s missing all his teeth.

“Where is this? Donde?”

“Atitlán.”

I run my finger along the frayed canvas. “Cuánto cuesta?”

Pathetically, it’s one of the few Spanish phrases I remember. Even though my grandfather on my dad’s side is from Spain, I thought being twice removed from my heritage released me from linguistic obligations. Already I’ve forgotten most of what I learned during my two required years of high school Spanish.

“Five dollar U.S.,” the old man says.

All I have left is quetzales, the Guatemalan currency, which is something like six or eight to a dollar. I try to calculate the exchange rate as I reach for my straw bag.

It’s gone.

I clap my hands to my face. “Oh, shit,” I say, my voice muffled by my fingers. I turn to the old man. “My bag! It was right here. Did you see anyone take it?”

The old man shrugs. Does he not understand? I point at my shoulder, miming the strap of a bag. He shakes his head. Thank God my sketchbook’s in my back pocket—I pat it just to check. What do I do now? Call the police? Damn these people! I was actually starting to like this country.

“It’s gone.”

I whirl around.

It’s the ponytailed backpacker boy. He’s wearing a white work shirt with the top few buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up, revealing an elaborate dragon tattoo on his super-tanned right forearm. His pants are cut off below the knee, and he’s got forty or fifty string bracelets stacked partway up his left calf. His eyes are dark blue. He’s not smiling, but the threat is there. In fact, he looks almost amused.

I try not to feel offended by his expression, because I need his help. “I set it down just thirty seconds ago. Whoever took it has got to be nearby. If we hurry, we can—”

I shut up as he grabs my shoulder. Is he trying to abduct me? He leads me around the corner, where the jumble of stalls opens into a courtyard teeming with people. “So who was it?”

My shoulders sag. “What … what about the police?”

“Was your passport in your bag?”

“Of course not—I have a money belt.”

“What about your credit cards? Anything like that?”

“Money belt.”

“Then what’s in your bag that’s so important?”

“My camera! And some snacks and things.” I know better than to mention the terra-cotta bird whistle. “But it was a really nice camera.…”

He shakes his head. “The police won’t be interested. They might file a report, if you beg. But come on. They’ve got more important things to deal with than a tourist who lost her camera.”

I gape at him for a second. Then I turn and walk away.

“Hey, wait up.” He falls into step beside me.

“That was mean,” I say.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“How do you know I’m not a photographer? Or an artist?”

“Are you an artist?”

“No,” I reply a little too loudly.

He looks taken aback.

“I mean no, I’m not an artist,” I continue, tugging my shirt over the sketchbook in my pocket. “But you didn’t know that. And just because I’m part of a stuffy tour group doesn’t mean I’m really a part of them, okay? It was a mistake—I thought I was signing up for something else. And now I’m stuck with them for three weeks, seeing only what they want me to see, and there’s nothing I can do. Today’s the first time I’ve gotten a moment to myself.”

“I see.”

“You see,” I repeat.

“Well, I believe you, so now I see it. Believing is seeing, right?”

Before I can correct him, he catches my arm. “Hey, do you smell that?”

“Huh?”

“Come with me.”

He leads me to a booth where five barefoot women are making tortillas. First they reach their floured hands into a plastic tub filled with dough, pinch off a hunk, and roll it into a ball. Next they slap the ball from hand to hand, beating it flat. Then they toss it onto a griddle suspended over an open flame.

A tortilla dangles in front of my face. “Be careful,” he says. “It’s hot.”

I hesitate, remembering what happened yesterday in Antigua. While the rest of my tour group browsed market stalls, I bought a chicken tamale from a street vendor. Before I could unwrap it from its banana leaf, Marcy velociraptored up behind me and snatched it from my hand.

“Rule number one,” she said, mashing the tamale into a blob of corn flour. “Unless you want to be hunched in the bathroom for three hours, exploding from both ends, don’t buy anything from street vendors. Or from pushcarts. Or from roadside markets. You can’t afford to be naïve—this isn’t the first world, you know. Standards of cleanliness are much different here.”


        Global Vagabonds Rules for Third-World Travel

        Don’t shake hands with the locals.

        Don’t drink the water.

        Don’t touch your face after touching the water.

        Don’t eat street-cart tamales, or buy street-cart tamales, or approach street carts, or even make eye contact with street-cart vendors.

        If any water gets in your mouth while you shower, gargle with hand sanitizer.



Feeling like a rebel, I accept the tortilla and take a bite. The hot dough melts on my tongue. “Wow! Tijuana’s got nothing on these.”

“You’re from Tijuana?”

“What? No!” I laugh. “I’m from Southern California. But I’ve been there once … with friends. We had quesadillas.”

Great—now he probably thinks I’m trying to be multicultural. Good thing I didn’t bring up the kamikaze shots. At any rate, he doesn’t seem eager to ditch me, and that says something. We head toward the outskirts of the market, where the streets are less crowded.

“So where are you from?” I ask.

“Hard to say.”

“What do you mean?”

“I grew up all over.” He crumples a tortilla into a ball and stuffs the whole thing into his mouth. After he swallows, he says, “Take a look down there.”

He points to one of the steepest roads I’ve ever seen. At the very bottom, a village of tombstones designed to look like churches juts from a hill. The colors of Easter. Why do American cemeteries look so gloomy? It never occurred to me before. They should look like carnivals, celebrating life.

“Let me guess. You’re staying in Panajachel tonight, right?”

When I turn back, he’s perched atop a low stone wall with his hands on his hips, like Peter Pan. I can totally see him spreading his arms and soaring straight on till morning.

“It’s usually the next stop for tour groups,” he adds, “after here.”

“Um,” I reply. I don’t want to admit I haven’t read our itinerary. I’m starting to realize how idiotic my blank-canvas policy was. “Right.”

“So what has your group got planned for you this evening?”

“I’m not a hostage,” I insist, even though he’s got it right. I’m pretty sure Glenna Heron said something about a Paraguayan restaurant. As if Guatemalan weren’t exotic enough.

“So you can come across the lake for dinner?”

The sun emerges from behind a cloud. With my head tipped back, I have to squint to see his face. “The lake?” I repeat, thinking of the painting. I feel a flutter of excitement. “What’s across the lake?”

“Three volcanoes and twelve other villages, for starters.”

“I know that,” I lie.

“We’re staying at this guesthouse in Santa Lucía. It’s called La Casa Azul. Your typical backpacker haunt. The only one in the village. But it’s not so bad. Everyone cooks. You should come.”

I wonder about the difference between a good backpacker haunt and a bad one. “How do I get there?” I ask, unsure whether I’m playing along, or whether I’m really considering going.

“Por lancha. By boat. Just head straight down Calle Santander—that’s the main road—to the lake. The boat drivers will descend upon you as soon as you get there. Make sure to catch the six o’clock to get there in time for dinner.”

“Should I, like … get your number or something?”

“I don’t have a phone.” He hops down from the wall and waves. “Bon voyage!”

I watch him stroll through the crowd. His hair’s as dark as that of the locals, his skin almost as tanned. But even though he’s not particularly tall—maybe average height—he towers above them.

All of a sudden, I think, How strange. We never exchanged names.




End of sample
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