
The Boa
La India Dormida-The Sleeping Indigenous Princess  

Interior of Panama 1979 

 “Lucre, Earl look La India Dormida.” We peered out the window of the bus, on our way 

to Boquete, Mama’s home town. Earl was four and I was six years old. Mama pointed at the 

mountains in the shape of a woman asleep. “Can you see her nose, her forehead, and her arms 

folded on her chest?”  

 We pressed our tan faces to the window gazing out at the mountains. “I see it Mama. I see 

it!” Earl and I shouted.    

  A chicken squawked in a cardboard box between an older lady’s legs. I was curious why 

there was a chicken on the bus, but like the Spanish that surrounded me, the squawks soon 

became background noise.    

 “The princess is asleep waiting for her true love.” Mama rarely taught us Panamanian 

history as she was more interested in US history so she didn’t tell us the whole legend. 

 Once upon a time, in the mountains of Panama there was an Indigenous princess, Luba, 

named after the most beautiful orchid of the jungle that was full of golden frogs that were said to 

bring wealth and happiness to all that found one. She was from the Guaymi tribe, who inhabited 

the fierce mountain range with peaks that kissed the sun and crowned the clouds. Her father, 

Urraca, the great Guaymi warrior chief brought competing tribes together to fight against the 

Spanish conquistadores that were stealing their land, their gold, their women and their children.  

 Luba’s best friend and childhood sweetheart, Yaravi fell in love with her after saving her 

from an alligator, near a swamp one day. He always kept an eye on her to make sure she stayed 
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safe. Because of his vigilance, Yaravi discovered that Luba had fallen in love with one of the 

sweet talking Spanish conquerors. Yaravi was so crushed about Luba’s betrayal that he leapt off 

the tallest mountain.  

 Mama also didn’t tell us that long before Columbus arrived the natives were 

accomplished gold smiths who embossed amulets shaped as golden frogs, crocodiles and birds. 

They were textile artists of baskets, woven purses, beaded necklaces, hammocks and carefully 

artistic quilted clothes. They were carvers of whale teeth, manatee bones, wood and vegetable 

ivory.  They were skilled hunters and gatherers surviving on corn, cacao, tomatoes, tubers, and 

jungle beasts: alligator, agoutis, peccary, monkeys and macaws. 

 Restless, I groomed my Mama like a baby monkey. I felt the moles on her neck and I 

rolled her skin tags around my fingers, trying to pop them. My young, curious hands dragged 

over her long Spanish nose and her high Indian cheekbones. I grabbed her hands and stared at 

her long, manicured, wine colored nails and the wrinkles on the knuckles of her coffee colored 

fingers. Then I traced her burn marks all over her left arm and shoulder that had stained her 

brown skin browner.   

 “Mama tell me the story of how you got burned, the one where my Abuelas 

(Grandmothers) saved you.”   

 Mama’s brown eyes rolled up to find her story. “When I was about two years old, I was 

playing at my mother’s feet in the kitchen. Your Abuela Carolina moved a pot of soup that she 

had been cooking for lunch. She tripped over me and spilled the hot soup all over my left side.   

 I was burned so bad that my mother sent my older brother to get your great grandmother,  

Irene. Remember back then we didn’t have a phone or a doctor nearby. Your Abuela Irene was 
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descended from the Guaymi and she remembered the old ways of healing. She was often called 

by the villagers to help them with her herbs, teas, poultices and healing hands.    

 Abuela Irene made a poultice of Sarsparilla root that she mashed up then covered my 

skinless charred wounds with the crushed plant and a thin piece of cotton over the poultice. Your 

Abuelas changed the poultice day and night. I could have died from infection, but they saved me. 

I was in bed for months.”  

 She finished her story and looked down at me.     

  “Mama, Mama tell me another story.” I pat, pat, patted Mama’s brown burn scars. 

 She was patient with me that day as we were traveling. She tilted her head and said 

“Hmmmm, let me see.”  

 “If Abuela Carolina heard that there was a congo (bee hive) in the area she sent my 

brothers to gather the honey. They protected their faces with old shirts and tied rags onto sticks 

that they dipped into gasoline and lit on fire to smoke out the bees.”   

 This was always my favorite part when Mama started to talk about honey. Our honey 

comb lived in a glass jar high up on a shelf where I couldn’t reach it. I loved when Mama gave 

me the golden liquid for a special treat or for when Earl and I had sore throats. She made us hot 

lemon tea mixed with honey and she always let me lick the spoon.   

 “Abuela Carolina sold the honey to tourists, but she never got a fair price. She was 

always too nice to strangers, even if we didn’t have enough.”  Mama clenched her jaw a little bit. 

“At Christmas time, we took the honey comb and chewed it up until it was soft enough to hand 

mold it into Jesus, Mary and Joseph statues.”  
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 When Mama gave me some beeswax to chew on and mold I never managed to make my 

chewed up honey comb to resemble anything like Mary, Joseph or baby Jesus. It just looked like 

a wad of colorless chewing gum.       

 “Abuela Carolina hand sewed and sold dresses that she designed by cutting out patterns 

of old paper bags and newspapers. Her sewing machine ran by a foot pedal that she pressed up 

and down, not like the electric sewing machine that I use to make your Halloween costumes.”   

 Mama made the best Halloween costumes. She stitched and sewed every October: Tinker 

Bell, Peter Pan, Robin Hood, a Princess, Spiderman, Superman, a Witch. We could be anything 

we wanted to be. Mama designed the costumes like a fairy godmother who waved her wand.     

  “Mama, Mama tell me about how you took your baths.” I said. 

 “Well, the water in Boquete is really cold from the mountains and we didn’t have hot 

water heaters. So every day, before school I filled a basin outside to heat it up in the sun, that 

way I could have my own warm bath in the afternoon.” Mama made her “I’m so smart” face. She 

pursed her lips and nodded her head. Then she began another story.  

 “After your Abuela Carolina died when I was thirteen, the neighbors advised your Tío 

Alexis to send me off to become a maid.” Mama looked out the window. “He refused, but I had 

to learn to cook, clean, and do the laundry all by hand.” I watched Mama’s hands fly like birds as 

she described her childhood.   

 “I was also in charge of shopping at the market.” She looked down at Earl and me, 

coming back to the present for a second, then she tilted her head again. “When the butchers tried 

to cheat me with the fatty scraps used for dog food, I made sure they always gave me the best 

cuts of meat.” Mama’s chin stuck out and she narrowed her eyes as she drifted back through 
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time.  “They knew me when I came to the market. I wouldn’t stand for the scraps.”  Then she 

smiled with gleaming white teeth. 

 Hours later Mama hollered “Parada!” to stop the bus. We exited the bus in Boquete, 

shivering in the cool misty mountain air, so different than Panama City where the pavement 

scorched and the air was thick with humidity. Volcán Barú, the tallest mountain of Panama 

loomed over us high in the sky.   

 While we searched for our suitcase below the bus, I heard someone shout “Oye Chola!  

Hey Indian Girl!” Mama smiled and waved. She was home. Only the people she grew up with 

called her Chola, her childhood nickname, even though she hadn’t been home for over four 

years, when she tried to run away from my Daddy.   

 Many years laters, when I was in my late twenties, Mama told me on the phone what had 

happened. “You were two years old and I was pregnant with Earl when I tried to run away from 

your father for the first time. He didn’t want me to get a job, go to school or drive and he angered 

so easily.  I knew that he didn’t want to treat me the way your Grandpa Earl treated your 

Grandma Elaine, but he did.”  She harumphed. “He treated me like a maid.”    

 Mama went home to Boquete to ask for help. Even her eldest brother, Alexis, the one 

who raised her refused to help her. They all told her to go back to her American husband. They 

didn’t listen to her that she was getting scared. As a pregnant woman with a 2 year old, she 

couldn’t see how she could support us, without an education or a job, even though she had 

worked as a secretary before I was born.  Mama returned to our Daddy.  

 “Once Earl was born, I didn’t feel like I could leave because Earl was so sick all the time. 

But I showed your Dad. I learned to drive while he was napping before work. I practiced shifting 
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the gears until a neighbor lady helped me drive down the road while you two sat in the back 

seat.”   

 Even though my Daddy didn’t allow her to return to work, Mama never watched soap 

operas like most of the housewives of Gamboa who never missed an episode of General Hospital 

or the latest Mexican telenovelas. She kept herself busy upholstering furniture, cooking, drawing, 

painting, studying English and quizzing us in math, even though she was terrified of math ever 

since a nun hit her with a ruler for messing up on her multiplication table. Mama wanted us to 

get a good education. She didn’t allow us be scared of any learning.           

 On that trip, I learned what a big family Mama had. I thought that we only had our uncles 

from Abuela Carolina: Alexis, Javier, Beto and Cholo. While walking down the streets filled with 

shoppers, horses and cars, Mama waved as a gentleman hollered “¡Hola Chola!” Mama looked 

down at us “That is my half brother from your Abuelo Antonio.” At a book store Mama leaned 

down and told us “That is my half sister from your Abuelo Antonio.” Then another day in a 

pharmacy she said. “See that man over there. He is my half brother.”  

 Our Abuelo Antonio ran around like a dog, sowing his seed in all the nearby towns.  

Although I don’t carry the Jaramillo nose or even their dark skin color, I have uncles, aunts and 

cousins all over Mama’s province, Chiriqui. I look for them in their name or their long Spanish 

nose, like my Mama’s. 

 A week later we boarded the bus again to head home, back to Gamboa in the Panama 

Canal Zone. I snuggled into my Mama’s side, while Earl sat on her lap as we travelled through 

the Interior of Panama. Once again Mama pointed out La India Dormida, like she always did. 

The legend ends: Full of shame, Luba disappeared deep into the mountains. She was lost to all 
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who knew her. In her sleep, she magically became the mountain, so that five centuries later all 

Panamanians would remember her story and her father’s fight for independence.  

 When Mama finally ran away for real and we left Panama for good, I left behind my 

Teddy Bear, my hispanic cabbage patch doll, my friends, my jungle, and the Spanish that I barely 

understood, but I always remembered the Indian Princess sleeping in the mountains.   
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Daddy Goes to Thailand 1979-1980 

 As I cleaned my Daddy’s house in November of 2019, a few days after his best friends 

found him dead and slightly decomposed, I searched everywhere for a journal from the Congo. I 

found spiral notebooks filled with his adventures to the Yukon, Sri Lanka and the Olympic 

mountains. There were also long yellow legal pads full of notes written in red pen about weight 

loss goals, divorce proceedings and anger management classes. In the bookshelves and on the 

fire place mantle there were plastic buddhas, rock buddhas, wood buddhas, bronze buddhas, 

books about meditation, Tai Chi, and how to achieve inner peace, mixed in with Gun Digest 

magazines, and books about hand to hand combat. Even with all of his research on health, 

happiness, survival and self protection, he still suffered with anger and discontent.   

 Sitting at my Daddy’s kitchen table, I flipped through his court ordered anger 

management work book. Daddy was requested to describe a moment when he followed his heart.  

He wrote “Going to Thailand-Cambodia in 1979. People were starving and they were eyes and 

bones. I had my deepest mystical experience of my life, a place of great tears and great love and 

joy. I felt very good about myself.”  

  One evening around December 1979, Mama, Earl D. and I were watching the CNN news 

on the only American station we had in the Panama Canal Zone. I started yelling “Daddy’s on 

TV, Daddy’s on TV!” There was my Daddy in one of his numerous white T-shirts that he wore to 

work every day. In his arms, he held an emaciated dying Cambodian child around my age, all 

arms and legs, tan and dehydrated from laying in the sun. Daddy was surrounded by piles of 

limbs that belonged to children who had already died.     
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 Earlier that year, Vietnam had invaded Cambodia to overthrow the brutal Khmer Rouge 

government that ruled Cambodia. Hundreds of thousands of hungry Cambodians fled to the 

border of Thailand to escape the violence of the war and the famine that had struck the area. The 

Thai government forced thousands of walking skeletons back to Cambodia. Daddy went to the 

Thai Cambodian border for three months to help the international humanitarian community 

distribute food and rice seed to the refugees. In the camps, he held thin little babies full of 

parasites with bloated hungry stomachs. He was considered a hero.  

 When Daddy returned from Thailand, he could not stop holding us in his lap. He repeated 

himself over and over. “I held dying children in my arms. They were skin and bones.” He 

sobbed. “They had nothing to eat. Their bellies were so distended, but their arms and legs were 

sticks.” He cried and rocked us, embracing us as if our lives depended on it.”I never want that to 

happen to my precious children.” We sat in his lap patting him, soothing him the only way we 

knew how.     

  Finally, he took out our presents from his duffel bag. He gave Earl a mustard yellow book 

with a shiny red title, Illustrated Bible Stories that I coveted. I sat down and began to read how 

Sampson was tricked by Delilah to cut off his long hair to rob him of his power. I read how Job 

was tricked by the Devil and broke out in sores all over his body. I read how Lot’s wife was 

turned into a pillar of salt, just for looking over her shoulder. I wanted that book.  

 Instead, Daddy knelt down and gave me a silver and turquoise Thai bracelet. His white t-

shirt and jeans smelled of machinist grease as they always did. His thick stubby fingers 

unhooked the clasp to wrap it around my tan thin wrist, so we could see how the bracelet looked 

on me. I held up my hand so my family could see it, but all I could think about was the Bible in 
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Earl’s hands. When Daddy put my silver in the safe for later, I knew my present was a bag. Earl 

got sling shots, bible stories, knives, home made wooden boxes that Daddy made from local 

Panamanian wood. I got jewelry. Even back then I couldn’t care less about jewelry. I just wanted 

to read a good story or go on an adventure.    

 After that trip, Daddy began to ask us every day “How are you going to save the world?” 

with his hands on his hips. We looked at him with wide eyes. We didn’t know how to save the 

world. Mama never asked us to save the world. She just wanted us to be respectful and do good 

in school. Daddy began day dreaming out loud “I want to become a Doctor.” So Earl and I, as 

young as we were decided we too wanted to become Doctors like Daddy. Together we planned 

on saving the world from famine and disease.       

 The next year, Daddy signed up for Anatomy and Biology classes after work at Pan Canal 

College. He bought anatomy charts and a microscope. Then he bribed us each two dollars to 

learn all the bones of the body. We were five and seven years old when we began quizzing each 

other on the merry go round on the edge of the jungle. “Femur, fibula, tibia!” We shouted as we 

swung around the monkey bars. “Humerus, ulna, radius!” We shouted on the swings as we 

pumped our legs high into the sky, feeling the wind on our faces. We studied and memorized all 

of the bones of the body, except the bones of the hands and feet. A couple of weeks later Daddy 

tested us and we proudly earned two dollars.    

 When Daddy took Biology, we looked at parasites, skin and blood cells under the 

microscope. One day, I came home from playing in the field with heavy lidded eyes. Mama kept 

asking “Why can’t she keep her eyes open?” Finally, she took a closer look at me. There were 

over seven baby ticks on each of my upper and lower eyelashes of both eyes and my eyebrows.  
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Mama was used to pulling fleas and lice off of me, but she never had to pull over forty two baby 

ticks off of me.  

 “Kids let’s look at them under the microscope.” Daddy placed the tiny ticks on a glass 

slide, and we stared at the magnified barbed tick legs and tick mouth parts that had cut my skin 

and sucked my blood.  

 “Gross Daddy!” We yelled as he laughed at our reaction. 

 As Daddy learned more about parasites, he shared his knowledge with us.  “Can you 

imagine having a tapeworm inside you Tatty, Earl?”  He waited to hear us yell.   

 We looked at him with our big brown eyes. “We don’t want worms!”  

 “Some of them get to be about eighty feet and they can live for a long time.  If you cut 

their tail off they just grow another tail. Can you believe it?”  

 “Gross Daddy!” We screamed in fascination and disgust. Mostly we were happy when 

Daddy gave us any attention, even if it was a little creepy in a parasitic way.    

 “Do you know what Leishmaniasis is Tatty, Earl?” We stared at him with big eyes. 

“People get bit by sand flies then they get infected.” He waited to make sure we were listening.  

“Sometimes people gets sores all over, but it’s worse when their organs turn black and they die.”   

 Another day Daddy came home excited about his new parasite knowledge. “Tatty, Tatty, 

Earl! How about Elephantiasis? I knew that sound in his voice. He was about to tell me 

something grotesque that no one else ever talked about. “People’s body parts get really big after 

they are attacked by a parasite.” His blue eyes got even bigger. “Sometimes one side of their face 

or an arm is huge while the other side is normal.”  
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 To prove his point, even though we were so young he took us to see the 1980 movie, 

Elephant Man. The story took place in the Victorian era, where a gentle kind man with a horrible 

case of Elephantiasis had to join a freak show to support himself. Elephant Man withstood all 

sorts of abuse due to a little parasite that caused his body parts to balloon disproportionately in 

misshapen bubbles. Earl and I cried through most of the movie, but Daddy wanted us to know 

that the world was a strange and cruel place.   

 Besides the gifts of the bible, the silver bracelets and the desire to become a doctor, 

Daddy also brought home bronze Buddha statues from the Ching Dynasty. He set up our extra 

bedroom as a shrine to Buddha and attempted to teach me how to meditate.   

 “Tatty, come sit and meditate.” He patted the wood floor so that I would sit cross legged 

beside him. 

“Did you know that Jesus and Buddha were friends?” Even at that age I knew that what Daddy 

was saying would be considered sacrilegious in any church of God, especially the Catholic 

Church, but I didn’t argue.  

 “Breathe in. Breathe out.” We breathed in unison. “You find the Path by living a 

deliberate and intentional life.” Daddy said. 

 I copied Daddy carefully taking large gulps of air into his lungs. I too tried to fill myself 

up with air and sit quietly.   

 “Just Breathe Tatty.” I sat there and listened to Daddy talking about his love of Buddha’s 

great teachings. I loved my Daddy’s attention, but I never did learn to sit quietly for more than a 

minute and it has taken me years to learn to “just Breathe”. I wish Daddy had followed his own 

advice, but maybe “just breathing” and meditating aren’t enough when you are so broken?    
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Lucretia McEvil  

Panama 1979-1982 

Lucretia McEvil 

Little girl what’s your game 

hard luck and trouble 

Bound to be your claim to fame 

Tail shakin’, home breakin’, truckin’ through town 

each and every country-mother’s son, hangin’, ‘round. 

Drive a young man insane 

Evil that’s your name 

Blood Sweat and Tears 

 I was five when I chopped off Earl D.’s finger.  Our beige house was built on cement 

stilts with a patio and a garage below, just like all of the other houses up and down Sibert street, 

one block from our school. In the evenings, Mama stood at the top of the steps whistling to the 

parakeets inviting them for a snack and a visit. “Whistle, whistle” A circus of twenty five or so 

emerald green and yellow parakeets flew in, to eat the rice that Mama threw down in the grass 

for them. They hung upside down, flapped their wings, twirled over and over on the clothesline, 

like acrobats and whistled back to Mama. Earl and I jumped up and down and shouted at our 

Mama’s magic. “Do it again Mama! Do it again!”  

 When my little brother was born, Mama said that I sang to him “Baby, baby, baby.” over 

and over while I helped her feed him and change his diapers. At some point, I became very 

jealous at all the attention he received for being sickly. Possibly, I was envious that he was a 

handsome gringo boy and in Panama, boys are coddled. Mama never admitted to preferring her 

son with a smiley disposition who enjoyed making people laugh to her little frowning girl in 
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pigtails. I scowled at everyone equally, unless they earned a smile by playing outside with me or 

telling me a story.   

 Or maybe, I became angry after an operation that terrified me. I had multiple bladder 

infections before age four and all of the antibiotics I had taken hadn’t solved my infections so the 

doctors decided to enlarge my urethra. 

 The day of my operation began like a fairy tale set in the tropics. I don’t think Mama ever 

told me that the doctors were going to put me to sleep and cut me open. We went to the hospital 

often because Earl D. always had an ear infection or a chest cold. We usually arrived in a large 

red, colorful school bus that chugged along, spewing black smoke out it’s rear end, and stopping 

frequently, while loud Panamanian Típico accordion music blared out the speakers. But this time 

Mama drove Daddy’s creamy yellow VW bug and I was happy to have her all to myself.   

 We spiraled up, up, up Culebra road (snake road), high on Ancon hill over looking the 

Panama Canal Zone to the majestic two towered cement hospital. It was originally built by the 

French, then deserted when the disease and death toll became too high and the workers gave up 

digging out the Canal. When the Americans took over the dredging of the Canal, they redesigned 

and replaced the wood hospital with cement towers and hired Williams Gorgas, a doctor who 

waged war against the mosquitos that carried malaria and yellow fever. The castle was re-named 

Gorgas Hospital to honor the Doctor who made the Canal possible, all because he exterminated 

millions of mosquitos.   

 We walked up the long flight of steps. I skipped alongside Mama, holding her dry and 

steady brown hand with long burgundy painted nails, staring at the open arched walls that peeked 

behind palm trees, pink, magenta and red bougainvillea and hibiscus flowers that lined the fresh 
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cut lawn. We entered a room and suddenly, Mama handed me over to the nurses. They poked me 

with something and I slowly sunk into gray where I lost the ability to wiggle, walk or scream. 

I don’t remember the doctors cutting me open, the anesthesia made sure of that. What I 

do remember is the dream that I had when I was in that foggy underworld of anesthesia. Cruella 

De Ville from the 101 Dalmations entered the white hospital room, smoking a cheroot that 

dangled from her red lipstick slash of a mouth. She was long and thin, a string bean model 

sashaying through her own smoke. Her ebony hair was streaked like a skunk and flipped to the 

left side of her jagged thin face.  One hip jutted out as she adjusted her Dalmation dog fur that 

hung over her narrow shoulders.    

 Cruella held out a long needle for Mama to poke me with. Then she handed Mama the 

silver scissors. “Cut her open.” She said while I stared at Mama not able to speak. 

 Mama, normally sharp tongued, didn’t argue with Cruella. The air was heavy as Mama 

grabbed my arm over the metal bed rail, while I stared at her, my mouth open in a silent scream. 

Beside the long, pale Cruella, my slender, coffee colored Mama looked even tinier as she 

hovered over me. I sensed that Mama didn’t want to cut me, but she was powerless with Cruella 

in the room. Mama began to cut lengthwise.    

 When I woke up from the anesthesia, Mama drove me home. I wasn’t skipping anymore.  

At home, she rubbed a thick red paste down there where it burned to pee. I screamed every time 

she touched me. I didn’t have a cut on my arm. It was just an anesthesia induced dream, but I 

was caught in that state between dream and reality for years where Mama was concerned. I often 

woke up from the same nightmare of Cruella and Mama cutting me open again and again.  

Seeking comfort from my dreams, I crawled into Mama’s side of the bed under the lime green 
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comforter, in the air conditioned room. I curled up at her feet, instead of nestling into her side 

like I used to. I had always feared Mama’s quick temper, but now I was terrified because who 

knew when Cruella would demand that Mama cut me open again?    

 After that surgery, the attention Mama gave me was never enough. I would do anything 

for a reaction. I bit my brother, I pinched him, I pulled his orange pants down to his feet in front 

of all the kids at the playground. The only way Mama kept me from picking on Earl was by 

whistling to the parakeets, pointing out the toucan’s colorful beaks, showing me how the red ants 

carried leaves back to their underground homes in the red clay dirt and by reading stories to me. 

Mama began carrying a palm tree branch on our evening walks to smack me with if I was sassy 

and to wave above her head to keep the crows from resting and pooping in her curly black hair 

that looked like a nest.   

 One morning, just after dawn, when the jungle began it’s symphony of screeching, 

flapping, whirring, buzzing, I ran down to the patio below our house. I couldn’t wait to play with 

my new Christmas present, a brown and yellow bike with training wheels that was still stuck in 

the red clay, like a stationary bike, where I had left it the night before. I was happily spinning and 

spitting up dirt when Earl woke up and found me.  He was just as excited to pedal my bicycle, if 

only I would let him. 

  I spun and spun with glee as Earl whined “Tatty, can I ride your bike?”  I ignored him 

and kept spinning “Tatty Bean (Lucretia Irene with a speech impediment) can I please ride your 

bike?” He tried all types of voices, but I was silently immune to them all. Finally, he found a way 

to get my attention. He picked up a twig and stuck it in the spokes. The tic, tic, tic sound of the 

twig was exhilarating. The faster I pedaled, the tic turned to t,t,t,t,t,t,t,t….. “Please Tatty, Can I 
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please ride your bike? This is where our stories diverge.  If you were at my wedding you would 

have heard Earl’s version that went like “Then my sister, who looks like an angel, but who is 

really a devil told me “Stick your finger in. Stick your finger in. If you put your finger in the 

spokes I will let you ride my bike.”   

 My version remains that I loved the sound of the stick and I wasn’t interested in the 

sound of bone crunching that ruined my fun.  I said “If you put the stick in one more time you 

can ride my bike.” Somehow, Earl D’s finger slipped into my spokes and I quickly stopped 

pedaling when I heard him scream. The top third of Earl’s bloody middle finger hung on by a 

string of skin. If he were to flip you the bird today and you looked closely enough, there is a scar 

on the last knuckle, closest to his nail, where they sewed his finger back on, all because he 

wanted a spin on my bicycle.   

 It was as if cutting his finger off opened up the flood gates for injuries. During each of 

these episodes I was nearby, near enough to take the blame as I was rarely injured.  But Earl D.’s 

feet turned inward and he wore leg braces. No matter how many times Mama and I sang “Pato, 

patito, pato, patuleco. Qué feo caminas cuando estás en seco.“Little duck, Little duck, how ugly 

you walk when you are on dry land” to teach him to walk with his feet turned outwards like a 

duck, he tripped and fell if I brushed beside him.  

 Some of the injuries that incurred were undoubtedly my fault like the time I kicked him 

in the balls until they turned blue when I was seven or eight years old. Mama had just told me 

that day “Lucre if any man ever bothers you, just kick them in their privates, right between their 

legs.” Later that day, Earl was bugging me so I took Mama’s suggestion and kicked him right 
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between the legs. She came running to his aide when she heard him scream and found him 

holding his nuts. 

   “Look at what you did to your brother?” Mama said sharply, her black eyebrows drawn 

together as she lifted the pink washcloth full of ice that covered his black and blue balls, while he 

lay back on his twin bed. I shrugged my shoulders and turned away. I had just followed her 

directions.    

 Another day, when I was around nine years old, Mama left us alone to run down to the 

store for a quick minute. I’m not sure where I got the idea but I said “Earl D. I dare you to drink 

a gallon of water. I bet you can’t do it?”   

 “Tatty, I bet I can!” He gulped down a gallon of water. It may have been 2 quarts, but 

Earl agrees that it was a gallon. When the water was gone, his belly was swollen and he lay down 

uncomfortably. Uh oh I thought to myself I’m going to get in trouble when Mama comes home.  

  “Burp, Earl Burp!  It will make you feel better.” He lay there trying to burp and burp, but 

he still looked green in the gills. Another solution came to my mind, one that I had seen in the 

cartoon “Popeye the Sailor Man”. When a sailor drowned in the ocean, Popeye pulled him out 

and pumped the water out of him.    

 “Earl D. I’m going to pump your belly to help the water come out just like Popeye does.”  

Mama walked into our bedroom to find me pumping and pushing on Earl’s distended belly  

attempting to expel the extra water. 

   “Lucretia Irene, what have you done this time?”  Her head thrust forward as she ran to 

her baby boy on the bed.  
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 “Mmmmmmm” I answered. I didn’t know what I had done. I just dared him to drink a 

bunch of water and he accepted the challenge. Later on in life, I found out just how dangerous it 

can be to drink too much water, but back then I had no idea. I was just looking for a little 

entertainment.  

 While Earl seemed to always have appointments for his ear aches, his twisted in legs, his 

speech impediment and all of his injuries, I rarely went to the doctor except for my run in with 

Cruella. I was the healthy and strong one. One of the few times I became sick it was with Scarlet 

Fever, when I was about eight years old. I woke up one morning with my thighs covered with a 

red bumpy rash, a sore throat and a fever. When I walked to the living room to show Mama my 

rash, my legs suddenly stopped moving, and I fell down, immobile. “Lucre, get up.” Mama said.   

 “I can’t Mama.”  There was nothing I could do, my legs wouldn’t budge. Mama didn’t 

know what to do. She couldn’t carry me a quarter mile down to the bus stop to take me to the 

hospital. So she laid me on her bed with the lime green quilt. Then she waited while I slept again 

for hours. When I awoke later that day, I was able to walk again.  

 “Lucre, Earl Let’s go” Mama hurried us down to the bus stop, before my legs stopped 

moving again. When the bus arrived to Gorgas Hospital my legs stopped working again. Mama 

hoisted me up and carried me on her hip from the bus to the hospital entrance. Earl whined and 

whined “Mama pick me up. Carry me.” as he walked along side us in his special braces and 

shoes.   

 “No Earl! Can’t you see that your sister is sick! You need to walk.” Mama had always 

carried him from one emergency visit to another. I was usually the healthy one who walked along 

side. I peeked out at Earl- snuggling in Mama’s arms. It felt good to be the sick one for once.   
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The Boa and Tulivieja (Old Tuli) 

Gamboa, Panama Canal Zone 1977-1983 

 Mama’s soul floated away when I was four years old and Earl was two, when she almost 

died of sepsis after a minor abdominal surgery went wrong. Daddy rushed Mama from our home 

on the edge of the steamy jungle that smelled of rotten leaves to the Gorgas Hospital emergency 

room.With Mama gone for days, Earl and I wandered around the house, not knowing what to do 

without her. Those days are foggy and I only remember Earl crying in diapers and me sipping 

some of Daddy’s warm sour beer, while he slept on his recliner. 

 When Mama finally came home from the hospital, I begged, “Mama, Mama tell us the 

story of you floating in the air.” As we stroked her warm brown skin, she began her tale.  

 “The doctors left a piece of gauze inside me and it became infected with green pus.”  

 As a child, I imagined that Mama’s belly exploded like a volcano of liquid green lava 

when the doctor extracted the dirty yellowed gauze that they had accidentally left behind, a few 

days before.  

 Mama said “When they opened me up, I nearly died. Golden light surrounded me and up, 

up, up I floated. I looked down at myself, cut open on the operating table and I watched while the 

doctor and nurses cleaned my belly out and sewed me back up.” In my mind, I could see two 

versions of Mama, one on the table opened up and the other golden transparent Mama looking 

down on herself.   

 Her piercing brown eyes softened for a moment as she gazed down at Earl and I.  “There 

was golden light everywhere. I was ready to go with God. Then I remembered my children.”  

She breathed deeply. “I said, God please send me back. I want to raise my kids.” Mama’s eyes 
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rolled upward to one side, remembering. “When I woke up I was back on the operating table and 

the golden light was gone.” 

 When Mama wasn’t telling us her true life stories, she told us Panamanian “superstitions” 

that the American side of me just didn’t believe. When I was about seven years old, I walked in 

hot and sweaty from playing tag at the playground with the neighbor kids. I reached into the 

freezer to grab a homemade Fruit punch popsicle in a dixie cup.  

 Mama looked up from her sewing machine, and snipped the thread with her teeth. 

“Lucre, don’t open the fridge after playing outside. Going from hot to cold is going to give you a 

twisted face.” She twisted her jaw to one side and squinted her eyes all cattywampus to show me 

how ugly I would look if I went from hot to cold too fast. 

 “Oh Mom!” I said while pushing my sweaty brown hair away from my face. 

   “I once knew a beautiful blonde Panamanian girl in my class who was ironing her 

clothes. She opened up the icebox to cool down and her face twisted up from the cold. She 

stayed that way for the rest of her life. Now they call her Twisted face instead of Beautiful girl.”  

Mama placed the skirt she was sewing down on her lap and raised her black eyebrows at me, 

making sure I understood what could happen to me if I didn’t mind her words. 

 It’s no wonder why Panamanians, in general are very superstitious, especially about 

becoming sick. Panama has been known as a pesthole ever since the Spaniards arrived in the 

1400’s and the Conquerors fell ill with numerous tropical diseases.  

 When the Panama railroad was built from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean in the 1800’s, 

the claim was that there was a dead person for every railroad tie that was laid down. The US, 

East Indian, Chinese, Irish and Australian workers died from cholera, dysentery, smallpox, 
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malaria and yellow fever. Disposing of the dead bodies became such a problem that the corpses 

were lined up along the swamps, until a cemetery could be built on higher ground. In the 

meantime, the Panama Railroad Company sold and shipped the cadavers pickled in barrels to 

medical schools and hospitals all over the world. 

 Since I was really young, Mama often said to me. “Lucre, I told you not to sit on hot 

rocks. It’s going to give you mal de oríne, a urine infection.” I never got mal de oríne from 

sitting on hot rocks, but I always did get those bladder infections when I was younger. The 

doctors said it was because my urethra hole was too small, not because I sat on hot rocks. 

 On rainy days she said,“Lucre, I told you many times to quit playing in the rain or you’re 

going to get the flu. The rain brings the viruses.” Mama always had an umbrella with her ready 

for the unexpected thunderstorms, during the rainy season. But I often played in the rain 

pretending I was from the Guaymi tribe, like my Abuela Irene. I imagined that I could save 

people with my herbs and poultices like she did. Deep in my imaginary world, I drank from the 

running rain water that trickled down the street, pretending the black tar was a river. Mama 

would have had a fit had she looked out the window to see me drinking from the street. 

 The only Panamanian Legend that Mama didn’t raise me with was that of Tulivieja (Old 

Tuli). When I was around ten years old I heard our neighbors’ grandmother, who was from a 

different province than Mama say to her three black haired grandsons, “La Tulivieja is going to 

get you if you don’t listen to your mom.”  

 One rainy afternoon, while Earl and I were sitting around the neighbor’s living room, 

their Abuela who was tiny and square took her glasses off and told us the tale about Tulivieja.   
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 Once upon a time on a dark and rainy night, an evil spirit took over the soul of a 

beautiful young village woman who had fallen in love with a handsome man from the same town. 

Even though they weren’t married, the young woman silently gave birth in the woods to an 

illegitimate innocent boy. Knowing that she had done wrong by getting pregnant, she drowned 

her baby in the river so her family and the villagers wouldn’t find out that she had committed 

such a grave sin as giving birth out of wedlock. God, who is all knowing punished her fiercely. 

He converted the beautiful young girl into a horrible monster -La Tulivieja, Old Tuli.  

 God gave Old Tuli sharp twisted claws for hands and large horse hooves for feet. He 

covered her body with thick long cat like hair. Her breasts were large, pendulous, and swollen 

with milk that leaked out of her nipples. Tulivieja pays for her sins by walking along the river 

screaming desperately for the son she drowned, hoping that he will hear her.  

 It is said that on a clear night when the moon is full, Tulivieja recovers her beautiful 

figure and she stares at the calm river water enraptured with her gorgeous reflection. But the 

magic breaks when she senses the presence of someone starstruck with her beauty. In that 

moment, she changes back into a horrifying monster and terrifies the young admirer. Tulivieja 

can always be found at night searching and crying out for her son that she lost forever. So 

naughty children remember to listen to your parents or they will send you out at night to find 

Tulivieja. 

 The neighbor boys, Earl and I all giggled nervously while Abuela told her tale. When she 

finished we chased each other around the house screaming “Tulivieja, La Tulivieja is going to 

get you.”     
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 I ignored most of my Mama’s warnings. The only story that Mama truly scared me with 

was about the little girl who didn’t listen to her teacher. 

  “Lucre, I’m going to tell you what happened to the blonde Panamanian girl who 

disobeyed her teacher.” I looked at Mama, silent and staring. As much as I loved her stories I 

knew that voice. It was the same voice she used with me when she told me to never cry Wolf.  

  “The girl’s teacher didn’t know what to do with her as she wouldn’t stop teasing the other 

kids. Finally, the teacher was so fed up with scolding the little girl that he sent her to go sit in the 

outhouse made of metal. When the teacher finally remembered the little girl, he quickly sent 

another student out to get her.  

 The little boy knocked on the metal door and called out to the girl. “Teacher said you can 

come out now.” But there was no answer from the noisy little girl. So the little boy opened the tin 

door. Instead of a little blonde girl, there was only a large boa constrictor with a lump in the 

middle.”   

 I asked Mama “Was the little girl inside the snake’s belly?” I imagined the little girl’s 

uniform socks and polished black shoes sticking out, from the jaws of the giant snake. 

 Mama just said “That’s what happens to little girls who don’t listen to their teacher!” I 

stared at Mama with wide open eyes, then I narrowed them quickly wondering if Mama was 

telling the truth.   

 She was always warning me about snakes because I loved to play on the edge of the 

jungle collecting mango, monkey fruit, marañon, and any other fruit that was in season. I knew 

venomous snakes were all around me, but I just wasn’t that scared of them. Once our four year 

old neighbor boy found a baby boa on the edge of the jungle and playfully wrapped it around his 
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neck. When his mom looked out the window to check on him, she screamed at him to pull the 

snake off of his neck, as it had begun to squeeze. But until that day, I had never heard of a boa so 

large it could feed on a little girl in one sitting. I was suspicious of Mama’s story.  

 I played in the rain. I sat on hot rocks. I ran under the blazing sun, then I opened the 

fridge or the freezer. I challenged all of the Panamanian superstitions, yet they were branded in 

my brain. Maybe Mama and my neighbor’s Abuela were right? If I didn’t obey my parents a 

horrid creature could come get me in the middle of the night? Or maybe I could be swallowed 

whole by a snake? Or maybe I too could lose my soul and float away? 
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