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For all the cousins





 



Dear Alicia,

I’m told this letter may not get to you as the communists will cut it into shreds, but when I saw the picture of us together at Varadero beach I knew I had to write it anyway. I look at it every night and remember what life was like when I was alive. I do not belong to this place and every morning when I wake up and find myself still here I want to close my eyes and sleep forever.

All I have now are memories. I love them and hate them for what they do to me. I love them because when I’m lost in their vision, this hollow pain in my heart goes away for a while. I hate them because they are so beautiful, they fool me into believing I’m really home and then I must leave all over again.

I wish I were with you. I wish we were packing a suitcase for Varadero right now without a worry in our heads except whether or not it will rain before noon….







Sueño despierto

Yo sueño con los ojos

Abiertos, y de día

Y noche siempre sueño.

Y sobre las espumas

Del ancho mar revuelto,

Y, por entre las crespas

Arenas del desierto,

Y del león pujante,

Monarca de mi pecho,

Montado alegremente

Sobre el sumiso cuello,—

Un niño que me llama

Flotando siempre veo!

 

Dreaming Awake



I dream with my eyes

Wide open, Day and Night

I always dream.

And over the foam

Of the wide and agitated sea,

And over the undulated

Sand of the desert,

And of the vigorous lion,

Master of my soul,

Joyfully riding

Upon the submissive neck—

A child that calls to me

I see always floating!

—José Martí





CUBA
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WHAT I LOVE MOST IS THE WARMTH, HOW IT REACHES IN AND spreads out to the tips of my fingers and toes until it feels like I’m part of the sun, like it’s growing inside me. Have you ever seen the ocean turn smooth as a sheet of glass or curl upon the shore with a sigh? If you knew my country then you’d know that the sea can be many things; faithful and blue as the sky one moment and the next a shimmering turquoise so brilliant, you’d swear the sun was shinning from beneath the waves.

I often stand at the water’s edge, digging my toes into the moist sand and gaze out at the ghostly gray line of the horizon that separates sea and sky. I close my eyes just a little so I can no longer be sure which is which, and I’m floating in a blue green universe. I’m a fish and then a bird. I’m a golden mermaid with long flowing hair that gets lost in the wind. With a flick of my tail I can return to the sea and explore the shores of other lands, but how can I leave this place that quiets my soul to a prayer?

Better to stay and lay on a blanket of fine white sand, gazing up at the royal palms for hours as we do. They sway in the ocean breeze, and I almost fall asleep if not for the constant chatter of my cousin, Alicia. She’s hardly a year older than me, in fact for thirteen days out of the year we’re exactly the same age, but for some reason she seems older and wiser. Perhaps it’s because she’s so sure of what she likes. She has no doubt that she prefers mango ice cream to coconut and that her favorite number is nine because nine is the age we were then and if nine were a person it would be a glamorous lady, a showgirl with long legs and swinging hips. I, on the other hand, have a hard time choosing between mango and coconut and if you throw in papaya, I’m completely overwhelmed.

Alicia squints up at the sun with eyes that are sometimes gold, sometimes green, and tells me what she sees. “Look how the palms move in the wind.”

“I see them,” I respond.

“They’re sweeping the clouds away with their big leaves so we can look straight up to heaven and see God.”

“Can you see God?” I ask.

“If I look at it just right, I can. And when I do, I ask Him for whatever I want and He’ll give it to me.”

I turn away from the swaying palms to study Alicia’s face. Sometimes she likes to joke around and doesn’t tell me the truth until she’s certain she’s tricked me. But I know her dimples show when she’s hiding a smile. They’re almost showing now.

“Tell the truth,” I prod.

“I am.” Then she opens her eyes as wide as she can and stares straight up at the sun and shuts them tight until tiny tears slip down her cheeks. She turns to face me, eyes sparkling and lips curled in a triumphant smile. “I just saw Him.”

“What did you ask for?”

“I can’t tell you or else He won’t give it to me.”

I too turn my face toward the sun and try to open my eyes as wide as Alicia, but I can’t keep them open for even half a second, and I certainly don’t see God or even the wisp of an angel’s wing. I conclude that brown eyes are not as receptive to heavenly wonders as her magnificent golden eyes.

Alicia sits up suddenly and looks down at me, blocking the sun. “What did you ask for?”

“I thought you said we couldn’t tell.” I object, not wanting to admit I’d failed to see anything at all.

She settles back down onto the sand, while a full sun stretches over us once again. Soon we’ll have to head back for our afternoon meal. These morning hours at the beach slip away so fast. I was hoping we’d get a chance to go swimming, but we aren’t allowed in past our knees without a trusted adult nearby to keep watch. Ever since a little boy drowned at Varadero beach three years ago that’s been the rule, and there’s no use trying to change it.

“I want to go swimming,” I say.

Alicia turns to survey the ocean. We see the waves lapping the white curve of the beach and know the sea is a warm bath. We’d float easily in the calm waters and maybe even learn how to swim more like the grown-ups, moving our arms like steady and reliable windmills. And maybe our grandfather, Abuelo Antonio, undoubtedly the best swimmer in all of Cuba, will come out with us and we’ll take turns venturing into deeper water while riding safely on his shoulders.

“Let’s go!” Alicia cries and we spring to our feet and run as fast as we can, leaving a wake of powdery white sand floating behind us.

 

All of the rooms in my grandparents’ large house at Varadero overlooked the sea, and the dinning room was no exception. Abuela kept the windows open most of the time as she believed fresh air to be the best defense against the many diseases she worried about. Lace curtains fluttered on the incoming ocean breeze as Abuelo said the blessing over our meal. It wasn’t until he lifted his head and took up his fork that we were allowed to do the same.

I was lucky to be sitting closest to the fried bananas, my favorite, and to have Alicia right next to me. At home, our parents knew better and always separated us so we wouldn’t talk and giggle when we should be learning proper table manners. It seemed that Mami was more concerned with what fork I used for the salad than with my school work.

Most of the time, Abuelo and Abuela were amused by our antics and laughed at what our parents called foolishness.

“Look at how dark you’re getting,” Abuela said as she handed me a large bowl of fluffy yellow rice. “People will think you’re a mulatica and not the white, full-blooded Spaniard that you are.” Being a full-blooded Spaniard was also a very important thing, even more important than proper manners.

I helped myself to a generous serving of rice. “Look at Alicia. She’s almost as dark as me,” I shot back.

“Alicia’s a Spaniard through and through,” Abuela said. “With those light eyes and hair, there’s no mistaking her heritage. She can get as black as a ripened date, and she’ll still look like a Spaniard.”

At these moments, the only thing that kept me from envying Alicia for her superior coloring, was that she always came to my rescue. “I think Nora looks beautiful, like a tropical princess,” she said.

“That’s right, Abuela. I look like a tropical princess.”

Abuelo laughed. Having been born in Spain, he was more Spanish than anyone, but he didn’t care as much as Abuela about where people came from or who their parents were. And even though he never bragged, everyone knew he was a real Spaniard because of his accent and eloquent speech, so different from the brusque Cuban style. “Would the princess mind passing the plátanos before she eats them all herself?” he asked with a slight bow of his head.

Later that afternoon, after we’d had our mandatory naps, Abuelo was easily persuaded to go out to the beach and continue his swimming lessons. I promised Papi I’d learn to be a good swimmer during this week’s vacation, but I hadn’t progressed nearly enough to impress him.

“Too much time playing around and not enough time practicing,” Abuelo declared as he stood with us on the shore wearing dark blue swim trunks and a white guayabera shirt, perfectly pressed by Abuela that morning and every morning.

Alicia and I stood on either side of him, each clasping onto one of his big hands as we gazed out at the peaceful sea. Together, we stepped into the water and felt the waves caress our feet. We ventured in further and the silky blanket swirled up to our knees and then up to our waists, but we could easily see our toes wiggling in the sand.

We stood silent and nervous, waiting for Abuelo’s instructions to begin. Perhaps he’d have us float on our backs as he usually did. Maybe we’d practice kicking our feet with our heads under water while he taxied us around by our hands that grasped at him for dear life when he dared to let go. Or he’d dive into deeper water while we clung to his neck, laughing and sputtering when he came up for air. “Not so deep, Abuelo!” we’d cry, hoping he’d go a little deeper still.

Instead, he pointed to the platform that floated a hundred yards from the shore. “You see that out there?”

We were quite familiar with the platform. This was the famous place to which both of our fathers had to swim as children in order to be declared real swimmers and allowed into the ocean without adult supervision. We’d heard the stories a million times and when our parents dropped us off we bragged that by the end of the week we would’ve conquered the platform.

On most days older kids were on and around it, diving into the water, lifting themselves easily on to the wooden planks, and jumping off again like loud happy seals, but on this afternoon the platform bobbed about without a soul upon it. In fact, except for a couple very far off holding hands, the beach was empty. Everyone still seemed to be resting after lunch.

“Well, do you see it?” Abuelo asked again, still pointing.

I felt the butterflies begin to stir. “Yes, I see it.”

I detected a slight tremor in Alicia’s voice as well.

He squeezed our hands. “Today you’re going to swim out there all by yourselves. Who wants to go first?”

Neither of us spoke. “What? Nobody wants to go first?” Abuelo smiled down at us and then with an exaggerated expression of concern and surprise said, “You’re not afraid, are you?”

“I think I’m a little bit afraid,” I said.

Alicia thrust out her chin. “I’m not. I’ll go first.”

“That’s my girl!” Abuelo dropped my hand and held Alicia’s up in the air as if she’d won a prizefight.

“Now follow me and try to move your arms like this when you kick.” Abuelo circled his arms over his head and Alicia imitated him as best she could while I stood with my arms glued to my side, aware that this lesson wasn’t meant for me. Abuelo pulled his guayabera up over his head and threw it onto the sand before diving smoothly into the sea with hardly a splash. Three or four strokes of his powerful arms and in no time at all he was pulling himself up on to the platform and waving for Alicia to follow.

She began with more of a belly flop than a dive, but it roused a cheer from Abuelo just the same. Her head dipped in and out of the water with jerky motions as she swam slowly, but steadily toward the platform. She tried to swing her arms over her head like Abuelo instructed, but she floundered a bit and resumed her less than graceful, but reliable dog paddle. She’d never swum this far without stopping ever in her life, but she kept going well past the point where the water turned from a light green to an ominous deeper blue. And Abuelo kept cheering her on, standing on the very edge of the platform and reaching for her even when she was too far away. Her neck craned with the strain of her effort as she neared the platform and she was barely inching forward when Abuelo reached down and pulled her up easily by both arms. She collapsed on to the platform with a thud, panting and laughing and holding her sides. Once she’d caught her breath she stood up next to Abuelo, triumphant and glistening—a real swimmer.

She called out to me. “Come on, Nora. You can do it.”

Abuelo turned his attention to me now that Alicia had proved herself. He wanted to be doubly proud. “Don’t think about it any more. Just dive in like your cousin.”

They looked so far away on that platform of champions, but I could see their smiles bursting out at me even from there. They believed in me. They knew I could do it too.

I dove in and felt the warmth that, for the first time, failed to calm my heart. My feet kicked and my cupped hands shoveled in a valiant dog paddle. Suddenly the water felt thick like jelly and it filled my ears, my nostrils, my mouth dulling my senses in an alien way. I filled my lungs with dry air in pockets and spurts between gulps of salty water as encouraging screams broke through the monotony of my labored breathing. I looked toward my goal and caught their smiles, their arms waving wildly against the bright blue sky. Momentarily blind and deaf, I tried desperately to find a rhythm for my arms and legs that would propel me forward. I had to make it. I had to prove I could do it too.

Listening for their calls, reaching for Abuelo’s big hands that should be only inches away, I looked up again, but they were still waving, no closer than before. Could it be that I was actually farther away?

I pointed my toes toward the sandy bottom. If I reached it, I might push myself up and catch my breath, but the bottom was much further down than I’d thought. I knew suddenly there was no need to go forward any more, just up. Up to the sun that’s a splash of watery light, up toward the birds watching me as they flew in gentle circles above my thrashing attempts to stay afloat, for even a bird would know that whatever I was doing, it wasn’t swimming.

Somehow I managed to force my nose and mouth above water one last time, but the silky blanket covered my head and there was no sound, no sky, no wind, just the rush of water inside my head as I sunk deeper in the quiet blue. It was cool and dark, only bubbles, clear white bubbles spinning me around.

 

I awoke lying on the sand with the afternoon sun full upon me. I felt my chest rise and fall in shallow spasms, but when I tried to breathe deep I coughed up enough seawater to fill a good-sized pitcher. Abuelo’s face was very close and I detected the sweet fragrance of cigar on his breath. Alicia was crouched next to him, but he held her away from me with a protective arm. Their mouths moved, but there was only silence. Finally the faint hum of their familiar voices grew into clear and understandable words.

“Nora, can you hear me?” Abuelo asked smiling, though his voice was firm as if directing me more than asking me. “Oh yes, you can hear me. She’s OK now,” he said to Alicia and then he chuckled nervously as he did when caught by Abuela in a white lie of some sort.

He allowed Alicia to peer in closer with instructions that she should give me room to breathe. I wanted to turn and smile and say I was fine, like I did when I fell off my skates, but I could hardly move.

“You almost drowned, Nora,” Alicia said in wonderment.

Abuelo came in close again and they both dripped on me, forcing me to blink.

“Now, now, Alicia, that isn’t true,” he said. “I was watching her every minute. There’s no way she could’ve drowned.”

“But her hand went up like this, Abuelo,” Alicia said, thrusting her hand up in the air like a claw grasping at nothing. “And she had that horrible look on her face.”

“You were always safe, Norita. I would never let anything happen to you.”

I tried to nod and felt my head shift in the sand, but this small movement caused their faces to start spinning, and I had to close my eyes just to settle my stomach which felt as if it was still sinking to the bottom of the sea.

In a few minutes, I felt much better and was able to sit up and look around. The world was still the same as I’d left it except that Abuelo and Alicia watched me as if I’d just hatched out of an egg or grown horns on my head.

Abuelo directed Alicia to bring me an ice-cold Coke from the house, and when she returned I drank it down. Soon I was able to stand and we sauntered back toward the house hand in hand. Just as we arrived, Abuelo reminded us that Abuela promised to welcome us back from our swim with a piece of her delicious rum cake.

“By the way, there’s no reason to tell your grandmother what happened here today,” he told us, “She’ll only get very upset and worry for no reason.”

We needed no convincing of the need for secrecy. We could well predict our grandmother’s reaction, and we were quite familiar with her particular brand of worry. It was the kind that made the world stop until the worry was finished. And it usually involved complicated promises to various saints who made her cut off all her fingernails and eyelashes, or never wear lipstick again. Perhaps this time our eyelashes would be cut, and we couldn’t risk the possibility of never wearing lipstick. We’d already chosen our colors for when we were old enough. At the very least, we’d never be allowed to go swimming with Abuelo again, of that much we were sure.
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IT WAS A MYSTERY TO ME HOW THE NUNS AT EL ÁNGEL DE LA Guarda School in Havana walked about without making a sound. One might steal up behind you, and you wouldn’t know until it was too late. Not that we had much to hide, and there was little trouble to get into except when one of the older girls was occasionally caught wearing lipstick. The sisters would march her straight to the bathroom to wash her face, and it seemed that she was redder than her lipstick for an entire week. That was the extent of our sinfulness.

Nevertheless, we filed into the chapel for prayers every morning at ten o’clock sharp to confess our sins and pray for forgiveness. Most of the other girls disliked chapel time, and I pretended to dislike it too, though actually, it was my favorite part of the day. I loved the way sweet incense drifted about in hazy clouds rising along multicolored streams of sunlight that filtered through stained glass windows high above. Hundreds of small white candles wavered at the bare feet of saints, their wax dripping like liquid lace as they carried their smoky messages to heaven. All the sisters, even the quick ones with eagle eyes, hung their heads low as they whispered their prayers with steady precision, lips hardly moving in quick spasms of half-formed words.

I was particularly fascinated by the Stations of the Cross carved in white stone that hung over the closet confessionals. I gazed at the depiction of Jesus hanging with his arms outstretched as he looked up to heaven, asking God to forgive all the sinners. I thought of Abuela and her promises. Would it be wrong to ask Jesus to help me learn how to swim? Perhaps if I made a promise to him right now He’d fix it so I could go to the beach every day and practice. I could promise to cut off my hair like a boy’s and give my new skates to my little sister, Marta. I could promise never again to ask Beba questions about the African saints; but surely this was asking too much? Our maid Beba was the most fascinating person I knew. As tall as Papi, and with shoulders just as broad, she had a deep golden voice, and laughter that could entice the sun to shine brighter. She told amazing stories about the black people who lived in the country and worshipped African spirits like Ochún and Yemayá. Because of her religion, she always wore white: white dress, white shoes, white stockings, even a white handkerchief. Mami told her it was OK if she dressed this way as along as she didn’t bring any of that Santería business into the house. The thought of never talking to Beba again, about what I knew she loved most, brought tears to my eyes. And as I wiped them away I caught Sister Margarita watching me from the other side of the chapel. I immediately dropped my head. Interrupting prayer for anything at all was forbidden.

Sister Margarita was one of the most important and feared nuns at the school, and she rarely had time to talk to any student individually, addressing us in large formal assemblies instead. As we were filing back out of the chapel, she touched me on the shoulder and ushered me into a small vestibule away from the others.

In the semi darkness her round wrinkly face looked down on me. It was as sacred and fragile looking as the old Bible they kept behind glass in the library. A shaft of light that came in through the half open door illuminated fine dark hair sprouting over her lips, lips that were smiling when she should’ve been preparing to reprimand me for my misbehavior. I braced myself.

“Why were you crying during prayers, Nora?” I was surprised that she knew my name.

I could recite the Lord’s Prayer, the Hail Mary, the Act of Contrition, and list the Ten Commandments and Stations of the Cross without blinking an eye. If she’d asked me to tell her about any of those things I could’ve answered confidently. But how could I tell her I was sad about the thought of not asking our maid about Santería?

I said the only thing that came to mind, the only thing that might save me and my family from the ultimate disgrace of expulsion I knew would surely follow. “I was sad because of what happened to Jesus. It must’ve hurt really bad when they put those nails in his hands.” My face burned, and I thought I might start to cry again.

Sister Margarita smiled a knowing smile, as if that was exactly what she expected me to say. She bent her head closer to mine so that her dark robes brushed my cheek. “You know,” she whispered and I smelled the aniseed on her breath. “We’re called in many ways. I sense that a religious life may be in your future. Have you ever thought about that?”

“A religious life?”

She nodded gravely. “Yes, Nora. Have you ever thought about being a nun?”

My heart beat so fiercely that I thought I might have a heart attack. Was there a chance that Sister Margarita would sequester me to some secret chamber where I’d be forced to sign my life away on a ready-made contract from heaven? And how did a girl become a nun? I hadn’t really thought about it, even though I’d been surrounded by nuns all of my life. Surely this was the way it happened. Right here, right now.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, Sister Margarita.”

“I was about your age when I received the calling, and it scared me a little too.”

“Yes, Sister Margarita.”

“I think I’ll talk to your parents about it.” She placed the large hands that she kept tucked under her robes on my shoulders. “I am right about you, aren’t I?”

I braced my knees to stay standing beneath the weight of her hands and took a deep breath. “Yes, Sister Margarita.”

 

I lay on my bed staring up at the ceiling. My parents were devout Catholics. We went to mass every Sunday even when it rained as hard as a hurricane and the windows rattled in their panes. My mother looked like the Virgin Mary herself, in a black lace veil that draped over her shoulders as she lit many candles with a long tapering matchstick. I knew her prayers were for me and Marta and all the people she loved, and she let me light one, maybe two candles of my own. We followed all the Catholic rules like not eating meat on Fridays and making the sign of the cross whenever we passed a church. And Papi and Mami always agreed with the nuns. When they said I should take piano lessons, they agreed. When they said I needed a tutor for math, they agreed.

A holy life—what did it mean? I couldn’t go to the beach ever again or learn how to roller-skate fast down hill without falling. I’d never wear lipstick and high-heeled shoes with smooth stockings. Instead I’d walk along darkened corridors, with hands hidden and head lowered, praying constantly as I practiced how to walk without making any noise. And I’d take baths in the dark just in case I saw my body by accident, because everybody knew that nuns weren’t allowed to see anybody naked, not even themselves.

There was a soft knock on the door. I knew it was Beba wondering why I hadn’t yet asked her to prepare my afternoon snack.

“What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you hungry today?”

“No. I don’t feel too good.”

“I heard,” Beba said, opening the door wide and narrowing her eyes to a comical glare. “Your mother said you were faking something this morning to get out of going to school.”

I turned away. It was easy for Beba to make me smile. All she had to do was stare for a while with mock seriousness. It worked every time, but any temptation to smile vanished when I remembered my dilemma.

“OK. Let’s see if you got a fever.” She placed her large hand on my forehead and I closed my eyes, comforted by her touch. Everything seemed better when Beba was around. She didn’t take anything too seriously, and her solution to most problems involved a good dose of laughter accompanied by something sweet and delicious to eat. The only things Beba took seriously were her religion and politics. When she talked about Batista her eyes rolled in their sockets so hard, I was afraid they’d get lost in the back of her brain somewhere. She hated him with a vengeance and didn’t mind who she told about it. Luckily for her and for us, there weren’t any Batista fans in our household.

She removed her hand from my forehead and placed it on her ample hip. “Well, you don’t got a fever. I’ll make you some tea anyway. Maybe then you’ll eat a little something.”

Beba left and I clutched my pillow. When I became a nun, Beba wouldn’t be there to make me tea or take my temperature. Nuns had to do all that for themselves.

Papi arrived home from work at the usual hour, just past seven. He sat in his chair with the evening paper until Mami called us all for dinner. I knew that sometimes Papi wasn’t as agreeable as Mami, and there was a slight chance that if Sister Margarita talked to him alone, he might not agree that I should become a nun. But Papi and Mami rarely went anywhere without each other, and it was a sure thing he’d agree with whatever Mami thought because he loved her so much. He couldn’t stand to see her upset even for one second. He told her she was beautiful all the time and ran down to buy sugar cane juice or fresh guava whenever we heard the little bells and calls from the vendors on the street. She’d just flutter her eyelashes at him, and he’d jump off his chair and rush to the elevator before the vendors made their way down the street.

He even told her she was beautiful on the day she tried on the polka-dot two-piece bathing suit. She stretched those two pieces of fabric so hard I was afraid they’d snap like rubber bands. When she was finally into it, her cheeks pink from all her hard work, Marta giggled and I stared at her in horror and pleaded with her not to show Papi.

“Why shouldn’t I let your father see me? I had two children with him.”

“Because you don’t look like those ladies on TV, Mami. Maybe he won’t love you anymore.”

Mami ignored my warning as she evaluated her plump pale body in the full-length mirror. She looked like bread dough that had risen too far out of the pan. I grabbed her hand and pulled her away from the mirror and toward the bed where she’d discarded her dress. There was no doubt in my mind that her best physical attribute was her lovely face with large dark eyes and long eyelashes that curled just right at the corners like delicate fans.

“Put your dress back on, Mami. You look really pretty in it.”

She snatched her hand away from me. “Don’t be silly.” Then she marched straight out to the living room where Papi sat reading his paper. Marta and I followed her wiggling behind into the living room.

“Well,” Mami said in a seductive voice, as she struck a bathing beauty pose. “What do you think?”

His eyes opened wide and he let the newspaper drop to the floor in a heap. “You’re an angel, Regina. A beautiful angel.”

“Not exactly the young girl you married. I’m afraid these two babies changed my figure a little bit.”

“You’re more beautiful now than ever, my love.”

Marta and I stared at each other in utter disbelief. This was yet another confirmation of Mami’s amazing powers. All she had to do was look at me with those piercing eyes to know what I was thinking, especially if I was thinking something bad. And all she had to do was wink at Papi and smile a little to make him think whatever she wanted. The only people who had more power than Mami were the nuns, and this was the problem.

I hovered about the other side of Papi’s newspaper waiting to be noticed. He lowered the paper and motioned for me to come closer so he could plant a firm kiss on my forehead. “How’s my girl?”

“Fine, Papi.”

“Will your mother be home soon?”

“Yes, she’s visiting Tía María, but she’ll be home soon.”

He returned to his paper and I learned against the back of his chair and studied the dark gloss of his hair, the matching polish of his shoes. The gold watch Mami gave him for Christmas the year before peaked out beneath his white-cuffed shirt.

I walked around to face him. “Papi?”

He grunted without looking away from his paper.

“Do you think that priests and nuns are always right?”

“I’m not sure what you mean, Nora. Right about what?”

“You know, like about what to do in life?”

He lowered his paper again, intrigued. “That’s an interesting question. Now that you mention it, I think that’s exactly what they’re there for—to help us live better lives. The answer is yes, they do know about what we should do in life. Absolutely.”

 

I dodged Sister Margarita for the rest of the week, but everywhere I turned it seemed her brown steady eyes were hunting me down and trying to capture me into another moment of mysterious understanding. In the chapel, my head hung lower than anybody else’s, and my lips moved rapidly in constant prayer. Glowing streams of rainbow colored light might have swept me off the bench, but I wouldn’t have so much as blinked. The Stations of the Cross could’ve come to life, dancing and singing all around me, and I wouldn’t have missed a bead on the rosary.

I began to feel some relief by the end of the week. I’d walked past Sister Margarita in single file twice without her noticing me. Being the head nun, she had many more important matters to attend to than my conversion to a holy life. I was convinced that the whole matter had been forgotten and by Friday my appetite returned.

“It certainly looks like you’re feeling better,” Beba said as she served me an extra piece of guava paste and cream cheese. How could I not? I had my life back. Alicia and I could dream once again about being nightclub performers with feathers in our hair and long tail capes. Anything was possible.
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AFTER CHURCH ON SUNDAY WE ALWAYS WENT TO MY GREAT aunt, Tía María’s house for lunch. I always looked forward to this, but never more than on this Sunday when I was still rejoicing in the glory of my escape from nunhood. All the family would be there, cousins, aunts, and uncles who gathered for the weekly feast of arroz con pollo and brazo gitano made by Tía María. More than anything, I looked forward to seeing Alicia and telling her about my near miss with a fate worse than death.

As the adults sat outside on the porch playing dominoes, talking over each other, laughing, and occasionally raising their voices about the “plundering Batista supporters” and the need for “democratic elections,” we’d sneak off and wander about the big house, hiding in wardrobes filled with old clothes and pretending we were eluding an evil man who was trying to kidnap us. Marta followed us around with no idea that we’d cast her in the role of the evil bad man or witch. When she finally figured it out she’d start bawling at the top of her lungs and several adults would come to her rescue, with Mami leading the pack. If Juan, our oldest cousin was around, we’d allow him to lead us in a rousing, yet confusing game of baseball that he was happy to play with his girl cousins because he always won.

Alicia and I were hiding from Marta under the porch when we overheard Mami. “José, do you remember Sister Margarita?”

“I believe I do,” my father replied. “She’s the sister with the mustache.”

“Seriously now, she called me yesterday and said she wanted to talk to us about Nora.”

“Is there a problem?”

I clamped my hand tight over Alicia’s mouth. “Did you hear that?” I asked her.

She nodded and I removed my hand. “Are you getting in trouble?” she whispered.

“Worse than that. They want to make me a nun!”

Horror registered on her face. “Why?”

“I don’t know. But Sister Margarita thinks I should be a nun, and she’s going to tell Mami and Papi.”

“How do you become a nun?”

“They send you to a special nun school where they cut off all your hair and fingernails and eyelashes. All you do is pray and light candles and dust the statues of the saints.”

We crept out to the far end of Tía María’s backyard and crouched behind her biggest rose bush to think about what we were going to do. This was a real problem that required a real solution, and the adult nature of our discussion quickened my pulse. We almost sounded like our parents on the porch when they talked about the government problems in tones that alternated from exuberant to resigned.

“There’s only one thing to do,” Alicia said, as she tossed a stone from one hand to the other. “You have to run away. And it has to be today…before you go home.”

Alicia and I had fantasized about running away for years. We’d join the circus and learn how to balance on the high wire and ride elephants like they were ordinary horses. We’d walk along the railroad tracks and live off of figs and bananas, our favorite food. We’d build a raft and go anywhere in the world we wanted, starting with New York, where we heard everything was bigger and brighter and better.

“Don’t worry,” Alicia said, sensing my fear. “I’ll go with you.”

“You will?”

“Sure I will. You need company.”

Marta eventually found us crouching behind the rose bush. She sensed there was something different about our play and began to whine and beg to be let in on our secret, even after we’d banished her and threatened to feed her to the sharks next time we went walking on the malecón. She crept up one last time with an offering in hand: cookies hastily wrapped in a paper napkin. Suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, I felt sorry for her and noticed her large brown eyes were swimming in tears.

“Our parents will be worried when they can’t find us,” I appealed to Alicia. “After a week, Marta can tell them why we left.”

“Can Marta keep a secret for a week?” Alicia asked, with hands on hips and doubt lurking in her golden eyes.

Marta jumped with every word. “I can, I can keep a secret for a week! For a whole week!”

We made space for her behind the rose bush and settled ourselves down in the stillness of the late afternoon as we whispered our plans into her ear. She didn’t understand at first and giggled as we tried to whisper more loudly. Finally, after three more attempts, there was no doubt she understood because she started bawling again. “I don’t want you to go away, Nora. I want you to stay with me and Mami and Papi forever.” She threw her arms around me in a desperate display of affection.

I peeked around the rose bush expecting to see Mami’s high heels marching toward us, but all was clear. Alicia rolled her eyes. “I knew we shouldn’t have told her anything.”

I patted Marta’s back. “Marta, listen. You know all those times we fight because you want to play with my stuff? Now you can play with anything you want, and you’ll have Beba all to yourself too.”

This possibility seemed to calm her a little. “I still don’t want you to go,” she said more quietly.

“We have to,” Alicia replied for me. “It’s Nora’s life if we don’t. You don’t want her to become a nun, do you?”

Marta shook her head and clasped my hand possessively. Normally I would’ve wriggled away, but it was very comforting to feel her warm hand neatly tucked into my own.

The three of us walked back toward the house ready to begin the first phase of our plan, and Marta pulled on my arm to indicate that she needed to whisper something meant for me alone.

Again, indulging her far beyond than what I was accustomed, I bent down and offered my ear.

She cupped her hands. “How long is a week?”

 

In the pantry we found an empty burlap sack that was normally used for raw sugar. We used it to pack the provisions for our escape. The happy sounds of conversation and laughter drifted in from the porch, along with the toasty sweet fragrance of cigars and strong Cuban coffee. Whatever hesitation I felt about our plan had quickly escalated into a quivering sensation, in the pit of my stomach, rolling like the sea before a hurricane hit. I stood paralyzed in the middle of the kitchen that still smelled of Tía María’s arroz con pollo with Marta clutching at my hand, taking full advantage of my unusual kindness toward her.

Alicia hummed to herself as she tossed cheese, bread, and bananas into the open sack. “This should do it,” she said brightly, wiping her hands on her skirt. “We can’t make it too heavy, or we won’t get far.”

I helped her move the sack from the chair onto the floor. “Do you really think you should go? I mean, you’re not the one they’re trying to make into a nun.”

Alicia grabbed my shoulder and shook me a little. “I won’t let you go alone.” Her cheeks were flushed and her mouth twitched as she tried not to smile for she knew it would not be seemly at such a serious moment. Then she turned to Marta who watched us with a glum expression, almost on the verge of tears again. “Now, Marta, when they start looking for us you have to tell them we’re playing a hiding game. This will keep them from really looking for a while. You have to be strong, OK?”

Marta nodded and tightened her grip on my hand.

I squeezed my legs together for fear of urinating right there on the floor, wrenched my hand free from Marta, and ran to the nearest bathroom. Perhaps if I took long enough Mami would come looking for us before we had a chance to run away. But as I listened through the open window, I realized they weren’t going anywhere soon. They were in the midst of one of those conversations that had grown more animated as the cigars were lit and little cups of cognac passed around. I hoped Papi and Alicia’s father, my uncle Carlos, wouldn’t start arguing again. Last time they did Papi fumed all the way home. He kept talking about “revolutions” and “free elections” and that “bastard Batista” as Mami shushed him to be quiet. I asked him what a revolution was, but he refused to explain and only became more irritated that I’d been listening as Mami shot him a knowing glance.

“This isn’t anything you girls need to worry about,” Mami had said in her overly soothing way that really meant I’d stumbled onto something only meant for grown-ups. “All you need to worry about is doing your schoolwork and being well behaved.”

That was simple enough and sitting there with my cotton underwear around my ankles, I felt anything but curious. The next morning, as my fifth grade class was filing into the chapel there’d be a space between María Luisa and Carmen where I should be. Sister Roberta would wonder if I was sick, and she’d probably say a special prayer for me to Our Lady of Fatima. And instead of doing my arithmetic problems after lunch, I’d be sitting on the side of a dusty road in bare feet eating a banana or a few figs. Then I’d have to look for a place to sleep where the mosquitoes or the hairy spiders of the jungle wouldn’t get me.

As I headed back to the kitchen, I ran into Mami. I’d never been so happy to see her in all my life, but when I glanced at Alicia, she was scowling with disappointment. “Get your sister. We’re going home,” Mami said.

“Why?” I asked, merely out of habit because I wasn’t about to argue.

“Tomorrow’s a school day,” she said, but I knew she wanted to leave quickly before Papi and Uncle Carlos started to argue.

We drove back in silence, and Marta fell asleep with her head on my lap. I let my own head fall back on the seat, while I stared out at the darkness through the windshield. The lights bordering the malecón whizzed past like angry comets rising up from the sea as the motor’s drone lulled me into a semi sleep. I heard the rush of the waves and distant voices calling me from the deep.

My parents spoke in hushed tones to one another. “Carlos doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” my father said. “People wouldn’t support a revolution right now. The economy is too strong, too many people are making money like they never have before.”

“People like us are making money…but, Carlos wasn’t talking about people like us….”

“I’m not saying it’s all perfect.”

“Then what are you saying, José?”

“It’s not enough…a few rebels in the hills making trouble. I want Batista out as much as anybody, but it won’t happen like that. I just hope that crazy brother of mine doesn’t do anything foolish.”

“I hope not,” Mami said.

A few more minutes of silence captured in the drone of the motor. Papi spoke again. “I think Nora spends too much time with Alicia.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Alicia’s a good girl. She’s very clever and pretty.”

“Too clever and too pretty I’d say. I don’t like the way Carlos and Nina are raising her, spoiling her the way they do. She’s too free spirited for her own good, and I don’t want her to influence Nora. Maybe that’s what this meeting at the school is all about.”

“Sister Margarita assured me Nora wasn’t in trouble.”

It was my father’s turn to say, “I hope not.”

Free spirited—what wonderful words. I closed my eyes and the lights of the malecón glowed against my inner eyelids, pink and purple and green bouncing balls, bouncing toward long sunny days at the beach with nothing to do, but swim, roll in the sand, and drink ice-cold Cokes. And there was the corner ice-cream stand, El Tropicream, crowded with laughing children who had ice cream painted all over their happy faces like clowns at the circus.

I was there too, hanging in a bird cage from the highest palm, somewhere between heaven and earth, wearing a black dress all the way down to my ankles, and praying that a swift wind would come and knock me back down to the sand where I belonged.

 

We passed under the gentle gaze of the Virgin. Her statue, holding rosary beads that light up at night, was perched on top of the main gate of El Ángel de la Guarda School and welcomed all who entered. After years of passing under her, this was the first time I prayed for her intercession. “Please, dear Virgin, let Sister Margarita be sick today. It doesn’t have to be a serious illness, just something small that can only be treated in New York or Chicago, or some place really far away.”

Marta kissed Mami and Papi good-bye, then ran off to her classroom, the red ribbon in her hair streaming behind her like a kite tail. “Remember to walk,” a normally silent sister said when Marta whizzed by her. Marta slowed down to a brisk walk until she was inside, after which she raced to her classroom faster than before. The three of us were escorted past the formal salons where the piano recitals and graduation luncheons were held down a dark wood paneled hall. At the very end was Sister Margarita’s office, the only office in the school with double doors. I imagined it to be full of wondrous and exotic things. Instead I was surprised to find a simple, yet spacious room filled with hundreds of leather bound books on shelves reaching from floor to ceiling. The only thing approaching magnificent was the enormous arched window behind a large desk strewn with stacks of papers and the occasional candy wrapper.

Through the beveled glass, students could be seen filing to class and for the first time I longed to be with them instead of sitting there on a straight wooden chair where my feet didn’t quite touch the floor.

Mami and Papi watched me curiously as they pretended to carry on a conversation about our new neighbors that had moved in three floors down. They’d asked me several times what the meeting was about, but I didn’t have the nerve to tell them. I wanted to stall my fate as long as possible. I’d lost the battle of the piano lessons and the math tutor, but I wasn’t about to lose this one, and I needed more time to figure out my strategy.

Sister Margarita entered the office through a small door between the bookshelves and floated silently across the floor. She sat at her desk and folded her hands in a smooth and commanding gesture of sacred authority. With sunlight streaming in through the window behind her, she looked like an archangel guarding the entrance to heaven.

“Has Nora told you why I asked you to come in today?” she asked.

“No, she hasn’t,” my mother replied.

Sister Margarita turned to me. “Would you like to tell them now, child?”

My throat was tight and dry. I gripped the seat of my chair. I couldn’t speak and could only shake my head and swing my legs back and forth.

“Would you like me to tell them?” Sister Margarita smiled down on me and I was momentarily awestruck. A smile from Sister Margarita was a gift bestowed on precious few and for a split second I thought I should just go ahead and become a nun so as not to disappoint her. I nodded that she could speak for me and felt an intense heat rising up from the furnace in my stomach.

She looked at my parents, glowing with pride. “It seems that little Nora has been called.”

“Called?” Papi asked with a half smile.

Mami leaned forward in her chair and touched my knee lightly to stop me from swinging my legs. “We don’t understand, Sister.”

“I’ve been watching Nora for many months now, and I believe she’s been called to follow Christ in a holy life.” Sister Margarita’s words rang clearly like a bell striking the hour, and her eyes lifted toward the ceiling as if she were in ecstasy.

I dared not follow her gaze lest I see the face of God himself confirming my appointment. I felt dizzy and gripped the chair tighter and looked straight ahead, past Sister Margarita’s smiling face and out the window toward the girls laughing in the sun. A bright beam of light hit my eyes directly, but I couldn’t even blink as tears began to well in them.

All three were watching me. My parents appeared startled, as if they’d never seen me before. Sister Margarita looked as if she expected me to sprout wings and a halo.

Papi broke the silence. “Is this true, Nora? Do you want to be a nun?”

I blinked once and looked at him, then over at Sister Margarita whose smile had only intensified in sweetness. How could I disappoint her? She seemed so sure I wanted to be like her and not a chorus girl with bright pink feathers sticking out of my head or a wife and mother who dressed her babies in soft embroidered clothes.

Mami’s neatly painted brows lifted in a curious arch, and she placed her hand on Papi’s arm when he was about to speak again.

My bottom lip began to quiver. I tried to make it stop, but the more I tried the worse it became. No longer able to tolerate their probing gazes, I dropped my head and saw Mami’s high heeled shoes press down on the floor as she moved to stand, but I jumped down from my chair and ran across the room before she could reach me. Flinging open the office door, I raced down the main hall (which was forbidden) and burst out the main doors, nearly knocking over Sister Roberta in the process.

“Nora, what’s the matter?” I heard her call after me as I jumped down the stairs two at a time, not stopping until I reached the grassy lawn below. I stood with my back to the school, panting and staring at the slim sliver of ocean that peeked through the pastel collage of buildings before me. I could keep running past the gates and under the Virgin and never again return. I could find my way to Alicia’s school and convince her to leave with me. The train tracks didn’t seem so bad after all. A few nights in the jungle wouldn’t kill me.

I heard spongy footsteps on the grass behind me. With his long legs, Papi could walk almost as fast as I could run. He turned me around by my shoulders and crouched down so we were at eye level. “No one’s going to force you to do something you’re not happy with.”

I looked into Papi’s dark eyes and breathed in the reassuring scent of his after-shave.

“Do you really want to be a nun like Sister Margarita?” he asked with a slight shake to my shoulders.

My answer came out with such force, that I almost knocked him over onto the grass. “No, Papi. I don’t want to be a nun ever! I think Sister Margarita wants to steal me away to a secret nun school.”

“Don’t be silly. Even if you wanted to be a nun, you couldn’t really begin to study seriously until you were much older.”

By now Mami had begun her tiptoeing journey across the lawn, careful not to spike her heels in. Sister Margarita stood by in the doorway of the main entrance, but she didn’t come down the stairs to join us, and although she was too far away for me to read her expression I knew she was no longer smiling.

Mami looked down on us, squinting in the morning sun and searching for her sunglasses in her purse. “Nora, running away like that was extremely rude. I want you to go apologize to Sister Margarita immediately.”

A huge weight began to lift off my shoulders as we made our way back across the lawn.

“She doesn’t want to be a nun, Regina,” my father said.

“Of course she doesn’t,” Mami snapped. “Who ever heard of a nine-year-old nun?”
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TÍA PANCHITA, MY GREAT-AUNT ON MY FATHER’S SIDE, HAD BEEN a widow for many years, and never had children of her own. She had a great head of silvery hair she pulled tight into a bun at the nape of her neck and she wore thick cat eye glasses that made her eyes appear so huge it was possible to count the flecks of green in the brown, like leaves floating on a murky river. She lived alone in a sprawling house on a sugar cane plantation in the heart of the island near a little town called Güines. I always knew we were getting close when the car rattled over roads that were either unpaved or rarely repaired. Marta and I sang and laughed as our voices bumped along making us sound like tipsy opera singers while Papi cursed and predicted the need for new shock-absorbers when we returned to Havana. Trees hung dreamily overhead, occasionally stretching out their limbs to brush the ceiling of the car in greeting.

In Güines everybody knew everybody and they liked nothing better than to lounge on wide porches for most of the warm days waving to friends and conversing with who ever decided to stop by for a cup of Cuban coffee or a cold glass of guarapo. The only problem with this was that Tía always insisted we look like we were going out for a party even if we were just relaxing and going no where at all. This way, she said, she could impress whatever visitors she had with her beautiful sobrinitas. Although we’d been visiting Tía Panchita since we could remember, it was only when I was twelve and Marta ten that we were allowed to spend the night without our parents.

Like everybody else, Tía Panchita had a black maid, but unlike anyone else, it was hard to know who was the maid and who was the patrona. Lola, a slight woman about Tía’s age with wiry salt and pepper hair, came every morning before anyone was up and started the coffee. Sometimes she made bread, and sometimes she brought it already made from the bakery. Either way it smelled delicious, and Marta and I loved to sit in the kitchen with Lola and watch her make butter. First she skimmed the cream off the top of the milk, and then she’d add salt and stir it for hours.

Lola wasn’t a talker like Beba. Mostly she liked to listen, which was great for Marta who’d chatter her ear off about silly things. But Lola always appeared to be interested, nodding her head and widening her eyes when Marta asked her, “And then guess what happened?” I’d lost interest long ago and figured Lola had too, but she really was listening because most of the time she guessed right.

Often Tía burst into the kitchen and snatched the spoon from Lola, and Lola would snicker and shake her salt and pepper head.

“Lola, I’ve told you before there’s no need to make butter from scratch. I buy it already made, and you’re too old to be working so hard.” Lola would keep shaking her head and chuckling, complaining that store-bought butter wasn’t the same. I agreed.

Both women would sit out on the porch together for hours, each in her own wicker rocker, talking and laughing and greeting visitors like a pair of old hens. They’d take turns preparing refreshments, and if they were too tired, they’d enlist our help and direct us through the open window leading to the kitchen. We’d emerge from the house, feeling quite accomplished, as we balanced trays of coffee cups, spoons, sugar, cookies, and guava paste. When night fell and most of the visiting was over, Tía Panchita and Lola always ended the day in the same way. Tía went inside and took the wooden cigar box off the shelf in the dinning room and placed it on the little table between their rocking chairs. She insisted that Lola select first. They’d roll the cigars between their fingers and tap it next to their ears. Then they’d light each other’s cigars and puff and rock for at least another hour until the stars made their appearance in the blue black sky above.

On one of our visits, just as the cigar ritual was about to begin, Alicia’s parents dropped her off to spend the rest of the week with us. Tía was delighted and together she and Lola moved the roll-away bed, pin pan pun, into the large bedroom that Marta and I shared. With her bed right next to mine, the mosquito netting could easily cover us both.

When it was time for bed and Lola had gone, Tía tucked us in, but before she arranged and inspected the mosquito netting for holes, she locked the doors leading outside. It took quite some time because every room in the house had an identical door that required bolting with a heavy wooden plank. Echoes sounded throughout the house every time she dropped a wooden plank into place. She secured the windows in similar fashion except for those that were locked with a metal latch that was easy to close. Once she was finished, she checked every door and window again to make sure she hadn’t forgotten one. The entire process took almost half an hour.

“It looks like you’re getting ready for a hurricane,” I said.

Tía sat down on my bed and looked at the three of us with her magnified eyes. “It’s worse than that. Listen.”

At first I heard nothing but the chirping of crickets that always comes up as the sun goes down. Then I heard it—a quiet rhythmic thunder that seemed to emanate from the ground, all around us, everywhere and nowhere at once. My heart beat a little faster to the quickening sounds of what I knew to be the African drums, as they grew louder and faster.

Alicia jumped from her bed onto mine and scrambled underneath my covers. “Tell us about the drums, Tía,” she begged, even though she, as I, had heard talk of these before. We knew the stories of people falling to the ground overcome by evil spirits and writhing like snakes. Those were the lucky ones. The less fortunate were turned into goats or even into rocks and trees. The most frightening stories were of the bloody sacrifices. They’d kill chickens and pigs and…and white children who’d misbehaved so badly that their parents didn’t want them anymore.

Marta threw her covers off and ran over to sit on Tía Panchita’s frail lap. She clung to her like a baby, and I rolled my eyes, although a chill had crept up the back of my neck as well.

Tía stroked Marta’s hair. “Don’t be afraid, little one. I was teasing you. Those are just the drums of the Santeros. They’re playing loudly tonight. It’s the music of Africa from long ago, and the black people believe it has special powers.”

“What kind of powers?” Alicia asked.

Tía thought carefully. “They’re powers I don’t completely understand. But if you’re afraid when you hear the drums you must say the Our Father and Hail Mary and pray for Papá Dios to keep you safe. You have to say it over and over again until you fall asleep. Come now, get into bed and we’ll say it together.”

Marta scrambled back into her own bed, and we pulled our linen sheets up under our chins and put our hands together. We prayed softly over the drums that sounded deep and full like one would expect the heart of the jungle to sound in far off Africa. We tried to ignore the intoxicating rhythm of the pounding that forced us to pray to its exotic cadence.

“Our Father,” (boom) “Hallowed be,” (boom) “Thy name,” (boom boom)…

Our prayers had never sounded so beautiful before. I wanted to say them again and sing in a loud voice. For the first time, I wanted to dance to the Hail Mary and sing my Amens in keeping with the joyful and mystic glory of the drums. All at once, I was rushing through the green canopy of the countryside in bare feet, hungry for the wild spirit to take me and teach me the ways of the underworld. The place Beba had told me about had to be beautiful, and sleep must come easily in a place where dreams followed the rhythms of the night.

“Good night, my dear sobrinitas,” I heard Tía Panchita say as she closed the mosquito netting and turned out the light.

 

Since I was a little girl I wondered what it would be like to become a woman. I imagined the transformation would happen gradually, in the same way a rose bud opens its petals one by one, until the fullness of its splendor is revealed. And when I asked Mami and Beba if this was so, they confirmed that it was, then quickly changed the subject. But that’s not how it happened for Alicia. Alicia became a woman all at once before my eyes, and after that day she was never quite the same.

It was the next morning, and we sat along Tía Panchita’s sun flooded porch, dosing and chatting in the warmth, watching the bees hover about the empty guarapo glasses that were still on the steps. Tía and Lola rocked in their chairs, drinking coffee and commenting on the unusual heat of the day.

“We won’t get many visitors today,” said Tía, squinting out at the road through foggy glasses.

“Anyone who has any sense will stay indoors,” Lola agreed.

It was then that we saw the outline of a young man on horseback take shape beyond the heat of the dusty road. He looked like a wavering ghost, floating in a brown haze. At first we couldn’t be sure he was riding toward us, but with a flick of his wrist he deftly maneuvered his auburn horse onto the narrow path that lead up to the house. As ignorant as we were about horses and as far away as we were from this particular specimen, we could tell that it was not like the other horses we’d seen. It was young and full of fire, the kind of horse only an expert should ride.

“Tony, hola, Tony!” Lola stood up from her rocker and waved both hands at him.

“It’s nice he’s come. It’s been a while,” Tía Panchita said, gathering the empty glasses together and tidying up a little for this new visitor, new to us at least.

The young man rode his horse up to the fence and in one smooth motion, swung his leg over and dropped to the ground. The auburn horse raised his great head in protest at being tied up to the fence and not allowed to munch on the grass beneath his hooves. I was fascinated by the clean perfection of his muzzle and spirited precision of his every move, so fascinated that at first I didn’t notice the amazing young man who’d been riding him.

But when I did, I no longer paid any attention to the horse. Tony was beyond beautiful. His skin was the color of burnished gold, and I imagined that if I touched the tip of my tongue to his cheek it would taste of honey. His light eyes were the color of the shallow sea close to shore where the water turns blue to turquoise to blue again, and they held a dreamy sort of gaze as though he were always contemplating pleasant thoughts.

He bounded up the steps of the porch two at a time, clearly comfortable with his body and unaware that his every move possessed a grace and strength beyond that of ordinary people, and kissed Lola and Tía Panchita warmly on the cheek. I don’t remember what he said only that his voice was deep, but not deep like Papi’s, for there was still a sweetness suggesting that boyhood hadn’t completely left him. Yet the width of his shoulders, and the hint of the well-muscled body underneath his clothes left no doubt that he was not like our same-age boy cousins, who we could still push around with encouraging success.

He hadn’t noticed us staring at him, and I preferred to watch from a safe distance, fearful that the strange sensations coursing through my body should become noticeable. An unusual warmth had collected in the very deepest part of my belly and floated down to create a tingling between my legs I’d never felt before. It was like the heat of being discovered in a fib but strangely pleasant and reminiscent of the intoxicating rhythm of the drums.

Alicia straightened her skirt, smoothed her long uncombed hair back with one hand, and walked straight up to the three without a word to Marta and me. Tony’s back was turned to us when Alicia introduced herself, and we could see her above the broad curve of his shoulder.

Her face glowed and her lips were shining and red, as if she’d just eaten fresh strawberries and didn’t bother to wipe her mouth. Several strands of hair had escaped her ponytail and framed her face like corkscrewed ribbons of gold. Her golden green eyes were swimming with allure and confidence as she rested one hand on her hip and played with a strand of hair that had fallen over her shoulder with the other. Never before had I noticed the swelling beneath her blouse or the way her hips flared when she put more weight on one leg like she was doing. Alicia had walked to the other side of the porch and become a woman.

“Come over and meet Lola’s nephew,” Tía Panchita called over to Marta and me.

Marta and I dragged ourselves over to the other side of the porch, but there was no similar transformation in store for me. I felt fantastically awkward when Tony stood and offered me his hand. It was firm and slightly callused and his touch and gaze rendered me speechless. Marta giggled and asked questions about his horse, while I attempted to strike the same sort of womanly pose as Alicia had, but my socks had fallen down to my ankles and my blouse, that Tía had reminded me to tuck into my skirt, billowed about, effectively hiding any semblance of a waist. And when Tony smiled at me and winked one of those incredible eyes in my direction, I felt my knees turn to jelly and my tongue to stone.

“Tony, why were the drums so loud last night?” Panchita asked.

Tony’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “Were you scared, Doña Panchita?”

“I certainly was. I thought Satan himself was dancing on my bed. I could hardly sleep!”

Lola and Tony laughed and I noticed that Tony’s teeth were perfectly straight and white. Mami always said that black people had the best quality teeth of any race. I guess she was right, although I knew that Tony was mulatto and not black. Mami also said that mulatto people are sometimes the most beautiful because they have the best features from both, black and white.

“Don’t be scared. Satan was far away last night. They were preparing for the initiation ceremony tonight.” Tony was still laughing as he said this and even though he was talking with Tía, he was turned toward Alicia.

“Oh dear Lord, that means there will be more drums tonight! I need some more coffee, good and strong this time.” Tía left to prepare the coffee, and Alicia swiftly sat in her rocking chair.

She crossed her legs and fingered the hem of her skirt. “Will you be there tonight?”

Tony’s smile was soft, and his voice softer still. “I’ll be there.”

“And what will you do?”

“I’ll dance with friends…have a good time.”

“I bet you’re a good dancer.”

Tony’s smile lit up again and for a moment he seemed to lose his composure as his gaze quickly swept across Alicia from head to toe, lingering on her bare knees that pointed straight at him, ever so slightly parted so that only the finest writing paper could pass between them, but parted nonetheless. It all happened so fast that in a blink I would’ve missed it. But I didn’t miss it, nor the slight trembling of Alicia’s hand when she swiped an errant strand of hair behind her ear.

I felt suddenly guilty and turned to join Marta, who was slowly inching her way toward Tony’s horse, when Tía Panchita returned balancing a tray loaded with cookies and three cups of coffee. Tony stood up and helped her with the tray, but then expressed his apologies, saying he had business to take care of in town. I was glad to hear it.

With hasty good-byes to all and a lingering smile for Alicia, he sprung back on his horse and headed down the path. He was almost at the road when Alicia snatched a handful of cookies and wrapped them in a napkin. She jumped down the stairs and ran after him, and even though his horse shied a little, she didn’t hesitate as she reached up to offer him the cookies. When he took them from her she didn’t release them right away, and their hands touched. I saw this too even though I pretended to be amazed and distracted by the horse dropping that Marta was pointing out to me and listening to her chatter about the hay sticking out of it.

I was glad to see the bronze shiny rear of the horse, its tail swishing like a broom as they headed out, and I was relieved when the strange sensations I’d felt since Tony’s arrival began to fade. I was myself again. Alicia, however, seemed possessed, and alternated between melancholy and jubilation for the rest of the day. She ignored Marta and me, preferring to sit with Tía Panchita and Lola on the porch all afternoon, asking them endless questions about Tony. How old he was, where he learned how to ride horses so well, what kind of business he had in the city, what word would best describe the color of his eyes. She must’ve spent an entire hour pondering this one, finally concluding that his eyes were the color of the sky at twilight, just before the stars appeared.

Marta and I attempted to entice her with a walk through the sugar cane fields or a game of dominoes, but she turned us down, gazing out toward the road Tony had taken into town.

Eventually, when Alicia was convinced that she’d learned everything she could from Lola and Tía Panchita, she stood up from her chair, sighed loudly and wandered back into the house, smiling to herself and humming along to music only she could hear.

“I believe your niece is in love,” Lola said as she helped herself to the last of the cookies on the tray.

Tía Panchita nodded and chewed her own cookie pensively. “No doubt about it.”

 

That night we said our prayers over the drums again. They were louder this time and faster too. It was easy to imagine the dancers swirling around a huge bonfire, their giant shadows playing against the trees, the beads around their necks swinging and catching the light like miniature planets on a frenetic orbit. I imagined their heads wrapped in handkerchiefs, some all in white like Beba, dipping and swaying to the hypnotic rhythm. Even from such a distance, it was impossible to keep from moving my toes under the blanket to the delicious beat that pounded out its cry like a wounded heart, begging to be loved, trading life for the promise of seduction. Any price could be paid for a moment of bliss. That’s what Beba said and even though I had little idea what she was talking about, I liked the sound of it better than anything else.

As soon as Tía turned out the lights, Marta’s breathing grew heavy and regular, but I sensed that Alicia was still awake, waiting in the dark and holding her breath. I’d been angry with her ever since Tony left and refused to answer her when, posing in front of the mirror, she asked me which way I preferred her hair: up in a pony tail or loose around her shoulders.

I looked over toward her bed, but she was lying well below the only stream of moonlight that came through the window slats, and I couldn’t see her.

I closed my eyes. The sound of the drums slipped into my dreams, and the anger began to melt away with the promise of a new day. Surely the next day things would be as they always were. After breakfast, we’d sit on the porch and invent a new game to play. Marta would follow us into the sugar cane fields, and Tía would warn us to not get dirty just in case visitors came by. A smile had already curled the corners of my lips when I heard Alicia speak to me. At first I thought I might be dreaming because her voice was so soft. But I heard it again, a desperate whisper, “Nora, I’m going there.”

I opened my eyes, and she was sitting up in bed, her face glowing in a thin ray of moonlight, her eyes huge with excitement. She was wearing the white dress she normally wore to mass on Sundays.

“Why are you dressed like that?”

“I’m going to the drums. I’m going to see Tony.”

I couldn’t believe it. Going to the drums? Going to see Tony? The huge doors of Tía’s house were locked and bolted, every one of them. And the drums…the drums were not for us.

I was about to protest when she placed her hand over my mouth, and I tasted the bitterness of Tía Panchita’s expensive perfume on her fingers. “Be quiet and don’t bother trying to talk me out of it. I have to see Tony. I know you don’t understand.”

She was right. I couldn’t begin to understand what would possess her to go out into the night and risk her life to see this man, any man. She was still a child, a mere girl. Yet at that moment, wavering in the moonlight with her hair loose around her shoulders, she looked remarkably like a full-grown woman. It wasn’t her face or the emerging maturity of her body, but the expression in her eyes: determined, self-assured, and glowing with a light from inside.

She removed her hand from my mouth. “You’re going now? In the middle of the night?” I whispered.

“I know Tony will be there. You can come if you want.”

I shook my head, horrified at the prospect of venturing out into the night. This was beyond the realm of forbidden, far worse than our plans to run away. It was lethal to the soul. “I…I can’t go.”

Alicia moved aside the covers, smoothing out her skirt and I noticed she was wearing shoes, but no bobby socks, her bare ankles reflecting in the moon light. Silently, she approached the door leading to the field. Placing her hands on the heavy wooden plank, she paused, lifted the plank, and leaned it against the wall without the slightest sound. Marta did not stir despite the creaking of the floorboards and the groaning of the door that Alicia slowly, almost imperceptibly, opened.

Sounds of the drums flooded our bedroom. Alicia stood breathless for an instant before stepping over the threshold and slipping out into the night.

Although it was warm and humid, I trembled beneath the covers for what seemed like hours. I stayed in bed, straining my eyes against the dark and praying as intently as any nun or priest could pray, abandoning the verses I’d memorized over the years and speaking to God with my own voice in a desperate plea for help. But mostly, I listened to the sounds drifting in through the slim sliver of night. Were those footsteps outside? Had Alicia come to her senses and returned, or were her captors searching out fresh victims?

I shut my eyes again. “Make this nightmare go away, Papá Dios.” I prayed fervently. “Please make it go away and let the sun come up over the ridge of the green mountains so we can have our café con leche like we always do and play dominoes on the porch.”

But the drums grew louder to what I had no doubt was the rhythm of death. They’d captured Alicia and were preparing her for the sacrifice. Tony was smiling and his ghostly green eyes were gleaming at the sight of his perfect prey. How could I just lie there and allow this terrible thing to happen? I had to rescue Alicia. She would do as much for me. I knew she would.

I pushed back the covers and emerged from the mosquito netting, my knees quivering as I searched for my slippers under the bed. With excruciating caution, I walked to the door and stuck my nose out first. The air was cool and foreboding now that the wind had changed, and the sounds of the drums vibrated through the air, the trees, the ground, and every blade of grass.

Out onto the porch, I surveyed the shadows of the night. All was dark and misty green. Stars blanketed the tropical sky. I looked back into the room to make sure Marta hadn’t stirred and proceeded to step slowly off the porch. I’d made it to the second step, knowing there were three more to go. And then what? The vast field lay ahead of me, then the grove of trees that were shadowed even in the daylight. Beyond these was San Nicolás, an all black village where Lola and Tony lived, no doubt. Alicia would have taken the dirt path through the woods, and if I wanted to find her I had to allow myself to be swallowed by the void of blackness before me.
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