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CHAPTER  1

The Voice of the Cohunes
Rosita plodded up the steep dirt path, digging her

bare toes into the moist earth and straining forward
against the weight of the two full buckets of water
she carried. Ahead of her, Carmalita, her younger sis-
ter, regally carried a bundle of wet clothes on her
head. Together they stepped over the top of the ridge
into the dusky glow of the brief Belizean twilight.
Although they had just cooled off in the pool below
the village spring, already sweat beaded their flat
brown foreheads. 

Rosita heaved her buckets up over the last rise and
set them down on the grass beside the path. Breathing
heavily, she flexed her arms and let her eyes sweep
over the familiar scene. The path from the spring
merged into the wider dirt road that wound through
their Kekchi Indian village of Santa Elena, deep in the
Maya Mountains of southern Belize.

Along the path they had just climbed, wild morn-
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ing glories hung in veils from the taller jungle trees.
Hibiscus hedges decked with bright orange blossoms
lined the road, and tropical trees and shrubs grew
with wild abandon, threatening to smother the small
yards that had been chopped bare with sharp
machetes. Here and there, the high-peaked thatched
roofs of houses peeked out from among the greenery.
Behind the houses, a series of pyramid-shaped green
hills stood out like ripples against the cloudy sky.

A haze of wood smoke hung over the village, and
the smell of freshly baked tortillas teased their nos-
trils. 

“Let’s go,” urged Carmalita, adjusting her head
bundle. “I’m hungry.”

Rosita didn’t move. She cocked her head and
stared down the road to where it sloped toward the
river. 

“Listen,” she said. “What is that?”
Carmalita shrugged impatiently. “I don’t know.

Come on. I’m going.” She padded off down the road
in the opposite direction, toward home. 

Rosita still stood, silent, listening. Among the usual
evening sounds of children calling, dogs barking,
roosters crowing, and insects buzzing, Rosita thought
she heard another sound. It reminded her of music.
Very faint it was, coming from the direction of the
river. She held her breath and listened. It sounded
like church singing. Hymns. Were the Pentecostals
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having another baptism? 
Throwing a glance after her sister, she left her

buckets beside the path and turned in the other direc-
tion to follow the sound of the music. She had to see
what was going on. 

The strains of singing grew louder as she
approached the broad river. It flowed wide and deep
under the arches of the cement bridge before disap-
pearing into the shadows of the green jungle that
hugged its banks. 

She slipped in among the trees and picked her way
upstream through the tangled growth along the river-
bank. From a vantage point high on the bank where
she couldn’t be spotted, she parted the leaves and
peered out. 

Below her, by the deep pool beside the bridge
where the women washed their clothes, a group of
people was gathered. They were singing, “What can
wash away my sin? Nothing but the blood of Jesus.” 

As she watched, fascinated, two men in white
shirts waded into the water, followed by two women
and a short man. Rosita leaned forward precariously
and squinted her eyes. She caught her breath. Could
it be? Yes, she was sure it was. Her father! Her own
father was about to be baptized!

She watched in stunned silence while the minis-
ter lowered her father into the water three times. She
was too far away to hear the words, but she knew
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from watching other baptisms that he was saying, “In
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost.” 

Oh! Rosita squatted on her heels and picked at the
feathery plants on the ground in front of her. Her
father! Baptized! What would happen to their family
now that her father had joined the Pentecostals? What
would her mother say? Would they all leave the
Catholic Church they had attended ever since she
could remember? She shivered in spite of the heat.
Why had her father taken this bold step? She wished
everything could just stay the same and never change. 

Overhead the wind whistled through the cohune
leaves. She looked up. Wind in the cohunes. She shiv-
ered again. Like clusters of colossal chicken feathers
joined at the base, the graceful fronds of the cohune
palms swayed and fluttered above the other jungle
trees. The slightest breeze sent them twirling and
dancing, and often the wind whistling through the
fronds announced a change of weather. Her mother
had taught her long ago that when the cohunes bend
in the wind, rain will follow.

At this moment, crouching on the riverbank with
the cohune leaves dipping and swaying in the breeze
over her head, Rosita wondered if perhaps the voice
of the waving cohunes prophesied more than just
changes in the weather. Nothing stayed the same.
Time marched on. New babies were born. Children
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grew into adults. People got married. They moved to
different villages and built new houses. Even the fields
changed. After two or three years of growing corn in
one spot, her father would chop new fields. 

Just a short time ago she had been a carefree little
girl going to school and playing with her brother
Pablo. Now she was nearly grown up. Just as the
cohune leaves were constantly moving, so life was con-
stantly changing. 

Her mind spun back to the first time her mother
had pointed out the connection between the wind in
the trees and change. It was at this very spot, at the
pool beneath the bridge—long ago when she was a
little girl of five. . . . 


