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The gray-haired woman with dark olive skin and deep brown eyes smelled of something familiar, yet I 

couldn’t place the odor. Probably arroz con gandules and pernil, I thought.  Or maybe that weird fried 

Bacalao. I had smelled and tasted enough of that stuff on this trip that it all blended together. How 

much rice with weird pigeon peas, roast pork, and codfish can these people eat? Yes, I said these 

people. Really, I suppose I should say my family. Or mi familia. 

The woman spoke to my grandfather quickly while I watched her place leaves around my ankle. I tuned 

out their words and looked around because I couldn’t understand what they were saying anyway.  

“Sí, my family is Puerto Rican. Yes, on my mother AND my father’s side. No, I do not speak Spanish. I 
understand un poquito, but not really. Yes, it’s a shame.” I think I had this exact conversation with every 
person I met during our trip to Puerto Rico to visit la familia. Or maybe it’s el familia. I really don’t know. 
I suppose I should care more, but learning Spanish is not exactly at the top of my list. I am 11. 

“But, why do we have to go?” I asked Mami the day before our flight. 

She was frustrated and stressed and said between gritted teeth, “Because they are our family.” 

“Yeah, but they don’t know me. Besides, my ankle is starting to hurt again,” I said. I felt the familiar 
throb and ache on the bone of my ankle. 

Mami just looked at me and changed the subject. I could see that familiar sadness on her face, so I let 
the subject go. 

I scan the room and count the crucifixes hanging on the walls. There are five that I can see. I also notice 

the really bad art depicting the last supper. I search for some sign of the holidays, but there isn’t a 

Christmas tree – not even one of those small fake ones on a table. I think this person is some sort of 

medicine woman. But, she has me lying on her kitchen table and doesn’t seem like much more than a 

really ancient lady. Maybe she’s a Bruja? I think that is the word. A witch of some kind. That would be 

cool. 

Anyway, I told my Abuelito I was fine. I told him that I must’ve twisted my ankle. I didn’t want to tell him 

that once in a while I have to limp. That once in a while, I just hurt and I can’t explain why. No one can.  

But, he insisted on taking me to this lady. After what seems forever, my Abuelito tells me we can go and 

I say goodbye to the lady with the requisite kiss on the cheek. Why do I have to kiss everyone I meet 

hello and goodbye?  I even have to kiss strangers, smelly people, and every person I’m told is some sort 

of cousin. There are so many primos. 

I just want to have a normal Christmas at home in Virginia with Mami and my two sisters. I am even 

missing waking up the day after Christmas and flying three hours to then spend a second Christmas with 

our father in Miami. I never thought I would actually miss our oddly reassuring split Christmas schedule. 



Instead this year, my sisters and mother and I are in Puerto Rico visiting our Grandparents for the 

holidays. All of them - even our Father’s side. So, instead of just splitting our time for the holidays 

between our parents, we are now splitting our time between our parents and our Abuelos.  

My Abuelito helps me to the car as I hop along. I feel like I can barely walk. I see my older sister Michele 

and my younger sister Farah sitting in the car. I take a deep breath when I see them. 

“So is it broken?” Michele asks with mocked concern. 

But before I can answer Farah chimes in, “And she’s the athletic one.” I want to punch both of them, but 

instead I give them my best “You’ll be sorry glance.” 

“What was it like in there Dalphina?” Michele whispers. 

“Weird and no Christmas tree,” I whisper back. We roll our eyes in unison and listen to the Spanish 

music blaring on the radio the entire ride down the mountain to the valley where my father’s family 

lives.  

On the flight I sit next to Mami and continue to plead my case, even though I know it is no use. “But, how 

can we have Christmas in a place with no Christmas tree? It doesn’t even feel like Christmas,” I say. 

I can tell her patience is slowing. She inhales and whispers, “Mamita, please just try to enjoy yourself. 

Life is about new experiences. Just look at this as a new experience. Christmas doesn’t always have to be 

about how big the tree is or how many presents you get.” 

Michele chimes in,”Yeah, Dalphina. There are people who don’t even have any family or get any 

presents.” 

“Shut up you kiss ass,” I hiss. 

“Girls enough,” Mami says with one of her famous looks that snaps both of us back into place. If there is 

one thing we’ve learned, it’s don’t mess with Mami when she gives The Look. 

Christmas in Puerto Rico is nothing like back in Virginia. For one thing it is hot. Really hot. Not even 

Miami hot compares. And NO ONE has air conditioning – at least not in the living areas. 

Secondly, almost no one has Christmas trees. Definitely not real ones. Some have really fake tiny ones 

with plastic ornaments that match their plastic-covered furniture. What they do have are nativity 

scenes. Lots of mangers with baby Jesus and Mary and Joseph. Also, the Three Kings are everywhere. 

Over here, that is the much bigger holiday. Kids get their shoes filled instead of stockings. But, this 

happens way after Christmas Eve or New Years. I think it’s strange, even though I know that is just 

because I’m missing home and missing the chance of a white Christmas.  

My sisters help me out of the car and we make our way across the ceramic veranda to our favorite part 

of Puerto Rico, the hammock. We pile on together and assume the positions in order to fit three little 



girls perfectly on the heavy canvas hamaca attached with quadruple knots between two trees. Michele 

pushes off the tree with her leg and we silently rock.  

“Does your ankle really hurt that bad?” Farah asks. 

I nod my head, but don’t reply in words. Thankfully they don’t push the topic, which is a relief. I’m so 

tired of having to explain it. I would blame the pain on an old sports injury, but that would be a lie. The 

doctors and Mami don’t say it, but they think I’m faking it. They are wrong though. I know I’m not faking 

it because it actually does hurt. Sometimes so badly I want to cry. 

I catch sight of a little lizard climbing down a mango tree in the distance and wonder where it is going. In 

the background we can hear chickens clucking, roosters crowing, dogs barking, and I think even some 

pigs squealing in the distance. I try not to think about tomorrow’s planned pig roast. Instead, I focus on 

taking in the countryside of Puerto Rico, which is so green, lush, and surprisingly loud. 

Christmas is in two days and our mother dropped the three of us off with our father’s father for a four-

day visit on the family’s compound. My mother will pick us up just in time to spend Christmas Eve and 

Christmas Day with her parents in the more suburban part of Puerto Rico about an hour away.  

Okay, to be fair it is not really a compound. It’s just a large piece of land that once belonged to my great-

grandfather. After he passed away, they divided the land between his eight sons and daughters. My 

Abuelito is the oldest, so he has one of the biggest segments and is one of the only ones that built a 

house. The rest of the land is sitting there waiting for my great-aunts and my great-uncle to build their 

homes and retire together. At least this is the plan. 

I don’t think this is farm, but there are animals and open space, so it may count but I’m not sure. 

Tomorrow night Abuelito is planning a large pig roast in honor of our visit. Usually they do it on 

Christmas Eve, but because we are there they are killing the pig and roasting it on a stick a little early. 

Poor piggy. 

I know I sound terrible complaining, but I just wish I could be home to lay under our fake, but really big 

Christmas tree with twinkling colored lights. My sisters and I like to turn off the lights and lie under the 

tree and look at the cutout Santa with his Sleigh that is taped to the wall. We giggle and dream about 

our presents. Counting down to the big night. 

My thoughts are interrupted when Farah points down the dirt road to a person walking toward us 

pulling a beautiful black horse with a white star-shaped marking on its forehead. It is awesome. Farah 

loves all animals, so she is jumping up and down with excitement. Sometimes I forget that she is only a 

baby at nine-years-old. Michele is just as excited even though she tries to play cool. She is almost 13 and 

is all about appearances. I’m also excited about the horse, but I don’t want anyone to know.  I mean for 

all we know that guy could just be passing by to say hello.  

But, I was wrong. Not only was this guy bringing the horse to the compound to stay for a while, he was 

bringing it for us, los nietos - the grandchildren, to actually ride. My Abuelito was trying to make us 



happy and connect in the best way he could. He had heard us squeal over the neighbor’s horses the day 

before and arranged this wonderful thing. I looked at Abuelito’s oval-shaped face and examined the 

deep lines that only form from hours spent working in the sun. His hands are hard and rough, his 

expressions are stoic at times, but I realize that he really cares and wants to make our visit and 

Christmas special. My sisters and I are going to ride a horse for the first time. A real one.   

Abuelito looks at me and asks, “Dalphina, do you think you are well enough to ride? Do you want to go 

first?” 

I realize I am standing tall. My ankle still throbs, but it feels much better. I say, “Oh yes, I feel better. Can 

I really ride him?” He smiles and lifts me on the saddle. I adjust my feet in the stir-ups and mentally note 

the level of throbbing.  

My sisters and I each take turns riding the horse we name Lucky. My Abuelito holds the reigns and leads 

us around, but after a little while he lets us ride Lucky by ourselves around the house. Something my 

mother would never have allowed. 

I make Lucky go faster and faster until my heart races. I am scared yet excited. This must be the new 

experience Mami was talking about.  Time seems to slow down, yet everything is speeding by me all at 

once. I realize that I have to suddenly pull tight on the reigns to make him stop. As I am lifted off Lucky, I 

realize the throbbing has stopped too. I don’t know what or why, but something has changed. It’s as if 

the horse has given me his strength and his luck because for the first time I don’t feel anything in my 

ankle. Even the numbness is gone. 

The next evening is the pig roast and I find out that my mother is joining us for the party. We help to set-

up and don’t even freak out when we see the pig, head and all, turning on the big stick. It doesn’t seem 

real, so I think we just pretend it’s fake. 

A band starts to play merengue and I watch mi familia dance, laugh, and loudly talk in Spanish. I still 

don’t know what they are saying, but it doesn’t seem to bother me anymore. My sisters dance and I 

watch from the sideline like usual. Except this time when they try to drag me onto the dance floor with 

them, I actually go. My ankle still doesn’t hurt. We laugh until well after dark when the coquíes, a tree 

frog native to Puerto Rico, start to sing their melodies in the shadows. 

Down the dirt road I spot some lights and start to hear music that hushes our band. Everyone becomes 

excited because the parranda is coming. I look at my mother and she explains that it is like Puerto Rican 

Christmas caroling, except the songs are upbeat and accompanied with lots of instruments. My family 

invites the parranda to join the party and everyone seems to grab something to beat or shake. We don’t 

know the songs, but my sisters and I get lost in the music. We shake and bang right along. In the 

distance we hear fireworks like on the fourth of July. 

After my sisters and I are put to bed under the large mosquito net, we giggle and whisper about our 

evening and start to talk about our presents and countdown to the big night just like we are back home 



in Virginia. The next morning Mami will take us to our other Abuelos house where we will celebrate 

Christmas Eve with another traditional Puerto Rican party. 

“Do you think there will be a parranda there too?” Michele asks. 

Farah says, “I hope there are fireworks.” 

Just then Mami pokes her head into our mosquito-tented bed. She kisses us all on our foreheads and 

says, “I have a surprise for you girls at Abuelito and Abuelita’s house tomorrow. I was able to get us a 

real Christmas tree. Okay not a real one, but a big one.” 

We all smile and laugh. Then Mami whispers to me, “How do you feel?” I smile and say through a yawn, 

“I feel good. It doesn’t hurt anymore. I’m lucky now.” She gives me another one of her looks. Except this 

time, I know it is a look of love and pride – even if she doesn’t say anything. 

 Then my sisters and I drift off to sleep dreaming of our Puerto Rican Christmas and mi familia especial. 

 

 

 

 


