


In memory of the

more than 200,000 people 

who were killed or disappeared in Guatemala 

between 1960 and 1996.

May they always be remembered. 
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A Note to the Reader 

in 1954, the democratically elected government of Guatemala 
was overthrown by a group of military men who were unhappy 
with the way the government had been passing laws to help poor 
farmers in rural communities. Forty horrible years followed, in  
which the people of Guatemala tried to resist, organize, and  
bring about change, all while the Guatemalan army did every-
thing they could to discourage the “rebels” or “guerillas,” as they 
called the organizers. The army went into the mountains of rural 
Guatemala, where they tried to prevent villagers from joining 
the rebels. 

many lives were lost. and many more were never the same.

————————————

————————————

CAMINAR_65166_HI_US.indd   7 11/21/13   10:23 AM



CAMINAR_65166_HI_US.indd   8 11/21/13   10:23 AM



Chopán, Guatemala, 1981
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Where I’m From

Our mountain stood tall,
like the finger that points.

Our corn plants grew in fields,
thick and wide as a thumb.

Our village sat in the folded-between,
in that spot where you pinch something sacred,

to keep it still.

Our mountain stood guard at our backs.
We slept at night in its bed.

————————————
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Ah Xochil

mama called me
ah Xochil: 
round face of an 

Owl

quiet moon face
stretched so wide
all filled up with

Eyes

head that swiveled  
side to side   
moving just to   

See 

silent when the   
day birds sang      
i sat, away from   

all 

————————————
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Not Yet

i was strong enough 
to break the wood into small pieces and feed 
our fire. i kept our stove top warm.
 But mama would not send me out to cut a tree. “not yet,” 
 she said, and put away the blade. 

i was old enough 
to feed the chickens, gather eggs
by myself. i watched out for them all.
 But mama would not let me wring their necks. “not yet,”  
 she said, and wiped her brow, feathers stuck to her arm with blood. 

————————————
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Soccer

i did not have to be big — just strong
enough to make a wall
with my body,
keep everyone        away
from the ball at my feet.

Then i could move, 
    tap it     from one foot       to the next,
go down the field  and never lose 
the ball.

i could move the ball 
safely, closer to the goal,  
close enough to score,
but i was too afraid
it would be      taken
before it reached the goal.   
So i passed 
       instead. Even though mateo’s shot 
                        didn’t make it, i sighed with relief.   
                                       Because my pass did.

————————————
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Almost Dark

When i felt my eyes start to pinch, 
trying to see the ball, i knew 
mama wanted me home.  

“i have to go. Lo siento, amigos.”  
Without me, the teams were 
unbalanced, so i heard my friends complain:  
  “Don’t go!”  
  “Cinco minutos más.”  
  “not now!”  
 “Why?”

mateo answered before i could.   “Leave Carlos 
          alone. it is his bedtime.  
             You know he is afraid

of the dark.”

roberto tried to catch 
my eye, but i looked away.

my cheeks 
 burned. my neck  
 itched. i tucked my chin down   
 into my chest, my shoulders pointed  
 toward my feet, which pointed to home.

————————————
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Roberto

roberto had a brother, Davíd, 
who was old enough to 

pick the cherry coffee fruits,
hold a girl’s hand on his way to church,

 smoke a cigarette behind the tienda,
and old enough to

have the military knock on his door 
with signing papers.

roberto had a father, manuel, 
who was drunk enough to  
 yell
 at the officers who 

knocked on his door, 
hunting for

 soldier sons.

    and then, 
    after that,

roberto and his mother lit
a candle in the church
for the son,
the soldier son,
Davíd, now with a gun.

roberto and his mother lit
a candle in the church
for the father, 
roberto’s father, 
manuel, who was gone. 

————————————
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Soldiers Set Up Camp

That year before the rains began, they came      
in jeeps, with tents for sleep,
set up camp outside our village.

i said, “There are so many 
of them. How will they all fit inside those tents?”
 Tía rosa said, “They brought more 
 bullets than corn.”
  roberto’s mother said, “They have no 
  right to be here. We have done nothing
  wrong.”
   Santiago said, “They are not here 
   for us. Their prey is in the jungle.  
   They are hunters.”
    mama said, “They are boys.  
    men, far away from home. With nothing good 
    to eat.”
    
     She would not let me take
     the bread she sent
     to them, did not want me to get   close.

————————————
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Close

One night, three of them 
came to our soccer field, watched 
a bit, then joined in.  

           They  were  not  that  bad.  

When the game was over, they passed out 
sodas, asked if anyone wanted a job.  
The big one, with a laugh
that wheezed like a teasing
balloon, said,
          “Just bring me the names 
           of any Communists you know. all we want 
           are names.”  

i did not know what a Communist was, never 
heard that word before said in our village, did not know 
what it meant, did not understand.

But the 400 quetzales they offered?  
              Enough to feed a person 
                for a month, or buy 
                    a radio in San Fernando.

i looked at the faces of my 
friends and knew 
that was something we all understood.

————————————
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The Army

The soldiers stayed for days,
at the foot of our mountain.  
They ate tortillas, played soccer, listened to music, 
just like us. But 
they were always searching, always 
watching, always serious, 
warning us about guerillas. Warning 
us about those rebel Communists. Warning us 
to keep them away.  

They even let a few boys shoot their guns.  
We were not scared.  

      But then, 
the day before the army broke up camp and left,   
some women who were washing clothes came 
running back to town        screaming

roberto and i walked 
toward the water to see what made them run.  
          
             it was a man 

Juan Choc Túc 
dangling 

                                    from a tree 
a sign was hung 
from the rope around 
his neck:                     COmmUniST.  

i heard the soldiers, packing
up their things, laughing.    
“Para que escarmienten.”
“They will learn a lesson.”

i watched some men from my village come cut 
the rope, lower his body 

————————————
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stiff 
carry it back to town.

i heard them talking about 
       Juan Choc Túc. 
They were not calling him a Communist, instead 
they spoke of land 
he owned, land others wanted, land 
no one could afford, unless 
they earned a few quetzales
selling names 
to the army.
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Later That Night

The soldiers called us all 
into the middle of the village. i could 
still see that stiff body in my mind, and so i did not want to go.  
mama said, “Come, mijo. it is best if we just see what it is 
they want.” But all they wanted was a chance 
to stand high on the steps, 
grip their guns tight to their chests,
watch us all wait to hear their words.
 
They were passing out food, 
sodas, just a few things they did not want 
to bother hauling away the next day.  
Even though we were all forced to come, 
there were not enough sweets to go around.  

The big one, with the balloon laugh, said, “remember, 
there are traitors in this village, people 

who are spies for the rebels, 
snakes who want to carry 

harm into Chopán. When we come back, we will pay 
money for these names, reward those 

who do their part to keep this village safe
from the terrorists 

who want to tear it all apart.”

He was not
laughing his wheezy laugh.

He reminded us there was a war 
going on. They were working hard to find and kill 
the enemy, keep us safe.  

“remember,” he said. “These men are rebels, 
stupid smelly pigs,” he spat. “They are guerillas, 

————————————
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ugly clumsy things,” he spat. “They are Communists who
will come, steal your food, hurt your women, take 
your children. They cannot be trusted.  

Offer them no help.  
You must defend your village.”

i wondered how many soldiers these rebels must have killed, 
to make the army hate them so.
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