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Hello there. If you’re reading this then you’re reading my second travel diary and I guess I should introduce myself. My name is Konstantina Cassandra Flanagan, but to my way of thinking Konstantina sounds a lot like an accordion so I prefer that my friends call me Kat. I am fifteen years old and I live in Canada with my older brother Rudy and my dad, James Flanagan, Esq. Dad is a lawyer for an international construction company called One Good World based here in Montreal. He travels a lot on business and so does Linda, his Significant Other. She’s a freelance photojournalist and when she and Dad travel, my brother Rudy and I often get to travel with them.

Despite the fact that they named me after Mother’s weird sister and despite the fact that they’re now divorced (no blame on me), my parents are pretty cool people. Dad’s great-grandfather came from Ireland, so he’s full of the blarney, something of which he misguidedly claims I have inherited. Personally, I think the gift of the gab helps him in his job quite a bit.

My mother’s parents are from Greece, their name is Gigantes, from an old and famous Greek Jewish family whose ancestors fought the battle of Marathon. And won!

So I exist! Mom is a sculptress and lives in both Calgary, Alberta, of all places, and also Dallas. She shares her life with an oil company executive named Darrell Hughes, who is actually pretty cool.

Rudy is my older brother. He’s almost 18. His hobbies are sports, sports, sports and girls, girls, girls, in any order of the moment. He’s actually pretty smart when he applies himself to something and like all my friends tell me, he’s cute too. But don’t tell him that, he already knows it! I guess he’s an all right kind of brother, even if he does tease me a lot.

Anyway my point is this: I’ve been to a lot of really cool places and I’ve been keeping a diary about my travels. Some of the things that have happened to me are pretty fantastic. Rudy will tell you that I attract trouble but don’t even listen to him. I mean, I guess you could say that I’ve been in some pretty tight spots but it’s not like it’s my fault. The truth is that I have a keen eye for detail and deduction. When strange things happen around me, I like to investigate and find out why. I think you’ll see my point when you read my story. I just got back from Cancún, Mexico, in the state of Quintana Roo, where I had one of the strangest experiences of my life.

Rudy pokes his head in the door to my room and warns me:

“I’m expecting a call from Pamela, so if she calls and you answer the phone, don’t use that fake accent on her again, all right?”

“I was jus’ practicin’ my suhthern Amurican, Roo-boy” I say with an innocent grin, but he frowns, failing to appreciate my sense of humor.

“I really mean it, Kat,” he tells me, raising his voice.

“Oh all right, Trudy,” I reply and that does it, he leaves me alone.

Where was I? Oh, OK, my trip to Cancún, a city in Mexico on the coast of what’s called the Yucatan Peninsula. The Yucatan is hot, flat and beautiful in a sort of tropical way, filled with the crumbling ruins of ancient Mayan cities.

If you like luxury resorts, there are lots of world-class places to stay in Cancún, but if you prefer local color I would recommend Isla Mujeres, a small island off the coast which is where we ended up staying. But I should start at the beginning, shouldn’t I?

Rudy, my dad (James Flanagan), and Linda Hebert, Dad’s “significant other” and I had all travelled to Cancún for a vacation a few months ago.

This particular trip was because Linda had to do research for an article she was writing about the ancient Mayan people of the Yucatan Peninsula.

This meant that we stayed on Isla Mujeres, where Julian Sayles, a famous archaeologist who Linda wanted to interview and his crew were working on restoring the ruins of an old Mayan temple. Dad, Rudy and I planned to take it easy and just relax on the beach—but, of course, that’s not what actually happened.

Let’s just say that things got a little too interesting and I ended up stuck in a—wait a second. If I tell you that part now, you’ll probably never read the rest of my diary.

The phone rings and I answer it quickly:

“Howdy y’all,” I say. There is a brief silence, then a girl’s shy voice asks,

“Is Rudy there?” Rudy picks up the phone, irritated now. “I heard that, Kook Case, now hang up already, it’s for me.” I put the phone down to oblige.

Anyway, I hope you don’t mind reading the rest on your own to find out what happened. I’m writing these diaries for extra credit in my English Composition class and the teacher is always telling us that it’s bad form to give away the ending in the introduction.

I’ll add one word of caution, though. If a short, fat man in a white suit and hat with a gold and ruby pinky ring ever approaches you at an airport, just take my word for it and run as far and as fast as you can. I think you’ll see why I feel so strongly about this when you finish reading my story.
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1. Welcome to Isla Mujeres
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“The other thing I like about Pamela is that she’s so talented,” this was my brother Rudy, rhapsodizing about his girlfriend, The Lovely Pamela. “I mean, the way she handles herself in front of a crowd is awesome, don’t you think, Kat?” I sighed, thinking of Pamela’s rather average cheerleading skills.

“She’s OK,” I replied noncommittally.

“Oh come on, she’s the coolest.” He said this with such indulgent patience that I didn’t even bother to reply. For an entire month, everything coming out of Rudy’s mouth had been “Pamela this,” and “Pamela that.” I was starting to feel that if he mentioned her one more time I was literally going to scream. Or maybe lock him up with a year’s supply of Baywatch reruns.

“Watch out!” Rudy shouted and I pulled hard on the wheel of the golf cart I was driving, swerving just in time to avoid a collision with a girl on a moped who pulled out from a side street into the road in front of me. “That was way too close for comfort, Kat,” Rudy scolded me, even though we’d missed the girl on the moped by a good ten feet.

“But that wasn’t even my fault!” I protested, “She just zoomed out in front of me—she didn’t even look where she was going.”

“A good driver is always aware of what is happening around her,” Rudy told me primly. “You should have been ready for her.” Ready for someone to dart out into traffic right in front of me when I had the right of way? I was just a beginning driver, but I did know the rules of the road. “But...!” I began to protest until Rudy held up a hand to silence me.

“No buts. You need to pay more attention to what’s happening around you, Kat.” I fumed in silence, stomping the “go” pedal to the floor in frustration. The little cart surged ahead at its top speed of ten miles an hour.

There was no way I could win. If I focused on the road ahead of me, Rudy warned me to be aware of side streets. If I watched the side streets, he told me to keep my eyes on the road. And anyway, how did he expect me to concentrate when he kept blathering on and on about The Lovely Pamela? It was enough to put anyone to sleep!

We were traveling south on Avenida Benito Juarez which hugs the east side of Isla Mujeres, a small island just across the bay from Cancún, Mexico. Dad, Rudy and I were there on vacation, but for Dad’s girlfriend Linda it was a working trip.

Linda is a freelance photojournalist. She has one of the coolest jobs of anyone I know, because she gets paid to fly around the world and take pictures of and write about natural and historical phenomena. As a matter of fact, she was in Mexico to research an article about the culture of the ancient Mayans for a prestigious travel and culture magazine.

I ignored yet another one of Rudy’s tips on the finer points of driving, taking my eyes from the road in front of me to glance out over the cacti and the rocks on my left toward the sea, where three iguanas were sunning themselves on adjacent boulders, lined up in a row like soldiers at attention.

The water of the Caribbean Sea around Cancún and Isla Mujeres is gorgeous, shading from light crystal green in the shallower areas to a deep blue-green farther out to sea. I have rarely seen such heartbreakingly lovely colors anywhere else.

We passed a large, oddly shaped white stucco building. From the back it looked like a huge white ear rising from the ground, but from the other side I could see that it was actually fashioned to resemble an enormous conch shell. The asphalt road ahead of us curved to the right sharply, and I thought I spotted the top of the lighthouse which was our destination.

Another iguana was sunning itself in the middle of the road ahead of us so I zoomed around it into the left lane, maintaining my speed.

“Kat!” 

Rudy was shocked, reacting to my technique as though I were dodging in and out of oncoming traffic. “You know you’re not supposed to swerve into the left lane like that! Slow down and stop if you have to, but don’t drive in the left lane.” I glanced sideways at him, mutinously. I love Rudy a lot but he can be a real pain sometimes.

“Fine,” I said, slowing to a stop and turning the golf cart off. “How about you drive for a while then?” To tell the truth, I felt I’d already mastered the operation of the cart. The controls were brainlessly easy. Besides, driving might keep my brother from talking.

Rudy gave me a surprised look, then shrugged and traded places with me, assuming the driver’s seat with a sigh of satisfaction. I settled comfortably beside him under the shade of the canopy which topped the little cart and protected us from the sun’s hot rays. Rudy started the cart by turning the key to the “on” position and depressing the go pedal.

“I must say you were doing a fine job of driving there, Kat. You were really starting to get the hang of it,” he said expansively. “A little more practice and you will be a fine driver.” (Of course, Rudy only just got his driving permit the week before we left for Cancún, but why make a federal case out of it? Still...)

As he nodded condescendingly at me, a gust of wind caught the cart’s canopy, lifting it slightly. Rudy hit the brakes and the cart skidded in a patch of sand on the road; for a moment it looked as though we would topple into the ditch. Rudy saved us by swerving violently into the left lane, pulling us away from the brink of disaster just in time.

“Eyes on the road,” I told him crisply as he veered wildly across the asphalt, regaining control of the golf cart, “and remember, young man, please try to stay on the right side of the road where we belong.”

Rudy slowed the cart to a crawl as we passed three men stacking big grey concrete bricks in the hot sun. Their project was out of sight of the road, hidden behind a large green plastic dust screen. Clouds of dust and the sound of a jackhammer arose from behind the screen. One of the workers, a boy only a little older than me, grinned and waved as we swept by. I waved back at him cheerfully.

I consulted the map then pointed to the dirt road. “I think we turn off here,” I said and Rudy veered left onto the dusty track leading toward the lighthouse and the ruins of the Temple of Ixchel.

The lighthouse was not very tall, rising just about one hundred feet from the ground, but I could easily tell that there was no need for it to be an impressive structure on its own. It had the advantage of being built on white limestone cliffs which rose up hundreds of feet from the sea below and were topped by a narrow crest of windblown grass.

Not far past the lighthouse, at the very end of the peninsula, were the remains of the Temple of Ixchel. The temple, although no doubt impressive in its day, was now little more than a crumbling edifice of golden stone blocks.

Three people were standing around the base of the temple. I recognized my dad even from a distance (his six-foot height and thick reddish-brown hair are distinctive anywhere). His girlfriend (or should I say, “significant other”) Linda was standing beside him, camera in one hand and tape recorder in the other.

Linda is of medium height, has long blonde hair, and is more energetic than anyone I’ve ever met. I like her a lot and Rudy does too. I think we’re both hoping things work out for Dad and Linda.

Rudy parked the golf cart near the lighthouse and we walked toward the ruins. Linda was deep in conversation with a man wearing faded blue jeans and a white work shirt stained with dust. I wondered if he was Julian Sayles, the world-renowned archaeologist whom Linda had come here to interview.

”¡Hola!” I shouted, waving to Dad and Linda. Dad waved back and I jumped up and down, happy as a puppy in the warm sun.

“¡Hola Kat!” Dad waved Rudy and me over and introduced us. “Julian, these are my two children, Rudy and Kat. “Kids, I’d like you to meet the famous Julian Sayles.”

I studied the man as I shook hands with him, surprised to find that the Yucatan’s most renowned archaeologist was much younger than I’d expected him to be. He couldn’t have been much more than thirty years of age and instead of being the stoop-shouldered scholar I’d expected to meet he was muscular, of medium height, with a mop of curly brown hair.

“Pleased to meet you Mr. Sayles,” I said formally. He smiled back at me.

He nodded politely and shook hands with each of us in turn. “Pleased to meet you, Rudy, Kat, please call me Julian.”

“How was the trip over here?” Linda addressed Rudy over her shoulder but included me in her glance. “Did you show Kat how to drive the golf cart?” I rolled my eyes at her behind Rudy’s back and grimaced as he answered her question somewhat pompously:

“Kat still has a lot to learn about the finer points of driving but in time and with practice I think she’ll get the hang of it.”

Linda grinned at me conspiratorially.

“It’s nice of you to take her under your wing like this, Rudy,” she told him, a wicked twinkle in her eyes as she studied my resentful expression, “Kat is lucky to have a big brother who’s willing to help her out.” Rudy’s head expanded visibly under this praise. “It’s no trouble at all, really,” he allowed kindly, “I was a beginner once, too, it’s something we all have to go through.”

“I’ve been interviewing Julian about the work he’s been doing here at the Temple of Ixchel,” Linda informed us. “He and his crew are doing an absolutely fantastic job of restoring the temple, aren’t they?” I eyed the rather unimpressive heap of rocks a few feet away doubtfully.

“Restoration?” I asked politely. Julian looked at me with a twinkle in his blue eyes.

“It’s not much to look at for now,” he replied.

I glanced at him, startled that he had read my thoughts. “Well, no, it’s not.” Julian laughed. “This site was much more impressive before it was flattened by Hurricane Gilbert in 1988. I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s really a very significant site, archaeologically speaking. The ancient Mayans used to stop here on Isla Mujeres as they made their pilgrimage to Cozumel,” he explained.

“I see.” I studied the ruins with renewed interest, remembering what I had learned of Ixchel, Mayan Goddess of the Moon. She represented fertility, medicine, and healing.

I stepped closer to the ancient temple and noticed that the blocks of stone lying on the ground around it were in ordered rows, each with its own number painted in white, probably to indicate their order of reassembly.

“Want to check it out?” Julian asked, and when I nodded he added, “Watch your step near the wall, there—it’s a long way down,” pointing to the cliffs that fell away on either side of the ruins.

I looked down at waves crashing against jagged black rocks several hundred feet below us. There were no guard rails or hand ropes to keep us away from the edge and from what could be a devastating fall hundreds of feet down.

We caught up with Dad, Rudy and Linda at the tip of the peninsula where Linda was adjusting her camera for a panoramic shot of the sea.

I wandered away from them and cautiously approached the far southeastern edge of the cliff, looking down at the wide expanse of the Caribbean Sea below.

I could see why the people of the island had found it necessary to build a lighthouse. The rocks in the water below looked treacherous and I could easily imagine ships coming to grief on them.

A flash of color down where the waves were battering the cliffs caught my eye and I frowned, staring down intently. At first I thought it had been my imagination and that there was nothing there, but then I saw it again, a flash of orange from something apparently lodged in the rocks at the bottom of the cliff.
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2. Here Comes Trouble
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I crept closer to the edge of the cliff, reaching for my binoculars and peering down in fascination. What appeared to be an orange buoy bobbed violently atop the waves below me, a marker for what, I couldn’t imagine.

“Careful,” Julian said, as he grabbed my arm and pulled me gently back from the edge of the cliff. “The wind can be pretty strong at this height. You don’t want it to take you by surprise up here.” His blue eyes were friendly and frank.

“I saw something down there,” I told him as he released my arm.

“Oh?” he said, his dark brows arching upward in surprise. “What?” I shook my head, frowning.

“I couldn’t quite make it out, but there seemed to be an orange buoy down there, by the cliffs.”

“That’s not possible,” he told me gently. “Those rocks are off limits, they’re far too dangerous for people to approach and no reason for a buoy. It must have been a piece of flotsam.” Rudy had strolled over to join us in time to catch Julian’s remark.

“Seeing things again, Kook Case?” he asked me, offering a commiserating smile to Julian. “Don’t mind my little sister, Julian. She’s got an overactive imagination.”

“I do not!” I protested.

“We all have our little idiosyncrasies,” Julian commented obliquely and, giving me a crooked sideways smile, took my arm gently once more, steering me further away from the edge of the cliff. I thought that my little spat with Rudy had gone unnoticed, but then I saw Linda eyeing both of us thoughtfully.

“How about if Rudy and your dad drive back to the hotel in one cart and you and Julian and I take the other cart? I’d love to hear about your day, honey,” Linda suggested. Julian and I exchanged friendly glances.

“It’s all right with me,” I agreed.

“No problem,” Julian said, and handed her the keys to the cart. “Is it all right if you drive, Linda? I have a few notes to make on our progress today.”

“Oh, but I might want to take pictures or write things down,” Linda replied, holding the keys out to me. “How about you, Kat, you up for driving?”

“Sure,” I smiled, happily accepting the keys.

Julian took the passenger seat and Linda sat behind me as I started the cart. The little engine sputtered to life, noisy but not noisy enough to prohibit conversation.

Julian pulled a small black notebook out of his shirt pocket and jotted something in it as I guided the cart along the road back to Isla Mujeres, following Rudy and Dad. After he finished writing, he turned to Linda and me with a smile.

“So, how do you like Isla Mujeres?”

“It’s paradise,” I told him quite sincerely, “glorious and quiet.” In fact, the island was about as relaxed a place as anywhere I’d ever been.

Not that I was complaining, mind you. My last “vacation” with Rudy and Dad several months ago in Puerto Vallarta had turned into a “bang-bang” adventure as I’d tangled with a nasty drug smuggler. As far as I was concerned, peace and quiet were far preferable to that kind of action any day.

“Not much happens here,” Julian shrugged. “It’s not a big center of commerce or anything. The main industries here are tourism and fishing.” I nodded. The small town of Isla Mujeres was popular as a jumping-off point for tourists heading out to Cancún, Cozumel and Chichén Itzá.

“What does Isla Mujeres mean, anyway?” I asked Julian curiously.

“It means Isle of Women,” he told me. “The Spanish conquistadors named it when they first came to the Yucatan Peninsula in 1517.”

“Why?” I asked, “Were there a bunch of Amazon women living here or something?” Julian laughed.

“No. It’s probably because when the Conquistadors arrived they found a lot of clay figures of women on the island, probably left behind by the Mayans as offerings to Ixchel.” Linda shot him a smile.

“Other people say it’s because this is where the Spanish buccaneers used to keep their women, um—” she stopped in midsentence, and out of the corner of my eye I saw her glance at me.

“Mistresses?” I supplied the missing word and Linda shrugged then nodded.

“Well, captives, prisoners of war, ladies, you know,” she finished somewhat lamely, obviously deeming a more colorful description to be unsuitable for one of my tender years.

“Spanish buccaneers, huh?” I repeated. “You mean, as in pirates?” There was a short pause and then Julian answered me.

“This island is famous for having once been a stopping point for Spanish slave traders and pirates, yes.”

“The entire Yucatan coast was frequented by merchants and pirates in the mid-1500s, wasn’t it?” Linda asked. Julian nodded in response.

I concentrated on driving while Julian and Linda talked about the history of the Spanish invasion of Mexico.

In 1517 Francisco Hernández de Cordova was the first official Spaniard to see the “New World,” as South America was considered by Europeans. His discovery was followed by increasing interest from Spain, which in 1519 sent Hernán Cortes to buy Mayan slaves.

Eight years after that, Francisco Montejo and his son had traveled inland, taking the Yucatan by force.

The Spanish conquest of the Mayan people was aided by the diseases the Spaniards had brought. Huge numbers of indigenous Mayans were wiped out by smallpox, chicken pox and influenza, making the conquest a simple matter of medical fact.

“Like the black plague,” Linda commented, taking notes as Julian went on.

“About as devastating to the Mayan population, yes,” Julian confirmed.

We were more than halfway back to the town of Isla Mujeres and were passing what looked like a private airstrip on our right side. I wanted to study it more closely, along with the fairly posh neighborhood surrounding it, but traffic was picking
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