
[image: image]


[image: image]



Dedication

For Taylor, Jack, and Felix,

always y para siempre

And for all the chapínes, aquí, allá, o donde sea




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Ofrendas

So Long to the Rearview

Whistle While You Work

Saint Dismas

Heart Sleeves

Caídas

Bus Stop Baby

Fight Sounds

Scrimmages

Hotel of the Gods

Dark Road With Diesel Stains

A Cleansing

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher



Ofrendas

The old bring the clothes of their sick, the young bring cigars and cigarettes. Women bring ropes, sugar, and chickens; some want protection for their children, others against having children, then there are those who ask for protection from their children. The men bring scarves, hats, and aguardiente; they ask for love, for money, for a good harvest. Each of these petitions represented by a candle—white, yellow, red, and even a few black—the wax melting onto the ground with prayers that curse enemies, call for infliction of pain on past lovers, invoke death. Some couples ask for cleansings before marriage, others for visions of their future together. People bring chocolate and sugar to appease—this is the most subtle ask: please, show me favor. Some seek guidance and bring incense to help their prayers float up to the ears of the gods; others seek attention or help and give quetzales or salt. There is so much want in this world, and it is up to the sajarins to help fulfill requests; today is no different—the temple is full of petitioners, and it is the healer’s duty to serve, much like the priest in the Catholic church, as a conduit between the people and the ears of San Simón.

Yuma, metal rod in hand, is seated in front of the firepit he has built. A woman, mid-thirties, sits across from him, their eyes shut in prayer. Yuma mutters a few final words of thanks, then stands. He bangs his staff against the ground—once, twice, thrice—and calls for Cabaguil, Kinich Ahau, and Vukubcane to hear the woman’s requests. Finally, he walks around to her and helps her stand. The woman opens her eyes long enough to hand Yuma the egg that she’s brought. Yuma takes it and runs it over her head and chest, her shoulders and legs, down to her feet, all while praying. He then places the egg in the fire and tells the woman to watch. They both stare, the heat emanating from the pit causing sweat to drip down their foreheads. It takes a few moments, but the egg finally cracks.

“A yes,” Yuma says, and the woman lets out a small sigh.

She bows her head a little. “Thank you,” she says. She swipes at her eyes with the back of her hand, then kneels down to pick up the bag of sugar she brought with her. She looks around in search of her son. “He must still be at the altar,” she says.

Yuma nods, then motions for her to follow him. They walk past other sajarins tending fires—six rows of pits, eight pits per row with just enough space between one flame and the next for people to walk by single file, all of the fires surrounded by sugar or salt. Some of the sajarins have symbols of the god or gods they are attempting to contact drawn in chalk on the asphalt in front of the steps leading up to the cofradía. Others use staffs to pound on the steps to garner the attention of the divine, then fill their mouths with rose water or alcohol that they spit onto their petitioners. Yuma and the woman take one stair at a time, bypassing other sajarins who slap branches against people’s bodies to rid their souls of bad thoughts and evil spirits.

Inside, the cofradía looks like a gutted monastery—no pews, no bibles, only people whose eyes burn from the smoke of cigars and cigarettes brought forth as offerings and placed in San Simón’s mouth. The smoke wafts upward, is so thick, the petitioners struggle to make out the 120-centimeter-tall San Simón figure carved from tz’ite’ wood sitting on the low table that serves as his altar. He is surrounded by tiny statues of his likeness left as tributes and candles of all colors. Two sajarins stand beside the statue, the one on the left—Hermano Zumez, twenty-four, the son of the former leader of the cofradía—taps the remaining ash from the cigarette in San Simón’s mouth into a jar and seals it; the one on the right—hermano Xavier, thirty-one, a recovering alcoholic saved by San Simón—removes the cigarette butt and places it in a different container, both of which will be sold: the ash for luck and to cure insomnia, the butts to ward off thieves.

The next person with an offering steps forward and hands a 100-millileter bottle of aguardiente to Zumez, who uncaps the bottle while Xavier tips the statue backward, so that the slits carved in the wood as eyes look up at the ceiling. Zumez pours half the bottle into San Simón’s mouth, where a tube funnels the liquid down through the body and into a container hidden below the figure so that the liquid can be rebottled and resold to other petitioners. And even though the cofradía is full, it is reverentially quiet and the alcohol sounds like a river. Zumez then recaps the bottle of aguardiente and holds it out to the man, who tells Zumez to keep it as an offering. Zumez nods and sets the bottle on the table next to the other quarter pints and candles.

Now the woman’s son steps forward and produces from his pocket a folded bill. Xavier motions for him to step closer. The boy does and places the money on the altar next to dried, hardened candle wax. And though he doesn’t say aloud what he is asking for, his mother knows that he is asking for a second chance.

AT THE END of the day, once the gates are closed to the public, four of the sajarins take San Simón to a back room in the cofradía, where they remove his clothes and the medicine bundle at the center of his being, as well as the heart—the essence of San Simón, which can be seen and touched only by blessed members of the cofradía. They lay him down to sleep and hand the clothes to Yuma, whose job it is to take that days’ layers of silken shirts down to the lake, where he will wash each article—including the many scarves wrapped around San Simón’s neck as offerings—and bottle the water for healing ceremonies.

Yuma makes the trek down the steep path to the lake, using his staff for balance. It is dark, and the owls can be heard in the trees. The only light comes from the candles in the cofradía up the hill, the stars, and the bulbs of the nearby town across the lake. Yuma kneels to collect a pail of water. He lays San Simón’s clothes on a smooth boulder and begins washing them with his hands, stopping every now and then to massage his knuckles—swollen from years of scrubbing. His back hurts from leaning over the garments, and his feet feel like pumice.

When he is done, he squeezes the water out of the clothing and bottles it, then hangs each item up to dry. Finished, he sits down to rest before starting the trip back up to the cofradía. His knees sound like matracas, and he hopes the spirits don’t confuse the sound with a summoning. He chuckles at the thought; and this should be the only human sound, but then he hears a splash in the water. Yuma angles his body toward the noise. There are no fish in the lake and it is too late for anyone to be swimming. Yuma stares out, but the lake seems placid. He waits for another splash, but it doesn’t come. Instead, he hears someone walking down the path. Yuma turns but can make out only their outline, which seems too small to be that of one of the brothers of the cofradía.

“State your business,” Yuma calls out.

The silhouette pauses, as if also shocked to find someone else out this late at night. The shape turns to run, but Yuma calls out again, telling it to stop. The outline freezes in place, then, in a small voice, it says, “Please don’t tell my mom.”

Yuma reaches for his staff and stands, then summons the voice forward until the shadow turns into the face of the boy who came by with his mother earlier.

“You’ve returned,” Yuma says, then scans the jungle and the makeshift path behind the boy. He turns toward the lights coming from the other side of the lake. Nothing but darkness between the two places.

The boy, as if reading Yuma’s mind, points up to the road beyond the temple’s courtyard and says, “I rode my bike.”

Yuma nods. The potholes in the road, the snakes waiting in the brush, the kilometers between here and town, the dark.

“¿What is it that brings you back without your mother’s knowledge?” Yuma asks.

The boy tries to look at his feet, but Yuma leans forward and uses his staff to lift the boy’s face to his until the boy can’t take the stare any longer.

“I wanted to know if San Simón would answer my prayer,” he says.

Yuma straightens up, listens to the water lap at the shore behind him. “¿And what is it you’ve asked of him?” Yuma asks.

The boy looks at the water over Yuma’s shoulder, then down at the rocks by his feet.

“Very well,” Yuma says, then stoops to pick up the jars of water he’s bottled. He places some in his pockets and holds the rest, and without another glance at the child, begins his ascent to the cofradía. After a few steps, Yuma hears the boy’s feet shuffling behind him.

“I asked for more life,” the boy says.

Yuma stops, then turns to face him, evaluates him. “¿How old are you?” he asks.

The boy shakes his head. “It’s not for me,” he says.

Yuma can see tears in the boy’s eyes. He reminds him of himself at his age, back when he was lost and looking for direction. Yuma feels a breeze coming from across the lake, and even though he’s wearing a bandana, the wind sweeps up the strands of his hair that hang down his back.

Yuma sighs. “I am not supposed to do this after the gates have closed,” he says, then sets down the jars he’s carrying in his hands. Yuma sits on one of the stones used as steps that lead up to the cofradía and wipes away the sand with his sleeve. He reaches under his shirt, up near his heart, and pulls out a red satin pouch the size of his palm that he keeps in a small pocket sewn into the inside of his shirt. The opening of the bag is threaded with a yellow string that ties it shut to keep the sacred stones, black beans, red beans, and other small objects he has found during his spiritual journeys into the mountains from falling out. He found it—his grandesa—during his first spiritual quest into the mountains, when he’d spent three days without food or water, praying to San Simón to guide him to a medicine bundle belonging to any former sajarin who knew his end was near and had hidden his grandesa to be found by another worthy healer and fortune teller. Yuma had sworn he would find the bundle or die in those mountains and had, on the third night, been led by moonlight to the hiding place of the pouch he now holds in his hands, the grandesa from which all of a sajarin’s powers are derived.

Yuma motions for the boy to join him on the steps. The boy approaches cautiously, reverentially, and Yuma can hear howler monkeys—naturally diurnal animals that should be sleeping—waking as if the sun has risen, calling out to one another in the canopy. The boy sits across from Yuma, one leg on top of the other, like an infinity sign.

“¿Did you bring an offering?” Yuma asks. The boy shakes his head, and Yuma nods. “Close your eyes,” Yuma says, and the boy does as he’s told. Yuma begins his prayer to the gods, and up here, the gods listen. Yuma praises, which is pleasing to the gods. He thanks, which the gods receive with open arms. Yuma promises offerings—sugar and chocolate—which he does not have with him but will give to them in the morning. This does not sit well with the gods, but they will hear his petition before deciding whether or not they will answer.

Yuma reaches into the sacred bag—the hole just wide enough for his hand, the edges fraying from the constant opening and closing—and pulls out a handful of stones and blessed items. He lets them drop back into the bag one at a time until he is left with one—an answer. Yuma opens his eyes and instructs the boy to do the same. In his closed palm he holds what the boy came back for. Yuma opens his hand, and at the center of it sits one black stone.

Yuma drops it back into the bag.

“¿What did they say?” the boy asks.

Yuma ties the grandesa closed and places it back near his heart. He stands, using his staff for balance.

The boy stands, too. “¿Did they say yes?” the boy asks. His hands are clasped in front of his chest.

Yuma leans over to collect the jars at his feet but is struggling to grasp the last one. The boy scoops it up, the water sloshing inside, and hands it to Yuma, who takes it and turns from the boy. Yuma takes a step toward the cofradía, then another. “Go home,” he calls to the boy. “It’s not the answer you want.”

The boy follows after Yuma. “Wait,” he says, but Yuma doesn’t. “¡Stop!” the boy shouts. He reaches down and picks up a pebble, then throws it at Yuma, missing his head by a few centimeters. Yuma finally halts and turns. “Maybe you read it wrong,” the boy says. His eyebrows are pulled down toward the center of his nose, his fists clenched at his side.

Yuma glares at the boy.

“All I mean is,” the boy says, he looks at his surroundings as though they have the answer, “it’s dark, and I didn’t have an offering. Maybe they weren’t happy with that.”

Yuma is still observing the boy—his hands and brow have returned to normal, but there is still heat radiating from his body. Yuma knows this will go nowhere, so he nods. “Go home,” he says again, “before your mother worries.”

The boy, as if remembering where he is for the first time, gasps, eyes wide, and runs past Yuma back up to the courtyard, where he must jump over the gate or slip through the bars to get out. Yuma listens as the bicycle’s oxidized chain—a film of patina from rain and mud covering the surface—clicks into place and begins to spin faster and faster, the boy’s breath lost in the night, as ephemeral as a prayer.

THE NEXT DAY, the boy is there again. Yuma has done his morning chores and is walking out of the cofradía, down the front steps to his firepit, where he will talk with petitioners and interpret for San Simón, when he spots the child in the crowd, behind the bars of the still-locked gates that lead into the courtyard. It doesn’t seem to matter to the boy that there are others in line ahead of him, because the moment the latch is unlocked, the boy is the first one inside, weaving through the other bodies, running the thirty meters between him and Yuma in a matter of seconds.

Echoing his tactics for dealing with the crowd, the boy skips all pleasantries: no good morning, no thank you for your help last night, nothing. He stands about chest-high to Yuma and says, “I need your help changing their minds.”

Yuma glances over his shoulder at Hermano Zumez and Hermano Xavier, who are both watching his interaction with the boy from the top step of the cofradía. What will they think of the boy’s imprudence and of his familiarity with Yuma? Will they recognize him as the child who stepped forward with a monetary offering yesterday or will they await an explanation at the end of the day? Yuma decides that is for him to deal with later. For now, he has a petitioner in front of him and a line of them not far behind.

Yuma looks into the unlit firepit. “¿Did you bring an offering?” he asks.

The boy nods and pulls sugar from his pocket, no bag, just loose granules. He reaches into the other pocket and pulls out somewhat-melted pieces of chocolate. “I have cigarettes and candles in my socks.”

Yuma doesn’t ask where the cigarettes came from and can’t imagine them having held their structural integrity as the kid’s feet sweated on his bike ride here. “¿What’s your name?” Yuma asks. The kid, short, with dark-brown hair, undernourished, about twelve years old, looks into Yuma’s eyes—the same dried-mud color as his own—and says, “Ikal.”

Yuma nods, tells Ikal his name, then looks the boy over once more. “Before the offerings,” Yuma says, “a cleansing.” He motions for Ikal to follow him next to the steps leading up to the cofradía, where he picks a branch from one of the sacred bushes that have been blessed by the hermanos. He then has Ikal follow him into the temple, where he grabs a bottle of rose water. “¿Do you have a donation?” Yuma asks. The boy reaches into his pocket for the chocolate. “Not that,” Yuma says. “Money.” Ikal looks at the ground. “Very well,” Yuma says. He reaches into his pocket for a few coins and hands them to Ikal, then motions for him to hand them back. “Follow me,” Yuma says and leads the boy back down to the firepit.

Yuma uncaps the glass container, the size of a miniature perfume bottle, and places the cork next to his feet. Yuma closes his eyes and begins his prayer. When he is done, he takes a swig of the rose water and keeps it in his mouth. He uses the branch, patting at Ikal’s face, then spits some of the rose water onto it.

The moment the water lands on the boy’s lips and forehead, he opens his eyes wide in shock. “¿What the hell are you doing?” Ikal shouts. He wipes the droplets with his shirt collar. Others, including some of the hermanos, have turned to look. “¿Do you think that’s funny?” Ikal says. His brows are pulled together, just like they had been the night before, but his palms are open at his sides and he uses them to shove Yuma hard enough to drop him to the ground. This is the first time he and the boy have made physical contact, and it is like a lightning strike to the chest, where the boy has pushed him.

Yuma’s eyes roll to white, and suddenly Yuma is no longer Yuma; he is Ikal a week ago. He is Ikal on his way home from school, books hanging from a rope tied to the handlebars of his bicycle. He is Ikal when the boys—four of them, each on his own bike—stop in front of him and prevent him from passing. He is Ikal as they shove him to the ground and ask if his mother has sex for money now that his father is gone. He is Ikal when they ask how much she charges, when they ask if they can have a turn and grab at the zippers of their pants. He is Ikal with dirt on his hands and blood running down his knees and onto his lips; Yuma is this boy who has shoved him to the ground as he picks up a rock the size of a pan dulce and brings it down against the skull of the oldest boy in the group, he is him as he brings it down again, harder than the first time. He is Ikal as the other boys pull him off, is still him as he watches the blood mix with the dirt on the ground.

When Yuma is Yuma again, he is on his back staring at the blue above. His tailbone hurts and the back of his head feels heavy. He blinks, and the boy—Ikal—appears above him, knee pressed into Yuma’s chest, punching away, until he is pulled off by two of the hermanos. Two other sajarins help Yuma to his feet. Upright, Yuma sees that the boy is being brusquely escorted to the gates, sugar and melting pieces of chocolate spilling from his out-turned pockets. Yuma can hear the boy apologizing but can’t speak up for them to let him go, to tell Ikal what he’s seen. He watches as the brothers point Ikal in the direction of town, watches as the boy picks up his bicycle just beyond the gates. Yuma blinks, and the boy is gone. He blinks again, and . . .

WHEN HE WAKES a few hours later, Yuma finds that his head has been bandaged and that there is a throbbing in his lower back. He sits up in his bed and listens as the springs sing in relief. He positions himself so that he can get his feet on the floor, one at a time, then lets his head hang between his knees.

The vision he’d had plays vividly in his mind’s eye. Ikal—bullied to the point of retribution—and the boy bleeding at Ikal’s feet. What Yuma hadn’t seen was how Ikal, after the other three boys had ridden off to pretend nothing had happened, had gotten on his bike and pedaled to the nearest corner store to beg for help. He didn’t see how Ikal had asked for the boy’s mother’s name and directions to her house, how he’d ridden there faster than he’d ever rode before to let her know what he had done and where to find her child.

Yuma tries to stand and ends up in a sitting position again. He reaches for his staff and manages to pull himself up from the bed. His legs tremble as they adjust to the weight of his body, but he is soon able to take his first step. He uses the wall for support and opens the door to his room—the same as all the others: space enough for one twin-size mattress and bedframe, one bedside table, and nothing else. He follows the barren walls, past the other rooms, through the kitchen, and into the main sanctuary, where worshippers are gathered at the altar of San Simón. It is high noon, Yuma can tell by the smell of cloves—the scent of the incense lit before lunch prayers. One of the brothers notices him and approaches.

“You should be in bed,” he says. “We will take care of your duties.” Yuma can tell the brother is angered by this, that he’s been told to say this by Xavier or Zumez.

Yuma tries to wave him away, but the brother does not let up. “If you have lost your abilities as a servant of the temple of San Simón,” he whispers while holding Yuma’s sleeve at the elbow, “find a mountain and give up your grandesa.” The brother points west, adjacent from the town, where ten kilometers away, are mountains—including the one where Yuma found his medicine bundle all those years ago.

Yuma pulls away from the hermano and leans on his staff as he makes his way to the front door without glancing back. He walks, slowly, down the steps and past the firepits to the front gate, where he locates a tuk-tuk driver willing to take him up to the town in exchange for a reading he says he doesn’t believe in.

It isn’t until he has finished the driver’s reading that Yuma realizes he doesn’t know how he’s going to find Ikal. He walks the streets hopelessly, his back hurting, his hips aching, until he gives up and decides to find a place to rest. Yuma leans against a tree in the center of town and people begin to take notice—his clothes, his staff, the long hair. A few pedestrians, regular visitors to the temple of San Simón, stop and ask if he needs help.

“Ikal” is all he can say. “¿Do you know him?”

People shake their heads, bring him water in paper cups, and leave sweet breads by his legs in case he gets hungry. Yuma leans his head against the tree and closes his eyes. Soon, the rumors begin: a sajarin on a pilgrimage, too old to make it to the mountains; a disgraced sajarin, kicked out of the cofradía; a drunk who’s dressed himself to look like a sajarin—scarves around his neck, one tied around his waist, the Maya Pantheon stitched onto the cuffs and collar of his shirt, and a wig. It doesn’t take long for the whispers to make it to Ikal by way of adults talking around nosy teens, who then lord the information over the younger kids—all bored out of their minds, in search of a story, even a false one.

When Ikal hears the rumor of a sajarin ghost walking the streets calling out the names of children he must take back with him, Ikal knows it’s Yuma. Ikal jumps on his bike and rides to the town center, weaving in and out of traffic on his fixed gear, passing street vendors, avoiding dogs, and jumping over empty beer bottles along the way. By the time he finds Yuma sitting under the tree, bandana pulled down over his eyebrows, he is winded. “¿Yuma?” Ikal says.

Yuma begins to stir and slowly opens his eyes. He makes out Ikal’s face, the sweat dripping from his forehead down to his nose. Yuma pushes his bandana back onto his head. “You killed him,” Yuma says. He looks into Ikal’s eyes, the sun setting behind him. “You’re just a boy.” Ikal doesn’t reply; instead, he reaches for Yuma and helps him up from his slouched position. “Your soul will be forever marked,” Yuma says, groaning as Ikal helps him sit up straight. He feels like his back is made of reeds, all cracking under the weight of his own body.

Ikal finally speaks. “Drink some water,” he says, raising one of the paper cups surrounding Yuma. But Yuma turns his head away, refuses the water. Ikal sighs loudly, then crumples the cup in his fist. Water drips down his forearm until he throws the cup into the street. He sits down next to Yuma, knees pulled up to his chest, forehead pressed against them.

Yuma coughs, his head vibrating like a gong. “That anger,” he says, “it got me into trouble, too.”

Ikal turns his face toward Yuma, only one eye visible. The cars driving by honk at one another, friends greet each other with kisses on the cheek, eloteros walk the narrow alleys.

“I made the same mistake as you,” Yuma says. It’s the first time he’s spoken it aloud in almost forty years. “A long time ago.”

Ikal turns to look at Yuma with both eyes now. “¿What happened?” he asks. Yuma doesn’t answer, but Ikal can tell he’s reliving the event in his memory. He waits, but Yuma stays silent.

In his head, Yuma remembers what Ikal can’t know, won’t ever know: that Yuma had been twenty-five and lost. His parents had kicked him out of their house when, at sixteen, he announced himself to be an atheist. He spent the next few years being homeless, sleeping inside only when he could afford a room or convince someone to sleep with him. It was during one of those nights that an ex-husband had shown up at the door of the woman with whom Yuma was in bed.

What could have been avoided turned into an altercation when Yuma claimed the man’s ex-wife had never been satisfied by his meager cock. It wasn’t Yuma’s first fight. In fact, he’d been in more fights than he could remember. The ex-husband swung, and the rest is still a blur in Yuma’s mind—a hit to the body, a few to the face, a final swing that knocked the man to his knees, followed by a kick and the sound of a skull bouncing off the concrete floor.

Yuma ran away that night and spent the next five years blind drunk, drifting from town to town avoiding the police and working as a day laborer on coffee plantations or as a plow-hand in the fields. One day, he awoke in the middle of the cofradía, still reeking of booze, unsure of how he’d gotten there. It was then, by accident or by fate, Yuma can’t say, that the rest of his life began. The brothers had welcomed him with open arms, saying that San Simón never makes mistakes. And, sure enough, Yuma had eventually felt the calling of the sajarin, trekked into the mountains, and found his grandesa. He’d gone from a self-proclaimed denier of all deities to someone who thanked San Simón every day. Thanked him every day for granting him a second chance.

Yuma begins to cough some more, bringing him back from his thoughts.

Ikal leans over and picks up another cup of water left behind by a concerned stranger, offers it to Yuma. This time Yuma accepts. Ikal holds the cup to Yuma’s lips and studies his weathered face, the wrinkles that look like the waves made by boats on the lake, the pockmarks like volcanic craters. Yuma drinks; his chest hurts, and he wonders if the boy pushed him hard enough to break his ribs, or if he has what he’s heard referred to as “internal bleeding.”

“The sun is setting,” Yuma says as Ikal puts the cup down beside him. Yuma tries to stretch his back, but it catches and spasms. He lets out a small yelp, like a dog that’s been kicked, then settles back against the tree.

Ikal reaches over to wipe a droplet of water from Yuma’s face, but Yuma pushes his hand away and dries his chin himself, then closes his eyes again.

Ikal frowns. “I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

Yuma nods, eyes still closed.

“And he’s not dead,” Ikal says.

Yuma opens one eye, slowly, and looks over at Ikal. “¿Who isn’t?” he asks.

“The boy I hit,” Ikal says. “Tanio. He’s not dead yet.”

Yuma feels his heart begin to beat against the grandesa next to his chest. “¿Yet?”

Ikal nods.

“¿How do you know?”

“I visited him every day,” Ikal says. “But he’s getting worse, and his mom won’t let me into the room to see him anymore.” Ikal looks away, and Yuma can see tears forming in his eyes. “I have to watch him from outside the window,” Ikal says. He wipes his tears with his shirt collar.

Yuma listens to all this. The boy—Tanio—is still alive. “There’s still time then,” he says, reaching for his staff. He strains against the pain in his head, his back, and his chest, and stands, Ikal jumping up to help.

“¿What are you doing?” Ikal asks.

Yuma huffs out a breath, then inhales sharply. “I need Tanio’s clothes,” he says.

Ikal doesn’t think he’s understood correctly. “¿His clothes?”

Yuma nods.

“Okay,” Ikal says, thinking. “I can probably go to his house. I know where he lives. I can sneak in if I have to.”

Yuma holds up his hand. “No,” he says, “I need the clothes he had on when you hurt him.”

Ikal flinches, as if he’s been slapped. “I didn’t mean to,” he says, but Yuma puts his hand up again.

“Bring me the clothes stained with the blood that spilled from his head,” he says, using his staff for balance. “Bring it to the cofradía.”

Ikal nods, and Yuma watches him as he hops on his bike and waits for an opening to cross the road. Yuma begins to murmur a prayer as Ikal weaves through traffic to the curb on the other side. Yuma prays, then tugs on his shirt collar and reaches into his grandesa, watching Ikal as he turns down an adjacent street. Yuma finishes his prayer, then pulls out one stone to see the answer. Ikal has disappeared around the corner. Yuma places the stone back in his bag and closes it.

BY THE TIME Yuma makes it back to the temple, the sun has set and the gate has been closed. The brothers will have had dinner after laying San Simón down to rest. Someone will have been sent to wash his clothes in Yuma’s stead. Yuma reaches into his pocket and pulls out a key, quietly unlocks the bolt to the gate, and makes his way to his firepit. The brothers will, of course, notice, but hopefully not until it’s too late.

Yuma begins by using the metal rod, as quietly as possible, to connect his pit to the one next to it. He brings coals and kindling to bridge the gap. Once he’s done, he begins the process again until he’s connected six pits to form a rectangle in the center of the courtyard. He is pouring salt around the perimeter of what he has built, when he hears Ikal’s bike and labored breathing coming down the dirt road. Ikal throws down his bicycle and runs through the gates, sweat dripping down his arms and onto the ground.

“Quiet,” Yuma says. He points at the entrance of the cofradía.

Ikal nods, then reaches into his backpack and pulls out a shirt with dried bloodstains around the neckline and shoulder seams, a tear down the lower back.

“¿You did that?” Yuma asks, using his staff to point at the hole. It was not something he’d seen in his vision.

Ikal shakes his head. “His mom was there” is all Ikal says. What he doesn’t say and what Yuma can’t know is that Tanio’s mom had been asleep on a cot next to his bed when Ikal snuck through the window. Ikal hadn’t noticed her at first, had walked around in the dark, checking under the bed and under the chairs to no avail and had finally almost stepped on her when he crossed the room. That’s when he saw it—there, under Tanio’s mom’s head, a makeshift pillow, a plastic bag filled with Tanio’s clothes. But the moment he tried to pull the bag, Tanio’s mom shot up and started shouting at him to let it go. She yelled for a nurse, a doctor. Then the bag ripped and Tanio’s clothes fell to the ground. They both reached for them, Tanio’s mom quicker, taking the pants, but they both had a hold on the shirt. “¡I’m trying to save your son!” Ikal shouted, but the mom wouldn’t listen. “Your voodoo magic won’t help him,” she said. “Only God can save him.” But Ikal knew that wasn’t true. He’d been brought up Catholic. Hadn’t stopped believing until the year before when he prayed his father wouldn’t leave, but he still did. He wanted to say this to Tanio’s mom, but that’s when the nurses ran into the room and Ikal did the only thing he could think of—he kicked Tanio’s mom with all his strength and climbed back out the window before the nurses could figure out what was happening.

Yuma looks at the hole in the shirt again. “¿Are they coming?”

Ikal shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head at the same time, his mouth hanging open. “I don’t know.”

“Quickly then,” Yuma says, pointing at a sack of candles—all black—next to all the other supplies he has collected and snuck out of the cofradía.

Ikal takes a step toward them but then notices the giant pit. He stops. “My mom said healings are done with water.” She had friends who’d been coming to the temple for years, had followed their advice to bring Ikal to the sajarins after the accident.

Yuma nods, proud of Ikal’s knowledge. “But we are also asking for forgiveness.” He points at the candles again and motions for Ikal to begin setting them up around the pit that he’s built.

Ikal hesitates for a moment, unsure of why they need a pit so large. He looks around, remembers the story of Isaac and Abraham and wonders if there’s a goat trapped in the bushes somewhere or if the pit is for him.

“Hurry,” Yuma says, too forcefully, and begins coughing. He clutches at his ribs and looks over at the cofradía, but no lights have come on yet. Ikal rushes over to the bag full of candles, lights one, and begins placing the others around the pit, keeping them upright using hot wax from the one he’s lit. Yuma grabs the pitcher of oil he’s prepared and limps around the coals, drizzling a trail behind Ikal.

“Light the rest,” Yuma says, handing Ikal the box of matches. As Ikal begins the process, Yuma crumples to the floor. He feels as if his head is melting. He removes his bandana, soaked with what he thinks is sweat. Then he removes the bandage the brothers tied around his head and sees that it’s wet with blood. Ikal is working his way back down the other side, so Yuma quickly hides the wrappings in his pocket.

Ikal stands next to Yuma, who sits on the ground, once all the candles have been lit. “¿Now what?”

Yuma reaches for him, and Ikal takes a step back. Yuma looks into his eyes and shakes his head. “Come,” he says.

Ikal takes another step
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