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Young, | was so very young the night the Ixtabay called to me. The
years have passed, ny eyes have di med, ny once-snooth face now bears a white
and bristly beard, and the laughter of ny grandchildren echoes faintly in the
holl ow well of ny ears. But once | was young and heard her call.

The rains have cone and gone many, many tines since that mad nonent |
entered the night of the Ixtabay, but when the village is silent in sleep
when the hungry growl of the jungle cools to a soft murmur of satiation, when
my heart is open to the spirit voices that rule the night -- then do |I hear
her again, calling to me across the void of the tens of thousands of nights
that | have endured w thout her

* * * %

Deep in the jungle, so deep that even today no paved road reaches it,
our village perched on the banks of the river. My grandfather's tiny,
unpai nted house sat so close to the water that it |ooked like it mght fling
itself into the current at any nmonment. My nother and | lived in it with him |
renenbered little of ny father, who died when | was very small.

"He di sappeared into the jungle one night. You see, the |xtabay called
to him" Grandfather would say to me when nmy not her was not |istening. "And,
not heedi ng nmy warni ngs, he went to her." Then G andfather would sigh and
shake hi s head.

Once or twi ce, though, ny nother heard him and then her dark eyes
sparked with anger as she scolded him "You nust not flood the boy's ears with
such superstitious nonsense,"” she would snap. "His father got lost in the
jungle and crawl ed hone hal f-alive, then died of fever three days later."

Grandf at her woul d sigh and shrug and roll his eyes at me. As soon as
her attention was diverted, he would whisper, "He followed the |Ixtabay into
the bush and, like all her lovers, went insane."

| didn't really know what the |xtabay was, and it was several nore
years before | had even the slightest idea what a | over was. But | would
listen respectfully to the old man, just as | listened respectfully to ny
not her when she told ne to ignore his strange stories and warni ngs.

I had no fear of the jungle by day. | hunted and fished to help provide
for our table, and when nmy work was done, | played with the other boys like a
wild animal. The ruins of an ancient Mayan city lay buried in the forest, its
crunmbling walls covered by vines, its tunbled tenple shaded by pal mtrees and
swanp cypresses. W scranbl ed across the danp, mysterious stones, heedl ess of
tal es of ghosts, denons, and the vengeful spirits of the unbaptized dead. The
British and American archaeol ogi sts who scour Central America for such ruins
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did not yet know of this place, nor did anyone fromour village ever consider
telling them The dead should be left in peace, ny grandfather said, and the
jungl e should be allowed to devour her prey.

Yes, the jungle by day was a place of infinite wonders and pl easures.
Enmeral d green and scarlet red birds fl ew overhead as we capered and craw ed
t hrough the jungle's fragrant undergrowth. Sapote trees were abundant, wth
their sal non-pink fruit which nakes such a sweet snack, though | preferred the
yellow, jelly-like flesh found inside the |eathery seed pods of the scarcer
guaya tree. Orange, |linme, avocado, mango, and papaya tunbl ed out of the green
canopy over our heads, nourishing us as we chased |izards, swam naked in the
streans, hid fromadults am dst the tough trunks of the banana trees, and
explored the ruined city of the ancient ones. In all the world, there was no
better place than the jungle by day.

But at night, the jungle changed and became a pl ace of unseen dangers
and oft-told horrors. Shrill screeches and strange cries came fromits depths.
The friendly paths we had nmade by day di sappeared at night as mst, shadow,
and darkness obscured everything and trees reached out to enbrace the unwary
wal ker in their deadly grasp. In those days, so long ago, a small child was
still carried away every so often by a night-hunting puma, and even the
beautiful ocelot and tiny margay appeared ferocious after nightfall. The tasty
i guana seened like a dragon in the dark, and even the little white bats becane
the vanpires of ny nightmares as they flapped and fl ashed into the opaque
belly of the night. The evil yellow jawtomygoff came out from beneath its
rocks and | ow bushes to hunt in the dark, swi nging and junping fromtrees or
slithering along the ground, legless and silent. Mrre than eight feet long, it
was aggressive and would usually strike nore than once. | used to believe that
such a creature nmust have killed ny father, but nmy nother told ne that its
poi son kills a man much nore quickly than ny father died.

No earthly creature, however, was as terrifying as the spirit creatures
whi ch rose through the mst after the sun had set. They conquered the manl ess
jungle by night and made it their own, and | knew that it was their voices |
heard shrieking and growing on the heavy tropical air as | lay in ny cot and
prayed to the Virgin and all the gods.

There was, of course, the G easy Man, who haunted the forsaken ruined
city near our village. Closer to home, there was the Ashi de Ponpi who hid in
abandoned hovel s of burned out dwellings. If children were too noisy, these
nmonsters stirred at night and punished themw th horrible vengeance.

A far nore dreadful beast, however, was the Sisimto, a huge, hairy
creature which ki dnapped small children in the hope of |earning howto talk.
The Sisimto loved fire but did not know how to nmake it, so he left piles of
ki ndl i ng everywhere believing that one mght start spontaneously. If drawn to
a mn's fire, the Sisimto wuld stare at it until the enmbers grew cold, then
eat them Besides children, the Sisimto |loved capturing women and woul d stea
mai dens and young wi ves who ventured away from honme after dark. Luckily, ny
gr andf at her taught me how to escape fromthe Sisimto.

"His feet point backward," the old man explained to ne. "So when you
see him just hide behind a bush very quickly. Confused, he will |ook around
for you. When he sees his own footprints, he'll think they're yours and foll ow
them going back the way he cane."

A healthy boy with a well-devel oped sense of self-preservation,
feared all these creatures. But there was nothing | feared as nuch as the
Duendes. They were dwarves with flat, yellow faces, long arns, thick |legs, and
heavy shoul ders, and their bodies were covered with short brown hair. Duendes
had only four fingers and were jeal ous of anyone who had five, so ny
grandfat her taught me to salute themw th ny thunb concealed in the pal mof ny
hand.

Among their hideous deeds, Duendes were said to carry away dogs. | knew
it was true, for in nmy twelfth year, ny bel oved pet Dog-Dog di sappeared for a
whol e night. He crawl ed out of the jungle at dawn, barely alive and m ssing
one leg. | knew the Duendes had torn it off when |I searched the jungle south



of the village and found their pointed-heel footprints mngled with his bl ood.

The anci ent ones knew about these creatures, too, carving their inmages
into the stone walls of their tenples and pal aces. One day ny three-|egged dog
and | uncovered strange carvings in the ruined city, and Dog- Dog barked w [ dly
at the portraits of naked, four-fingered, pointed-heel ed dwarves grinning
mal i ci ously and weari ng banana fronds on their heads.

But by ny seventeenth year, not even the fear of Duendes could keep ne
fromanswering the call of the Ixtabay.

* * * %

There was a girl named Chikki in the village downriver fromus. | had
never seen such a girl, and nmy soul was consuned with wonder. No girl in the
worl d had hair so black, |ashes so long, teeth so white, skin so gol den. She
beckoned to me with a shy, promising snmle that spoke of nysteries so
fantastic they blurred nmy vision, made ny hands clumsy, and nunbed ny ears to
nmy mother's questions and ny grandfather's warnings.

Her family did not approve of me -- a fatherless boy fromupriver, with
a crazy grandfather, a three-legged dog, and no prospects to speak of -- and
forbade Chikki to see ne. So we nmet secretly am dst the whispering stones of
the Mayan ruins, hiding in the shadows and listening for the approach of boys
who played like wild animals. But the touch of her hand on mne, the glowin
her eyes, the honeyed sound of her voice dulled ny senses to all else,

i ncludi ng the sound of footsteps; and so her el dest brother caught us one day.

Chi kki's movenents were watched so closely after that day that it was
i npossible for us to neet again. Happily, her younger sister found our
predi canment wildly romantic and offered to carry messages between us. Qur
words were brief and to the point. W would run off and get married, and then
no one coul d keep us apart ever again. W agreed to nmeet in the jungle after
nightfall, where there was no chance of anyone seeing us. | chose a spot very
near her village so she woul dn't have to go far al one; though many young nen
nmy age had | ong since ceased believing in the orphans of the night, |
renenbered the pointed-heel footprints | had once found mingled with the bl ood
of nmy three-legged dog, and I knew the tropical night guarded the secrets of
another realm | was ready to risk everything for Chikki, but I would not Iet
her risk her safety in the lush, shrieking darkness.

| carried a torch the night I went to neet Chikki, a flamng lantern to
frighten away ni ght-hunting cats, the yellow jaw tomygoff, and the feisty
peccary. | kept to the path which, to my relief, did not disappear after dark
Wthout the torch, though, I'd have lost it in minutes and stunbled blindly
into the reaching arms of the rustling trees, thick with vines and heavy wth
the scent of orchids. For the first tine ever, | wondered why ny father had
not taken a torch with himthe night he had wandered away from our village and
into the forest; didn't he know he woul d surely get |ost wthout one?

I gnoring the gibbering, growing, and chattering of the night,
sumoned t he courage of young nmanhood and plunged into the heart of darkness,

i npel | ed ever forward by |ove, excitenent, and, yes, a young nan's desire for
his bride. The strength of my passion must have shielded me, | thought, for no
Sisimto canme forth to admire nmy flam ng torch, and the bl oodthirsty,

yel | owfaced, four-fingered Duendes stayed hidden in their lairs. Even the
normal , earthy sounds of the jungle faded away as | recklessly thrust through
t he bush, until the night was still and only the sound of ny breathing

remai ned. And that was when | heard her song for the first tine.

It was a song wi thout words, a lullaby w thout beginning or end. It
entered my mind slowy, stealing across my senses as tw light steals across
the sky, until | realized that | had been listening to it for some tinme. It
was a worman's voice, soft, sweet, and warm But what wonman would be in the
jungle at night? Only one that | could think of.

"Chi kki?" | called. She must have grown inpatient waiting for me, or
per haps she was afraid of being seen at our neeting place. "Chikki? |Is that
you?"

The song grew stronger, as if she were calling to nme. She was much



nearer now. Off the path, somewhere in the dense foliage to ny right.

" Chi kki ?"

A woman's laughter. Light, happy, alluring. My heart started to pound.

" Chi kki ? Where are you?" More |aughter, beckoning ne. "Chikki, conme out
of there. You'll get lost."

The song, sweet with promise, drew me to the edge of the path and
invited me into the wild unknown. Her voice rose and fell smoothly, lilting
and entrancing. | had no thought of resisting as | stepped off the well-worn
path and entered the night.

The jungle reached out for me, its branches enfolding nme, its vines

reaching up to enbrace ny legs. | stunbled and strayed, but the song al ways
gui ded ne back to her, until 1 could feel her all around ne.

"Where are you?" | cried at last, still not seeing her

There was | aughter over ny head. | |ooked up into the branches of a

vast, leafy sapote tree. There sat the |xtabay, conbing her hair. And such
hair it was! Blacker than night, it rippled like water and shone |ike polished
obsidian. It was so long that she could sit onit, and it caught the
flickering light of ny torch and glittered like the night sky enbedded with
stars.

In her pale hand, she held a jewel-encrusted conb -- a gift from sone
| ong- ago Spani sh prince? -- which she drew through the shining waves of her
hair again and again in a rhythmas hypnotic as that of her song. Her skin was
as pearl-white as the inside of a perfect coconut; her body was soft and
shapely and graceful beyond any dream of womanhood. | gazed at her in nute
adoration and fell hopelessly, helplessly in love. And the fiery gleamin her
anber eyes told nme she knew it.

"Beware the |Ixtabay," nmy grandfather had said so many tinmes in ny
chi | dhood. "Beware that dainty denon!"

_But he could not have known_, | thought, staring thunderstruck at her
| ovel i ness. _How coul d he have possibly known?_ There could be no evil, no
danger in such perfect beauty.

"She hypnotizes onl ookers, who follow her into the bush and go insane,"
G andf at her al ways said, and | wondered why ny father had been so fool hardy.

But now | knew, yes, now | understood why ny father had foll owed her
There could be no other choice. The warm proni se of her smile, the graceful
poetry of her gestures, the lilting sigh of her song, and the mysterious gl ow
in her eyes all offered a gift greater and nore powerful than any |ingering
fear of danger.

As in |l egend, she descended from her tree and wal ked above the surface
of the ground, each small, pale foot stepping lightly on the msty air as she
|l ed me deeper into the bush. So entranced was | that | let ny torch drop from
nmy hand. It fell upon the danmp earth, sizzled, and died. | hesitated for only
a nonent, then | saw the gleam ng curve of her armin the di mnoonlight as she
beckoned me to follow, and | could no nore resist her lure than | could wll
nmysel f to stop breathing

* * * %

They found me in the jungle, feverish, raving, and unable to account
for the three days | had been m ssing. Upon hearing the news, Chikki becane
convinced that | would die without her. She defied her famly and cane to our
village, moving into ny grandfather's house to help my nother nurse ne. |
woul d have di ed even so, but ny grandfather -- against my nother's w shes --
brought an obeah priest to the village to brew potions, chant spells, and
fight against the curse which had cone upon ne. The priest placed gourds
filled with food in the doorway to ward of f sickness brought by Duendes,
crossed my worn shoes in order to prevent evil spirits fromentering them
during ny sleep, painted the indigo cross on ny forehead, fed me broth made
fromthe flesh of the wow a, and chased the fatal magic of the |xtabay out of
my soul. But though | lived, he could never chase her fromny heart.

| heard the faint stirring of her song for many |ong, tornented nights,
and | often broke ny promise to resist it. Usually soneone would stop ne



before I could escape fromour tiny house, and nore than once they resorted to
tying ne to the bed. But once |I tricked themall into thinking | was too weak
to warrant a guard, and | slipped into the dark jungle before anyone coul d
catch me. They chased ne all night, their torches a banner of man in that
other manl ess world as | crashed blindly through branches, fronds, and tw ning
vi nes, searching for the | ove which, having wel comed ne but once, would now

el ude nme forever.

They brought nme home at dawn, shaking and denented, wi shing for the
same peace which had ended ny father's tornment so | ong ago. How could | go on
living if | was never again to know the enbrace of the |Ixtabay? Al other
pl easures in life tasted bitter after such sweetness.

In time, the hated obeah priest succeeded in dimrming the |xtabay's
teasi ng, haunting voice, until her song was only a hollow echo in ny menory.
Pronounced fit in mnd and body, | married Chikki and built a small house for
her, well away fromthe forest's edge. W had children who, |ike the seasons,
ri pened and eventually bore fruit of their own. And had | never heard the
voi ce of the Ixtabay, | would say that mine had been a happy life.

Now | amold, and ny daughter tells nmy grandchildren to ignore ny
strange stories and warni ngs.

"You must stop filling their ears with such nonsense," she snaps at ne.
"Duendes, three-legged dogs, the Ashi de Ponpi, and the Sisimto. Hah! These
are nodern tinmes. No one believes that foolishness anynore.™

Yes, these are nodern tinmes, but once in a while, a dog di sappears
wi thout a trace, except for the strange footprints which mngle with his in
the danp earth. And every so often, a young man returns fromthe jungle with a
haunt ed soul that nmakes himrave until death clains him Mdern tines
di sappear when ni ght descends upon the forest.

And so | tell ny grandsons, "Beware the |xtabay, beware that dainty
denon!" | want themto know nore peace than | have known during the tens of
t housands of nights that | have endured wi t hout her

Chi kki has joined the ancestors now, and | am al one when dar kness
falls. Now, when the village is silent in sleep, when the hungry grow of the
jungle cools to a soft murnur of satiation, when my heart is open to the

spirit voices that rule the night -- then do | hear the |xtabay again, calling
to ne across the void of years. And | know that soon, at last, | will enter
the night once nore and join her forever in that other realm

-- The End --
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