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HILDY




The Dream







“Now, who can tell me the name of the cemi of death?” I asked the small group of six-year-olds sitting before me, each one forced to have a religious education thanks to their devout parents. They mused silently until a little girl named Gia raised her hand.

“Hildy,” she started then shook her head.

“It’s Behique Hildy,” her friend Flor scolded from her side.

“Behique Hildy, is it Guayaba?” Gia asked.

I smiled widely at her, “You are so close! Guayaba is the cemi of Coabey, or the land of the dead. That’s a good guess, Gia. Remember, there is a different cemi for death and for the underworld. They are two separate cemi.” I looked over all the curious little faces, scrunched up in thought, furiously trying to remember the name. It made my heart happy.

Isadore was present also. My best friend and carib sat at the back of the room, cross-legged, raising her hand on her tattooed arm emphatically. Her dark, braided hair fell to one side of her head and the beads and stones adorning the braids jingled as she shook trying to get my attention. She shaved the other half of her head as close to the scalp as she could. Her cutlass at her waist clinked against her dagger and the stone floor of my room. Her boots tapped like woodpecker on a ceiba tree. She made more noise than any of the students.

“Izzy, you’re not a p–part of this class,” I stuttered with a shake of my head. The children turned to look at her and all giggled. “And I’d be shocked and frankly ashamed If you didn’t know the answer. You’re here just as much as they are.”

Isadore grinned and leaned to close to the nearest student, a boy named Hermilo. “I can give you a hint if you need it.” This prompted more giggles.

“Anybody care to b–be as b–brave as Gia here and take a guess?” I asked. Santo, a chubby little Borinken raised his hand cautiously and with more than a little reluctance. “Yes, Santo?”

Santo cleared his throat and said, “Is it Maboya, Behique Hildy?”

I gave the boy a wide smile and a short round of applause. “That’s right, Santo! Maboya is the cemi of death.”

“That’s what I was going to say,” Isadore chimed in. The class of six-year-olds giggled.

“Do not listen to the Anacaona at the back. We all know they care not for the cemi, except for you Memo, you are b–brave to do so.” I smiled at Isadore’s cousin. He smiled back and blushed. There was no denying their heritage. Both had smooth, dark skin like onyx and beautifully shiny, tightly curled hair, or at least Isadore would have had she not braided and shaved hers.

“Now, b–before I let you go for the day, I want you to remember, we Andoli, whether B–borinken or Nitaino, Jibaro or Kiskeyan, do not fear death. Death is a gift from the almighty Yaya. It is out ticket to the third cave. And who remembers what awaits us in the third cave?”

“Feasting!” Isadore shouted. The children jumped at her outburst then laughed hysterically, repeating her call.

“Okay, okay, now off with you all. Your p–parents are all waiting!”

Isadore and I walked the group of students from our little study nook in the temple to the arboretum where the fifteen of them ran to greet their smiling parents still feeling the effects of the cassava pipe. The sun shone brightly onto the flamboyán and ceiba trees that grew there. Small stone likeness of the cemi stood in their respective alcoves, complete with stone or copper bowls for offerings. Candles surrounded some, silver and copper Andoli marks littered the feet of others. Andoli of every walk of life knelt at their respective family cemi, praying for whatever blessing their cemi imparted.

“I used to wonder why my bibi and baba hated coming to the temple,” Isadore said quietly, leaning closer to me. “I mean, they loved to smoke cassava as much as the Suma Behique. And since its part of the rituals, you’d think that would have been right up their alley.”

I shrugged. “B–but had they attended the temple rituals, what would have happened to the famous Anacaona impiety? I don’t think anybody judges you or your clan for not b–believing in the cemi.”

“I’d hope not!” Isadore said. “So, is this all you had to do today, teach these runts about scary Maboya?” She emphasized the name with her deepest, most haunting voice.

“Yes, it was, and I’d ask that you stop interrupting my lessons with your antics, Isadore Anacaona.”

“Yes, Behique Hildy Campos,” she said tongue in cheek. “Where to now? Should we hit the city and ogle at all the tourists arriving and wandering the streets? I heard the dance troupe from Fajardo has arrived! Do you remember them from the last festival of Areíto?”

“Were they the ones that danced in nothing but p–paint smeared over their b–bodies?”

“Of course, you remember. Who could forget that?” Isadore said pulling me close.

“We can do that, b–but…” I trailed off.

“But?”

“I need to speak with the Suma B–behique first,” I said. “I had that dream again.”

Isadore grimaced. “The one about you, Jenaro, and Maboya?”

I nodded. “It was the same, but also different, strange. I can’t make out the meaning and I want her opinion.”

“Then after that, we go watch the dance practices?”

“Yes. I’m surprised you didn’t recommend lunch.”

“Oh, that’s on the itinerary.”

Eighth-day afternoons, or Atabey as we called it in honor of the mother goddess of our people, the Suma Behique, head priestess of my order and administrator of the Temple, spent in quiet solitude. Her week, filled with study and service, speaking at the Temple of the Cemi, and pressing flesh with the few faithful still in attendance, drew most of her time. But for as long as the Temple of the Cemi existed, even as far back as when behique more closely resembled shaman than priests, Atabey existed as their day to rest. The current Suma Behique, who sacrificed her own name to better serve the cemi, was no different from her predecessors. Her place of rest and relaxation was known only to a select few. Luckily, being the daughter of the previous cacique and sister of the current leader of the Andolins, provided me with access to useful tidbits of information not available to others. When I first told Isadore the Suma preferred to garden on her eighth day, she didn’t believe me, until we snuck in and witnessed it with our own eyes. The punishment that followed left me with dish-pan hands I thought would never return to normal.

“Are you sure she’s going to be okay with us interrupting her day of rest?” Isadore asked. “Last time you had to wash the Temple pots and pans every meal for an entire week.”

I nodded. “I know. B–but if I know anything about the Suma B–behique it’s that she will be expecting our arrival.”

Pedestrians and carts packed the seastone streets of Puerto Zafiro. The city bustled on a normal day, but now, so close to the Festival of Areíto, you could not move without brushing arms with a tourist or bumping into a member of the city guard. Yet, despite the ballooning population of the city, and the raising of countless, colorful banners and decorations, things seemed normal to my eyes. Friends and families greeted each other on the doorsteps of their seastone bohios exchanging warm embraces and planting heartfelt kisses on every cheek and forehead. Farther down mountainside, merchants and traders filled the market square and engaged in shouting matches, attempting to outbid one another for prized goods. At the docks, merchant marines unloaded their vessels from lands beyond the horizon, casks of wine and barrels of ale rumbled down gangplanks. Cranes affixed with nets emptied ship holds brimming with freshly caught fish and shrimp. Jibaros guided their mule-driven carts laden with slop and refuse from every home and business in the city toward their farms and ranches outside of the city proper. The smell of their passing wrinkled my nose as it mingled with the briny sea air that cooly breezed up the streets and alleys and around the buildings.

Izzy and I took the long way from the temple to the cape where the Suma’s garden grew, circling through the city and past the Batey del Albizu, the largest park in the Andolins, where a multitude of work crews assembled tents and stages throughout the grounds. “You would think the next three days were just a normal eighth day weekend if not for the view of the b–batey,” I said as we walked past the wrought iron fence that enclosed the grounds. “Nobody seems to even notice what’s going on in there, or the b–banners and streamers decorating every lamp p–post and street crossing, or the vendors cramming their way through the city gates, or the inns nearly b–bursting at the seams with dance troupes and b–batu p–players and tourists. It’s like a normal eighth day.”

“For the most part it is,” Isadore replied. “The carnecerías and panaderías still have to butcher meat and bake bread. Those children who were fortunate like us will be in lectures at the temple, the others will be helping their parents with the looms or the plows. I even heard that the caciques menores were commanded to meet with your sister today and tomorrow. Tomorrow! On the first day of Areíto! She can’t even let them have the day off for the holiday.”

“I’m sure they’re all thrilled about that,” I said with a grimace.

“Just adds more fire to their already raging hatred for her.”

“Do you think we could not talk about Luisa today?”

“Of course,” Isadore said with a smile.

The cape on the western side of the city, once the site of a glorious and stately lighthouse and military lookout, had long since transitioned into a botanical garden home to the flora from every realm in Ke’. Maple and live oak from Ultan Mere, cactus and enormous flowering succulents from the arid wastes of Itibanen, palms and blooming shrubs from the isles of Hal’e and the continent of Sandria, even the slowly burgeoning stately ironwoods from the tundra of northern Cike’o. I never understood how plants from every imaginable biome in Ke’ could live and thrive in the tropical sauna of the Andolins but thrive they did.

The garden itself was kept by the behique, more specifically under the watchful and careful eye of the Suma. She would spend all eighth day afternoon among the flowers and ferns, tending the plants and pruning the bushes. It was her secret joy and one that connected her back to the cemi. “All the cemi can be seen in nature,” she once told me, “Yaya, in the creation of life, Atabey, in the nurturing and growth of each plant, fed by the waters of Boinayel, germinated by Yucahu’s winds. Even Maboya visits every plant in their due time.” Isadore and I stopped at the gates, scanning the paths that curved around planters and through the twisted roots of a towering ceiba.

“I…I don’t know if I’m comfortable doing this,” Isadore said. “I know you’re close to the Suma, but she gives me the jibblies.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “I told you; we’re expected. And anyway, the worst that can happen is we’re sent away.”

“I hope you’re right,” Izzy said with a shudder.

We didn’t even make it to the first guidepost before a pair of my brethren, the behique Tonio and María, appeared from farther down the path. They hurried toward us struggling to appear calm and simultaneously move with a sense of urgency. They both huffed and puffed as they came to a halt in front of us.

“Tonio, María,” I said, giving them the palm of peace. Isadore did as well but positioned herself slightly behind me. I know she hoped I wouldn’t notice but when I turned my head to look at her, she smiled sheepishly at me and took a step forward to be next to me.

“Hildy, I hope there is a good reason for this intrusion. It is the Suma’s day of rest,” María said, exasperated.

I looked at Izzy who said, “You did say she was expecting us.”

“Not us, just you, behique,” Tonio said. “She would like for me to escort you to her. Your carib can wait here.”

“Now, hold on,” Isadore started but hesitated when I grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward me. “It’ll be okay. I won’t be long.”

Isadore folded her arms across her chest. “I know you’ll be okay; I just think it’s rude that she knew you were coming but didn’t see me with you.”

I tried to hide my amusement but failed. “Izzy, I love you. You’re my best friend and you are so sweet. I guess I’ll have to do this alone.”

Isadore breathed a sigh of relief and mimed wiping sweat from her brow. “Thank the cemi. Be safe.” She threw me a smile then turned to María. “So, what’ll it be, behique? Should we play daggers, or would you rather show me which of these plants produce useful toxins?”

“I beg your pardon?” María gasped.

“We gotta pass the time somehow?” I heard Izzy say as she and María disappeared around the corner.

I turned to Tonio, bowed my head, and said, “Lead on, behique.”

We walked through the garden, following the twisting dirt paths around a veritable orchard of fruit trees, growing high and shading our way with their foliage. The shade smelled sweet with ripening mango and papaya. The flamboyán trees bloomed brightly, crimson petals decorating the path like a red carpet. When the shade parted, Tonio had led us to the last tree on the cape, hanging precariously onto the final chunks of soil before the edge of the cliff. The ancient ceiba clung to life, roots cascading down the cliff face toward the waters of the bay. Fingers in the earth, sun visor on her head, dagger slicing small roots from around the tree’s base, knelt the Suma Behique. She didn’t turn around to see who approached nor did she stop what she was doing to greet her guests.

“Thank you, Tonio, you may leave us now,” the Suma said, wiping her blade on the sleeve of her shift.

“As you will it, Suma Behique,” Tonio said with a bow then scurried away, leaving me alone with the head of our order.

A terrible fear suddenly washed over me. What if Isadore was right? I shouldn’t be here interrupting her only day of rest. Areíto started tomorrow, the three-day festival only celebrated every three years would monopolize her time for the rest of the week. How selfish of me to think she would gladly see me, a novice behique whose only duties were study and teaching the youngest students what I learned…and occasionally cleaning the temple. I may have been the daughter of a cacique, but in the temple that meant nothing. I wasn’t any different from the other novices. In hindsight, I knew I had made a terrible mistake.

“Come here, behique, and sit with me,” the Suma said, moving from her knees to sit cross-legged against the roots of the ceiba, shading herself from the harsh midday afternoon sun. Her copper skin glistened with sweat. Stray strands of white hair parted from her waist-length braid and stuck to the slick skin on her face and neck. I hurried over to her. “The cemi told me I would see you today. I thought to myself, surely not Hildy. She would not interrupt my day of rest.”

I inhaled sharply before noticing the sly smile curling the edges of the Suma’s mouth. I tried to smile back at the tease but felt the weight of my decision. “I’m so sorry, Suma Behique.”

The Suma waved away my words. “There is nothing to apologize for, child. If I am not available to my own behique, than what use am I? Now put aside the shame you feel and speak. Whatever weights on your heart must be an incredible burden.”

I finally took a seat across from her, swallowing hard before I spoke. “I had a dream. I mean I’ve dreamt before but this dream, it isn’t the first time it has come to me. Every time it happens, I wake up in a cold sweat, only this time, well it was different.”

“Tell me this dream,” the Suma said. She reached over and took my hands in hers. Her skin was soft and warm, not like a gardener’s hands, and the way she held mine to hers sent signals of love and comfort to my brain. I looked into her dark eyes and felt a sense of calm. Taking a deep breath, I recalled my dream.




“In the dream, I see a boy, young, no older than eight or ten years. He’s a stranger to me, yet I feel connected to him, as if I know him, as if I’ve met him before. His face is stained with tears. Someone close to him has died. He’s in the manse, or what used to the be the manse, the gallery and museum now, and climbs the tree in the Cacique’s garden. I’m standing at the base of the tree, watching the boy climb, scared that he’s going to fall and hurt himself. Thankfully, he doesn’t. He reaches his favorite branch and perches there, back against the trunk of the tree and cries. Yet he is not alone. Sitting in the tree with him is a giant maja, body coiled and twisted up within the branches. I watch the snake slither its way to the boy’s tree limb. I’m scared, I yell out, but the boy doesn’t hear me. The maja moves in close and begins to whisper into the boy’s ear. It’s forked tongue flicking with each syllable. I can’t hear what its saying, just the hiss of the boy’s name, Jenaro, but I know the rest of the maja’s words can’t be good. So, I begin to climb. Higher and higher I go, until I’m in the clouds, watching birds screech as they fly by. I manage to climb to the branch just below Jenaro. He’s arguing with the maja. I yell out again, trying to get their attention. Jenaro still can’t hear me, but the maja turns it head. I can see its eyes, hypnotic, cycling from gold to green to silver and back again. It speaks to me, but I can’t make out what its saying. Whatever it says startles me and I lose my grip. It ends the same way every time, with me falling out of the tree.

“Last night’s dream started much in the same way, the young Jenaro, the manse, the ceiba, and the maja. When the snake turned its head to me and hissed, I could finally make out its words. ‘You’ve awakened. The time has come, daughter of dust. I need your help.’ The words hit me like a gust of wind and sent me flailing from the tree.”




After I finished the retelling, we sat in silence. I thought for a moment that the Suma had fallen asleep. She sat so calmly, barely moving, barely breathing. I opened my mouth to speak but she spoke first.

“It seems to me the cemi are sending you a message,” she said.

“What message?” I asked. “And what cemi? The maja would be Maboya. Oh, Yaya be good, Maboya is the last cemi I want speaking with me. And if that’s the case, why is he so cryptic? Why does he come to me in a memory that is not my own? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Many times, the word of the cemi fails to make any sense to us. You and I are simply borekua to them, their mortal creations, beings to worship and entertain and fulfill their deepest desires. Yet, to be visited by a cemi in a dream is not for the outsider to understand. Those dreams are for the dreamers.”

“So, it has to do with me. B–but, why dream of Jenaro? It felt so real, as if I was transported b–back in time to witness a moment in his life, one of p–profound sorrow.”

“The cemi will not often use languages we understand. It is up to us to interpret their messages.”

“B–but how, Suma?”

“Think of everything I’ve taught you. The cemi no longer communicate openly with us and when they do speak, it is through visions or flashes of insight.”

“Maboya is trying to get my attention b–by showing me my distant ancestor, b–by giving me a look at the traumatic loss of his mother.” I paused for a second. “Is he trying to tell me I, too, will experience the loss of my mother?”

“I do not think Maboya taunts you with what will eventually come to pass regardless of his involvement or not. Perhaps it has to do with Jenaro. Perhaps your distant ancestor’s life will bring about change in your own life. For that, fundamentally, is all death is, transformation, change.”

I hmphed and mused over her words.

“Do not dwell on it for too long, my child. Sometimes the answers come to us when we least expect it. Maybe Maboya will speak to you again. And maybe he will not. Maybe he brings about great change and maybe not.”

“Yes, Suma B–behique,” I said with a heavy exhale.

The Suma smiled widely. “Now the cemi’s message to me has been made clear. You will perform the Telling at this year’s festival of Areíto.”

“What?” I shouted, pulling my hands from the Suma’s grasp. “The Telling? No, I can’t do that. That honor is reserved for senior members, b–behique who have trained for years, not a novice. And I stutter! I can’t speak in front of a crowd of Andoli stuttering over my words.”

“The last time I checked, it was I who claimed the title of Suma Behique not Hildy Campos,” the Suma replied softly. She smiled widely once more. “I, too, had a dream, or rather have had a dream for many nights, recurring just as yours. Weeks it has tormented me. It has been the only thing I’ve seen in my sleep. I will not bother you with the details, yet only last night did I realize the face I saw in my dream belonged to you, Hildy.

“The telling is your own. I’ve heard you teach to the children about cemi and the old majicks. I’ve seen their faces, how you engage them. I know you will do well. I have no doubt, child.”

I sighed, slumping my shoulders. “There’s no getting out of this, is there?”

“I will send word back with Tonio to have your duties for the next three days assigned to one of your peers. Fear not, child. All is well. I have the utmost faith in you. Now, do me a favor and help and old woman to her feet. I need to check the roots of the other ceiba for wild cassava.”




Books and Breakfast







When I returned to the entrance of the botanical gardens, I found Isadore chatting with a duo of city watchmen. She saw me from a distance, saluted both, and jogged to meet me.

“So, how’d it go?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I…I don’t know what happened. One minute I’m discussing this dream and the next minute the Suma B–behique is telling me I will be p–performing the telling at this year’s Areíto.”

“What?!” Isadore screamed. “Hildy that’s incredible! You’d have to be the youngest behique ever!”

“I am,” I said.

“To give you such an honor, the Suma must be so confident in you!”

“She is.”

“Hildy! This is incredible! Exciting! You know how many Tellings have been given by crusty old behique that don’t even know what batu is?”

“All of them?”

“All of them!” Izzy shouted. “But not this year. Wow. Fifteen years old and giving the telling.” Isaodore gasped. “Your bibi is going to lose her mind.”

I felt my heart drop to my stomach. “My b–bibi…do…do I absolutely have to tell her?”

“No, but I’m sure she’ll be incredibly proud. You are her eldest daughter.”

“B–by a year.”

“And I’m sure she’ll be ecstatic.”

“It’s just that if I tell my b–bibi she’s going to tell Luisa and I really don’t want to tell Luisa. The last thing I need is for her to show up and critique me.”

Isadore groaned. “Ugh, Luisa. How you two are related is beyond me. Your natiao, Arecibo, and you are the same, kind, caring, loveable. But her?” Isadore clenched and bared her teeth then mimed choking herself. “She’s making the caciques menores miss the first day of the festival for some ridiculous meeting.”

“I know. She continues to not do herself any favors.”

“The people talk about her as if she is an Ultan spy, planning to have our islands invaded after they were kicked out centuries ago. You and Aré on the other hand, the people love you two.”

“Let’s not talk about Luisa. I need to head b–back to the temple and get to the archives. If I’m going to give the Telling, I at least need to p–prepare something…anything. Can’t stand b–before the p–people and talk about majick like I do to the children every week.”

“Why not?” Isadore asked.

I gave Izzy stare that made her laugh and hold her hands up in defense. “So, no dancers today?”

“I’m sorry, Izzy. I’m sure we’ll have time tomorrow.”

“It’s okay, Hildy. But we still need to eat. I’ll accompany you to the temple then run over to the batey to see if any of the vendors have started selling yet. I know it’s a day too soon, but sometimes they cook for the set-up crews.”




• • •




Behique Inez placed the last of the eight books I requested on the table. The enormous, weighty tome made the aging wood creak and groan. Even a cloud of dust rushed away as she dropped the book to the surface. We both held our breath and waved away the cloud.

“Here’s the last one,” Inez said. A short, mousy Borinken with crude glasses dangling on the tip of her nose, Inez started at the temple two years before me and already achieved the rank of apprentice. Seeing her work the archives meant she aspired to replace the current archivist one day.

“Thank you, Inez,” I said with a nod. “Yaya be merciful, how heavy is that b–book?”

Inez wiped the sweat from her brow, nearly knocking the glasses from their perch. “You wouldn’t believe it. I’d wait until your carib returned to move it. It may take both of you to lug it open.”

I wanted to laugh but knew the tiny Inez would think it was at her expense. Instead, I agreed with her and waved as she headed back to the circulation desk two floors above me. A mighty sigh left my lips as I examined the eight books and one scroll resting on the archive table. My hand instinctively went to my braid as I leaned back in the chair, reluctant to start the research process.

The weight of my task didn’t immediately overwhelm me. Yet, after only a few short minutes, I found myself staring at the same page, reading the same paragraph over and over again. Every word made sense on its own but none of them made any sense together. I considered giving up and dropped my head to the table with a groan of discomfort. I could have stayed in that position if not for the faint argument I heard in the distance and the sweet aroma of freshly baked bread and sliced ham. Isadore had arrived and no doubt started an argument with Inez over food in the archives. A few minutes later, Izzy placed two wrapped sandwiches on the table next to me.

“That bad?” she asked.

I turned my head to her and groaned.

“Would a sandwich help?” Izzy asked. “Sandwiches always help me. If I’m hungry, sandwich. If I’m tired, sandwich. If I need the energy to train, sandwich.”

“Yes. No. Maybe.” I sat up and grabbed the sandwich, quickly unwrapping it to take a bite. The salty goodness of the ham made me moan in delight. “Ugh, that is good.”

“Right?” Izzy, mouth full, agreed. “So, what’s the hang-up?” she continued after taking another bite.

“I just don’t know what to say. What do I even write about? What am I supposed to tell these p–people that they haven’t already heard twice?”

“Did the Suma have any advice?”

“I didn’t ask. I was too shocked to even think about asking. Do you think she would write it for me if I asked?”

Izzy scooted her chair close and grabbed one of the books from my stack. “Well, let’s think about the last Areíto. What did the behique who performed the Telling speak about? How was it received?”

I pushed the book in front of me out of the way and grabbed my notes with my free hand. “B–behique Osvaldo, seventy-four years old, related the story of creation to the life cycle of the caguama.”

“Cemi be damned, that sounds miserable,” Izzy cursed, a little too loudly which drew a hush for silence from a passing behique. We exchanged a grimace of embarrassment.

“B–before that, there was B–behique Sarai who spoke about the way corn fields grow. She was eighty-two years old.” Izzy groaned in pain. “I even found my great aunt in here. She had a telling years b–before we were b–born. Her Telling likened the creation story to the war with the Ultans five centuries ago.”

“Oof, a history lesson? I thought your clan was more creative than that.”

“Yeah, so did I,” I said after swallowing another bite. I shook my head in frustration. “It’s hard enough getting fifteen six-year-olds to listen to a lesson on the majicks. How can I get a group of adults to p–pay attention to three nights of instruction?”

“Do you have to talk about the creation?” Izzy asked. “I mean, is there any rule that says it must be about the creation? What if you talk about batu, or dancing, or pernil? That would be a delicious Telling.”

“Too b–bad you’re not the one giving the Telling.”

“I mean, I could, but only if you want.”

I took the last bite of my sandwich, let out a whine, and dropped my head to the table again. “I don’t know what I want,” I moaned.

Isadore chuckled and said, “You’re so cute when you’re pouting.” I shook my head then balled up and threw my empty sandwich paper at her. She only smiled and hurried away to find a waste basket.

The rest of the day passed with my nose buried in various dusty tomes and my hand attached to my pen, desperately trying to find some inspiration for my telling. Traditionally, the Telling taught people of our history and our culture by relating it to something the people would understand. Heavy theology too often meant a crowd of sleeping speech-goers. It was the Teller’s discretion as to what they wanted to speak on. Thus, each telling became an extension of that person. Dreams, desires, beliefs, hopes, and fears all presented themselves in the Telling, all meant to teach a valuable lesson about the cemi. I wracked my brain trying to think on one thing, one simple story of my life that could bring the people closer to the cemi, but not a single idea was born. I was only the daughter of a cacique. I lived my fifteen years in relative comfort and ease. What would I know of the toils of the Jibaros, planting their fields, or the daily struggles of average Borinkens, who lived on the east island, in Puerto Zafiro, raising families in a city that suffered from its own growing pangs?

I looked up from my book, across the table at Isadore. My best friend and carib sat there, face scrunched up in that cute way it did when she read something she didn’t understand. She didn’t have to be here. She could have left me in the relative safety of the archives, deep under the Temple, and ran to the batey to watch the dancers arrive, drooling over the men and women with their honey skin and dark hair, glistening in the setting sun as they practiced their routines one more time, but she sacrificed her evening to be with me. I didn’t deserve her. I looked back at my notes. My scratchy handwriting said, “flute?” Izzy mentioned music during another one of my meltdowns. My flute playing brought me comfort and joy. Surely, I could make that an interesting talk for three nights. I took a deep breath and began to scribble down notes until the sun disappeared beneath the horizon, until the city lamps were lit, until the archives shone ocher in the artificial, mirrored light. Before long, I felt my eyes grown heavy and my head begin to drop.

“Maybe a little nap,” I murmured to no one. Isadore already sat with her arms folded on the table and her head nestled softly atop. She snored lightly and muttered an unintelligible conversation to herself. I smiled and soon faded into sleep.




• • •




Dreaming. I stood in front of the ceiba once more. After taking a moment to examine my surrounds, the grass, the garden, the walls that surrounded it, I looked up and high up in the branches and saw Jenaro. The boy sat with his back against the trunk of the tree. His tears rained down on me like a passing storm. I started toward the trunk, intent on once again climb the great sentinel, when I spotted the maja. It slithered down to Jenaro from a limb just above the boy.

“You’ve been here before, Hildy,” I said to myself. “You’ve done this before. Just walk away. Walk away or wake up. Wake up!” I put my feet back on the earth. “Well, that’s new. I can move. And my stutter is gone.”

The hiss of the maja grew louder. I looked back up to where Jenaro sat, only the boy faded away on the breeze like a wisp of smoke. The maja descended the great ceiba, wrapping its enormous body around the trunk. I shook my head and turned to walk away. That was when I heard the maja speak.

“You’ve awakened. The time has come, daughter of dust. I need your help.”

I continued to walk until the garden faded to nothing. Yet the words continued to follow me. “You’ve awakened. The time has come, daughter of dust. I need your help.”




• • •




I woke the next morning with a start. Inez stood next to me, shaking me by my shoulders. “Hildy, did you spend all night here?” she asked in a whisper.

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and noticed Isadore had pulled her chair up next to mine. She slept, leaning against my side. “Yes, Inez, I guess I did,” I said with a yawn.

Inez looked troubled. “Oh, I hope Behique Marta doesn’t hear of this. She’ll think I failed to do a final check of the stacks!”

I smiled gently and took her arm. “It’s okay, Inez. I won’t tell a soul.”

Inez nodded uncomfortably. “Okay. Well, it is dawn. I only wanted to make sure you two were okay.”

“Thank you, Inez. I think we’ll take a b–break from studying and go get some b–breakfast.” I said quietly so as not to wake Isadore. “Should I b–bring the b–books up to circulation?” Inez nodded then hurried off. I turned my face and gently rocked Izzy until she groaned with reluctant wakefulness.

“Is it breakfast?” she asked.

I giggled. “Well, it is morning, and it is time for b–breakfast, so I guess you can say it is b–breakfast.”

“I could eat an entire pig,” Izzy said, rising from her chair.

“I think I’d like to go to the manse this morning if you don’t mind. I thought about what you said, and I think you’re right. I should tell my b–bibi about the Telling.”

“Of course, I’m right. Aren’t I always?” Izzy asked, tongue in cheek. I pushed her and she rolled herself from the chair and crashed to the floor. A cry for silence immediately followed.

I shook my head. “I need to get you out of here before they ban me for life. Can you imagine a behique denied entrance to the archives?”

“You’d be a laughingstock, Hildy,” Isadore said with a wink.

“And it’d be your fault.”




• • •




The excitement of Areíto was everywhere the moment we stepped out of the Temple. Streamers flew from every lamp post. Confetti and flower petals floated on the briny morning sea breeze that rushed over the island. Everyone on the street of Puerto Zafiro, dressed in vibrant colors and patterns, moved to the Batéy del Albizu for the opening festivities. We heard the music clearly from the temple steps, even over the roar of the crowds. The smell of festival food filled the air and made our mouths water.

Despite the pedestrian traffic that choked the streets as well as the innumerable amount of tourists, rickshaws, and carts, Isadore managed to find us a ride to the manse. The boy pulling an elaborately decorated carriage for two, complete with flags, streamers, and noise makers on the wheels, gave us a brilliant smile and excited nod of his head when we told him our destination.

“Yes, behique, I know the quickest route,” the boy said, bursting with pride. “I’ll get you there before long.” The feathered hat on his head resembled the mulit-colored inriri of Yucahu and bobbed, flapped, and shook as he spoke. On any other day, I would have giggled at the show, but the dread of returning to the manse struck me hard. Isadore answered for me and helped me to my seat.

It wasn’t that I disliked home. I loved the manse and the people who worked within. I loved my family, even though our dynamic shifted drastically when my baba died, and Luisa ascended to sit on the dujo of the Cacique. Too often I felt alienated in my own home. I knew I shouldn’t let my youngest sibling bother me so much, but Luisa had a power over me and without Arecibo to defend me, often I simple shut my mouth, nodded, and went along with everything she said.

The cart darted through the crowded streets, narrowly missing other carts and pedestrians. The kid was talented I couldn’t deny him that.

“Would you mind playing a song, behique?” he shouted as he ran.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, both embarrassed to be put on the spot and shocked that I would be embarrassed.

“A song! To celebrate Areíto and put a pep in my step!” the boy shouted.

“I don’t think you need any more p–pep, but okay. Since its Areíto. You’ll to keep the cart steady, okay?”

“Of course, behique. Steady as she goes!”

“What should I p–play” I asked, turning to Isadore.

“El Tiburón,” Isadore said with a grin.

I started the up-tempo tune, and the driver indeed gained a pep in his step. I couldn’t help but think how ridiculous and incredible our bird-like cart looked and sounded as it coursed through the city, with nothing but a melody left in its wake.

The boy did not lie. It was the quickest trip to the manse I ever made. I handed the boy a silver Andoli mark, but he refused saying, “It was an honor to serve you, behique.”

“P–please, I insist,” I said, but the boy shook his head and held up his hands. “Then can I at least have your name so I can offer a b–blessing to Yaya in your name?”

The boy’s face lit up. “Lalo, behique. Lalo Lopez.”

“Well, Lalo Lopez, I will offer this silver mark to Yaya and p–pray he showers you with b–blessings.”

Lalo bowed repeatedly and seemed on the verge of tears. “Thank you behique, thank you!”

“Funny boy,” Izzy said as the cart sped away down the hill, back toward the city proper. “You probably made his week, no month.”

“I couldn’t let him leave without something,” I replied.

“See? This is why the people love you. Luisa would never do something like that.”

I frowned. “Yeah, you’re p–probably right.”

“Are you good to see your bibi alone?” Izzy asked. “I think I’m in time for the security briefing. The city watch always loves when the carib are present. We kind of act as a buffer between the watch and the Guazabara.”

“Go ahead,” I said and tried to smile. “And good luck!”

“Oh no, you take all the luck. I’ll be fine. You though?”

I froze. “Do you really think I need all that luck?”

Isadore smiled and hurried back to my side. She put her hands on my shoulders, smiled widely, and said, “It’ll be fine. It’ll be easy. It’s just talking to your bibi. You do that all the time. You got this. And your bibi is great. You don’t need luck. So, I take it all back. Give me all the luck.”

I tried to smile. “Thanks, Izzy.”

“Now go! I’ll meet you out here after.”

It was business as usual inside the manse. Guazabara, the elite royal guard who answered only to the Cacique, stood watch at the door. Gardeners carried urns full of water to each planter and hanging pot. The housekeepers marched in a single file line from the dining hall to their next destination. I frowned knowing I missed breakfast but knew I could head to the kitchen and grab some leftovers from the chefs, Feliz and Marcos. The air in the halls smelled floral. The walls, floor, and ceiling shone glossy and clean as if a thin layer of water sparkled on every surface. I kept my head down and walked as quickly and quietly to my bibi’s chambers. She liked to have a bath after breakfast saying it helped with her indigestion. When I made it to her quarters, the guazabara stood guard while Celia, Isadore’s aunt and my bibi’s sworn carib, stood outside.

“Hola, Hildy,” Celia said as she embraced me and kissed both my cheeks.

“Hola, Celia,” I replied. “Is my b–bibi free to talk?”

Celia frowned uncomfortably. She put a hand on my shoulder and guided me out of the earshot of the enormous double doors to my bibi’s chambers and the heavily armed guaza that stood guard. “She is in one of her tempers, mija. Is it urgent?”

I shook my head. “No, I just have some news and I wanted to share with her.”

Celia nodded. “I can pass on a message if you like. Or I can deliver a note.”

“You really don’t think she’d accept me right now?”

Celia shook her head. “She had a rather vocal argument with Luisa this morning and ordered the Cacique out of her chambers.”

I cringed. “If we’re b–being honest though, Luisa and b–bibi are always at each other’s throats.”

Celia rolled her eyes. “Who doesn’t that girl argue with? A cacique should have more even a temper,” she said then immediately bit her tongue.

“It’s okay, Celia. I’ll write her a quick note.” I reached into my pouch for a blank note card and my pen, then scribbled a little message:

Bibi,

I know how important it is to you having a daughter in the Temple. I wanted to tell you that the Suma chose me to perform the Telling at this year’s festival. I’d hope it makes you proud and I hope you feel well enough to make it out one night.”

You are the moon of my life and the stars of my forever.

Hildy.

I folded the message and pressed it into Celia’s palm. “P–please tell her I would still love to see her tomorrow for our second day b–breakfast, if she’s feeling well enough.”

“I will, Hildy,” Celia said then kissed my cheeks once more.

With my plans thwarted, I walked back to the main hall and made my way to the kitchens. I heard Marcos and Feliz arguing before I even made it to the door.

“I said two tablespoons per cup of rice, not four!” Marcos shouted, fighting Feliz for a spoon and jar. “You’ll over season it!”

“I put three per cup last time and nobody complained. I even heard the Cacique say it was better than usual,” Feliz said coolly, with a grin plastered on his face. Feliz was the younger of the two chefs and had only worked in the manse for three years. He hid his luxurious auburn locks underneath a handkerchief that matched the wild colored, geometric print of his pants. He was thin but had an angelic face and always wore a smile no matter the situation. I believed it was that smile that most often drew the ire of Marcos.

“I don’t care if it tasted better to one person. I’ve measured the ingredients out perfectly. That jar is supposed to make ten pots of rice. The way you’re going through it it’ll only make six!” Although old and heavy, with short, cropped hair and a nose that looked broken in three different places, Marcos was surprisingly light on his feet.

“Which is it, chef, over seasoned or I’m using too much? You worry too much, my friend. I’ll make more if it runs out.”

“I am your chef, not your friend,” Marcos said, jabbing a stubby finger at the taller man’s chest. “Two tablespoons from now on, understand?”

Feliz snapped to attention and saluted Marcos.

“I don’t know why I put up with you,” Marcos said then noticed me standing in the doorway with slight amusement on my face. “Hildy! Come in, come in! What can I get for you?”

“Hola, Marcos. Hola, Feliz. I missed breakfast and wondered if you had any leftovers?”

Marcos directed me to the island in the middle of the kitchen where a small pile of breakfast pastries was stacked. “A few sweet breads are all. Take your fill. What we don’t eat will go to the poor.”

“I also have some tocino,” Feliz added and slid a plate piled with bacon to me. “Take whatever you want Hildy. It’s all yours.”

“Thank you so much. I’m so hungry,” I said then stuffed a sweet roll into my mouth.

“So, what brings you to the Manse this morning?” Marcos asked. “Did the Suma Behique finally give you a day off?”

I shook my head. “No, I mean yes, b–but that’s not why I came. I just wanted to see b–bibi.”

“Ah. Poor timing then,” Marcos tsked.

“You heard about it too?” I asked. “It must have b–been an epic shouting match.”

“Lots of yelling, from what I heard.”

“Did either of you hear what it was about?” I asked.

Marcos shook his head, but Feliz shrugged and bobbed his head side to side.

“Mas o menos,” Feliz said.

“Well?” I asked for more.

“I think Luisa is considering disbanding the Temple, outlawing religion. I don’t know how or why. I didn’t even realize the cacique could do something like that, disband an entire religion.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Disband the Temple? That surely would have caused an argument. Bibi is still devout, but Luisa has always had an issue with people not giving her the respect she feels she deserves. And I know from experience that she and the Suma Behique had not seen eye to eye. But to disband the Temple? Would she really consider doing something so stupid?”

“Cállate, Feliz. Nobody would do something that stupid,” Marcos said, taking the words out of my mouth. “The Temple gives people hope, provides for the poor, teaches the children, and let’s not forget her own sister is a behique. Why would she even consider that?”

Feliz held up his hands. “I only repeat what I heard. Don’t stone the messenger.”

The two chefs grew quiet and turned their attention to me. Marcos’s eyes went wide. “Hildy are you okay? You’ve gone white as a sheet!”

I swallowed hard and looked at the chef. I wanted to speak but I had no words. Feliz walked to where I sat and put a hand on my shoulder. “Let me get you some water, Hildy.”

I shook my head, grabbed two pieces of sweet bread, a handful of tocino, then stood up. “I’m sorry. I have to go. Thanks for the food.” I shot from the kitchen as fast as my feet would carry me.




The Festival of Areíto







My heart pounded, threatening to burst from my chest. My stomach churned itself into knots. Suddenly I felt like I needed to vomit or use the toilet, or both simultaneously. Disband the Temple. Why would she even consider that? The nerve! The insanity! It’s no wonder bibi was not feeling well. I had to go confront Luisa. Maybe I could talk some sense into her.

I hurried to the main hall and saw the clock above the chamber doors. Nine a.m. She would have started their council meeting by now. All the caciques menores would be in there. I felt sick again. “You can’t just barge in there,” I thought to myself. I looked again and saw the doors still open. She hadn’t started yet. “Go, Hildy!” I commanded myself. “Go now!”

Gritting my teeth, I hurried up the steps. I knew not what I would say to her or even if I would have the self-control to keep my cool, but I had to say something, anything. I reached the landing and the two guaza holding the doors open for the caciques menores quickly began to close them shut.

“No, wait!” I said through ragged breaths.

The two guaza stopped and the man on the right approached me. “I’m sorry, behique. Today’s meeting is a closed session, by order of the Cacique.”

“Okay, I just need to speak with my sister. It won’t take b–but a minute.”

“I’m sorry behique, I cannot let you through,” the guaza said, arms crossed on his chest.

I looked around the beefy guaza and pointed at Luisa. “She’s right there. It’ll be quick, I p–promise,” I said, trying to pivot around him, but he stuck out his massive tree limb of an arm and barred my way.

“Really?” I said in disbelief.

“Really, behique. I can send word to you as soon as they have ended the session but until then I cannot grant you access.”

I clenched my jaw and took a step back. I watched as the guaza closed the doors, watched as Luisa welcomed the twelve caciques menores, watched as her eyes caught my red and sweaty face full of anger. Her face lit up with a smile and a nod as if to say, “Too slow, sister. I win again.”

I stood in front of the closed doors, staring at the guaza with righteous indignation. After a brief moment of scowls I had hoped translated my anger and frustration at them, I turned around, stuffed another sweet roll into my mouth, then slowly made my way down the steps and out the front doors of the manse.

Izzy had yet to leave her security brief, so I plopped myself down on the steps, angrily eating some slices of bacon. I’m sure I looked like a pitiful sight, especially to the first groups of tourists arriving for the tour of the old manse building, the traditional caney of the caciques of the Andolins. But I didn’t care. My anger and disbelief at Luisa burned hot. I knew one thing, I wanted to be as far away from the manse as possible. Luckily, Isadore came skipping up.

“Greetings, Behique Hildy,” she said formally, with a stiff bow.

I exhaled sharply. “Please don’t do that. Not now. You know I hate it.”

“I’m sorry,” Izzy apologized. “Did something happen with your bibi?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t even get to see her. Apparently, she and Luisa had it out at b–breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast, is that for me?” Izzy asked, pointing at the sweet bread and bacon.

 I nodded and handed the food over to her. “Feliz told me something disturbing, but I don’t know if I believe it. I don’t want to believe it. I won’t.”

“Oooookay, care to share?” Izzy asked.

I shook my head. “Not now. Maybe later. Can we just get out of here?”

“Sure. Where do you want to go?”

I shrugged. “Nowhere. I mean somewhere. I know I need to go over my notes one more time. And I feel like I need to b–bathe. Maybe a soak will do me good.”

“A soak and a quiet room to go over your notes. Bath house? Or we can hop right next door to the compound. I’m sure my bibi wouldn’t mind drawing some hot water for us.”

“I know she wouldn’t, b–but I’d rather not give her any more work.”

“Bath house it is then!”




• • •




The attendants of the fancy bath house that Isadore brought me to were surprised to see a behique at their establishment and even more so to see the sister of the cacique there. Business was slow now as almost everyone in Puerto Zafiro was either at the batéy or on their way there. This meant we were able to bathe in the most luxurious private room they had. I offered to pay, as did Isadore, but the hostess flatly refused to accept my marks. Izzy and I vowed to leave our coin in the room for whoever cleaned it after us.

The herbal and mineral soak felt amazing on my stressed body. I could feel it all fading away, even though the words “Disband the Temple” still crashed around my head. Izzy told me about her briefing as we bathed, glossing over the juicier bits she couldn’t tell me without “having to kill me after,” she joked.

After my fingertips turned to prunes, I stepped out of the bath, threw on a robe, and sat with my notes, scanning over everything I had written the previous night. Isadore remained in the bath, sprinkling handfuls of water on her arms which rested on the stone floor before me.

“What did you end up on for your Telling?” she asked. “Majick? How dogs naturally obey the members of your clan because your people worshiped Opieyelguabiran a thousand years ago?”

I grinned and nodded in agreement. “That would have b–been a good idea, b–but no. I used your idea about music. B–but it isn’t any good. It’s terrible. Are the people even going to know what I mean when I start discussing musical theory? I barely understand it and I’ve p–played the flute for ten years now.”

“Remember what I told you a couple of years ago when you said you were a terrible liar?”

“No, but I don’t know if I like where this is going.”

Izzy grinned. “I said if you can say it with confidence, you can literally say anything and have anybody believe you.”

“Hmm,” I muttered.

“Did you know the first dance troupe to perform at Areíto were actually accompanied by flautists?”

“No, I didn’t know that. Really? How did you know? Wait.”

Izzy smiled. “See, it’s that easy.”

“It’s that easy for you. You’re naturally charismatic.”

“You are too, Hildy,” Izzy said, gently splashing water at me. “You just don’t have the confidence. But it’s okay. I’ll believe in you even when you can’t believe in yourself. That way, if you can’t believe in yourself, you can believe in the me that believes in you.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Thanks Izzy. I don’t know if I tell you enough, but I love you.”

“I know.”




• • •




The rest of the afternoon went by in a blur. We moved from the bath house to the gardens of the Temple where I practiced my first night’s speech over and over again, stumbling over words, stuttering, and simply hating everything I wrote. Each mistake increased my fear and anxiety completely erasing all the good the bath house had accomplished.

Isadore sweetly listened to each trial run, never judging, or giving me pointers unless I asked. I changed words here and there on her suggestion and tore up whole cards after I stuttered over every word I had written. As the sun began its descend toward the horizon, I could feel the panic setting in. The cheerful shouts from the batéy could be heard all over the city. The people began to file that way to watch that evening’s fireworks display. Yet the only thing I wanted to do was crawl under my covers and sleep for three days. And no sooner did I confess that to Isadore did the bells around the city begin to chime. The first hour of night and the official beginning of Areíto was announced and with it my dread peaked.

We had already begun our walk to the batéy when I looked at Isadore and said, “I change my mind. I don’t want to be a b–behique. I don’t want to do this anymore.” Isadore stopped in the middle of the street and stared at me. The crowd of people moved around us, only slightly perturbed by the blockade. Then, with an evil grin, Isadore circled around me and put her hand on my back. “P–please don’t p–push me. I don’t think I can’t do this,” I croaked, fear dripping from every stuttered word. My heart pounded clear out of my chest. My palms quickly grew slick with sweat. To top it all off, my knees locked as if my body, in a sudden show of solidarity, agreed with my panicked sentiment.

“Hildy, don’t be ridiculous,” Isadore said as she stepped ahead of me and turned to face me. “Yes, giving the Telling is the biggest opportunity you’ve ever had in your fifteen years, and yes, you may have trouble speaking in front of crowds…”

“Is this your definition of a p–pep talk?” I interrupted. 

Isadore grinned wickedly and continued. “But I’ve seen and heard you practice this speech all day today. You are more than capable and definitely prepared for this.”

I shook my head. She was right, of course. I kept telling myself that being chosen for the Telling was an honor, to be sure, and doubly so to be the youngest behique the Temple had ever chosen. But I didn’t feel prepared and as I stood before the gates to the Batéy del Albizu, watching all the people with enormous smiles plastered on their faces, walking, skipping, and some even running into the biggest and most beautiful park in Puerto Zafiro, I couldn’t help but feel the opposite. The gates, iron behemoths with “Batéy del Albizu” displayed proudly at the top, were not the entrance to the best holiday celebration on the islands. They felt more like cage doors, threatening to slam shut and trap me as soon as I stepped foot inside.

“I want to agree with you, b–but look at me,” I held out my shaking hand. “My hands are shaking and this…damned stutter.”

Isadore grabbed my hand. “You want to agree with me, so quit arguing and agree with me.” She smiled the genuine sly smile only she could give. “Plus, it is my solemn duty as your best friend and carib to make sure you make it there safe and on time, so let’s go!”

She pulled with all her might, but my feet were planted firmly to the stone street. Isadore tugged, but I shook my head and pulled back. She let go of my hand and I began to turn around, only she quickly ran behind me, placed her hands on my back, and turned me back toward the gate. My feet were no longer stuck to the stones like glue. Thanks to Isadore’s pushing, I slid almost effortlessly through looming black gates. I am positive we looked absurd.

Suddenly, an explosion of fireworks, in breathtaking and spectacular hues of turquoise and gold, lit up the night sky over the batéy. The people around me cheered, yet their shouts sounded like a miserable cacophony. It made me jump in fright. Isadore pulled me out of the way of a crowd of festivalgoers just before they ran into me.

“What’s gotten into you?” Isadore asked. “You’re skittish like a stray cat.”

I shook my head. “It’s not nothing. No, I lied. It’s what Feliz told me, what he overheard at the manse.”

Isadore frowned. “What now? Is Luisa trying to flex her muscles as Cacique, even over her own kin?”

I shook my head.

“Do you not want to talk about it?”

I shook my head again. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, lowering my head.

“Don’t be,” Isadore said, placing fingers under my chin and lifting my head. “Just forget about it for now. Let’s try and have a little fun on the way, okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

We walked the cobblestone paths, along with most of the city’s population, through the Batéy del Albizu. Children ran several paces ahead of their parents, squealing in delight as they weaved through the crowd. Jibaros from the countryside, with their wide straw hats and dark chestnut skin, sauntered in packs, each man chewing a piece of sugar cane and laughing. The city watch mingled with the guazabara, both sets of soldiers clad in their most colorful ceremonial garb. There were other behique, too. The brothers and sisters of my order scurried about in their usual plain grey robes, carrying flags, transporting barrels of water, or giving aid to the elderly who braved the crowds for the festival.

Seeing other behique made my breath catch in my throat. I pulled my hood over my braided, brunette locks and immediately patted my own robes, hoping I had not forgotten anything at the Temple. I slid my fingers into the pouch attached to my belt and felt my folded-up notes along with a few Andoli marks, in case I wanted to buy anything. I touched my prized flute, reddish orange in color like the flower of the flamboyán from which it was carved, tucked safely between my belt and my robe. I thought I heard Isadore speak, so I impulsively said, “What?”

“I said, you know what my favorite part of Areíto is, Hildy?” Isadore asked with an enormous grin as she pulled me close and bit her lip in glee.

“I b–believe the entire city knows of your ravenous appetite for p–pernil,” I replied, trying my best to smile.

Isadore giggled and clutched at her chest as if holding something dear close to her heart. “There is no part of that glorious twisty-tailed, snout-faced animal that I don’t enjoy.”

“I am well aware of that,” I responded with an amused shake of my head. “Remember the festival three years ago? The fiasco with the merchant?”

“It was not a fiasco,” Isadore argued through her laughter. “I paid for the meat. The old man thought he could cheat me out of two whole ounces.”

Another round of fireworks detonated overhead and a roar of applause washed over the Batéy. Once again, the noise made me jump. “The fact that you can feel the difference of a few ounces can make is the most fascinating p–part of that story.”

“Carib are trained to be precise in everything,” Isadore said, licking her lips.

I tried to smile, but the old memory only reminded me of a time when I didn’t have such responsibility weighing on me. “That year was the last Areíto I could celebrate without any cares or worries. I miss running the streets of the b–batey with you before these obligations to the Temple.”

Isadore squeezed me tight as we walked. “You know, we can still run the streets of the batey without any obligations. We’re only fifteen! Let’s celebrate like we did when we were twelve.”
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