days on the Appalachian Trail,
Greg and I took a short detour
and climbed Mt. Monroe, located
in the southern Presidential
Range of New Hampshire’s
White Mountains to watch the
sun set behind white clouds. At
the ages of thirteen and sixteen, we didn’t have much in common and had little to
talk about. But we joked about our parents, quoted The Lord of the Rings, and threw
rocks over the edge of the mountain. At the time, I had been reading Michael
Crichton’s Timeline where a group of history students travel to and are trapped in
fourteenth century France. Together we talked about the story and how scary it
must be to find yourself lost in a world you know you don’t belong. I had forgotten
this conversation until I was standing, lost but not quite alone, on a mountain in a
world that wasn’t mine. It was almost dark when Greg and I finally made it back
down to Mt. Monroe’s base that night. Although that hike was a short one, it was the
last I could remember that he and I took alone. At most, it was a short forty-minute
excursion, but it had been just the two of us. Eight years later, Nicaragua and
Inocente’s mountainside garden instantly became more special.
[ bent down to examine the plant growing at my feet.
“That’s ayote,” Greg had come over to join me.
“It's what?”

“It’s a squash kind of like a pumpkin. Pipian is just regular squash.”
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“Pipian and ayote,” I tried out the words, “Ok, cool. So what are these?” |
pointed to the trees to our left.

“There are several variations of platanos here. Platanos are plantains. You
know, they are a bit like bananas. We also planted cebolla, onion, papas, potatoes,
and tomate, which are obviously tomatoes.” He showed me each in turn as we
walked, carefully winding our way in and out of the rows. [ might have stepped on a
tomates while I practiced the other plant names under my breath.

“So, Greg, what exactly did you do to help build this?” We stopped next to
some papas.

“Well, it's Inocente’s project really. He did most of the work in the beginning,
but, specifically, I planted all the maiz. That's corn.”

“Yes, thank you. I did know that one.” He smirked at my sarcasm.

“I bet you won’t know this, though. Ever heard of a jicaro?”

“No.” I shook my head, feeling sweat drip down my forehead. He went on to
explain that jicaro was a type of tree used to
make a cumba. “What's a cumba?”’

“It’s a hollowed out piece of fruit from
the tree used to plant maiz. You put maiz in it
and attach it around your waist with a strap.
After poking holes in the dirt with a stick called
an espeke, you drop in three pieces from the
cumba. That’s what I did, except I used a plastic

cumba rather than the traditional jicaro one.”
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“Very cool.” I realized again, more harshly this time, that there was so much I didn’t
know and couldn’t understand.

[ was sweating through my shirt as we walked around to the opposite side of
the house, where lemon trees were growing beside a basin of water. | was thankful
for the shade. Inocente picked three pieces of fruit from the branch above his head
and gave them to Greg.

“Muchas Gracias, Inocente.” Turning to me, he said, “We can make lemonade
out of these later,” before dropping them into the small pack on his back.

Inocente pointed animatedly to the basin filled with sparkling clear water. I
couldn’t understand him, but [ smiled and nodded back at him as he spoke, his dark
skin crinkling around the eyes. Greg translated as fast as he could under his breath,
taking care to wait for Inocente to complete a thought before continuing on.

“He’s saying that there’s a naturally occurring spring up the mountain here
that feeds into a stream... He tapped it at its source and ran a series of hoses and
tubes down the hill... The water runs by gravity and fills up the concrete basin.”

[ continued to nod and smiled, looking directly at Inocente rather than Greg.
Regardless of the language barrier, direct eye contact somehow made it all easier to
understand. My mouth became instantly drier, though, when I looked at the clear
water glinting with sunlight through the lemon trees. I became fully aware of my
dehydration. But it didn’t matter. Even though Inocente’s house was wallpapered
with newspapers covering holes in its wood, he had manually diverted a steam to
use as his own personal spring on top of a mountain. Amazing. [ swallowed my

saliva.
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Inocente began, if it was even possible, talking more quickly. Greg told me he
was describing a coconut tree that once grew by his house. The story went by too
quickly for translation at the time, so I made a mental note to remind Greg to tell it
to me again later. It wasn’t until I returned to the States, though, that I asked Greg
for the story. He responded with an email with both a Spanish and English
translation:

Sara-Here’s the iNoCeNtE sToRy:

Hubo un palo de coco gigante que crecia en las orillas de la montana
cerca de la casa de Don Inocente Mayorga. Inocente habia sembrado el
drbol hace treinta afios atrds cuando él llegé al terreno donde se
construiria su casa y se criarian sus hijos. El palo era rectoy altoy le
dio muchas frutas durante su vida noble. Desde las alturas del palo
cayeron cocos hermosos llenos de leche refresecante que la esposa de
Inocente solia utilizar para perparar la comida. Por la proteccion que
proveyo el drbol magnifico y elegante, el viento terrorifico que a
menudo sopla en la montafia durante la temporada lluviosa casi no
llegaba a molestar la casa.

Un dia hubo una tormenta furiosa en la montana, y entre la bulla y el
alboroto de la lluvia que golpeaba el techo, los truenos que resonaban
en el valle abajo, y los reldmpagos que destellaban intercadentemente,
cayo un rayo sobre el palo de coco valiente. La manana siguiente
cuando se habia terminado la tormenta violenta, Inocente encontro el
palo caido y lloré por la pérdida del amigo que habia sido como un
parte de su familia por tanto tiempo.

There was a giant coconut tree that grew on the side of the mountain
close to Don Inocente Mayorga's house. Inocente had planted the tree
thirty years back when he came to place where he would build his
house and raise his kids. The tree was straight and tall and provided
him with many fruits during its noble life. From the heights of the tree
fell beautiful fat coconuts full of refreshing milk that Incoente's wife
often used in her cooking. Because of the protection the magnificent
and elegant tree provided, the terrifying wind that blows in the
mountains during the rainy season barely affected the house.

One day there was a furious storm on the mountain, and in the noise
and confusion of the rain that pounded the roof, the thunder that
resounded in the valley below, and the bursts of lighting that flashed
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intermittently, a bolt of lighting hit the brave tree. The following

morning when the violent storm had finished, Inocente found the

fallen tree and cried for the loss of the friend that had been like part of

his family for so long.

[ wondered what Inocente was doing as [ read the email and was reminded, even
more poignantly this time in the comfort of my own familiar surroundings, how very
different and special life in Nicaragua really was.

[t was a strange feeling having to leave Inocente’s house so soon that day.
Although we had been there for several hours, I felt as though there was so much
still to see. The sun had even started to sink, just cresting above the tip of the
mountain. How was it that it was still so hot? And I had only just begun to feel
comfortable enough to try communicating directly with Inocente. My attempts,
though, were essentially futile. I tried saying something in the vicinity of Spanish
that I hoped sounded humble and gracious as we made our way back in front of his
house.

“Muchas gracias por... comida...y limones...me gusta tu casa y...con, con...” |
trailed off in embarrassment, and we instead stared smiling at each other after that
awkward and brief effort. But Inocente just picked a red rose growing by the side of

his house and placed it gently into my palm. I smiled up at him again at this simple

gesture. Some things are universal.



