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   --Leah M. Van Vaerenewyck 
 

 

I lost Papa again. I’m tired from the tour, the walking and the talking. My lips are cracked, my 

tongue dry. I have to go out looking for him. He doesn’t usually wander very far, and he always 

goes along the road, like he’s headed somewhere, but it’s hard to know which direction he’s 

gone. I have to guess. Left. Might as well be left. 

The road is muddy from last night’s rain. I heard the monkeys howling through the storm, 

and I dreamed I joined in howling with them. It wasn’t a good sleep. The rain pelts the tin roof, 

drowning out the sound of the water pouring into the mud that used to lull me to sleep back when 

we still had the thatched roof. This conversion was the last project Papa did before he lost his 

memory, and even then I suppose it might have been going. I bet Papa thought it was the 

apocalypse last night, the way that water came down. No knowing what the mind makes up when 

it doesn’t know where it is, or what’s going on, or where it’s been; when it’s reached the limits 

of knowledge, left to puzzle out the rest.  

I go along the road singing this old choir song-  Una escuela de muchachos, a enseñar me 

ha acomodado - the way Mama always used to and Papa does sometimes, even now. I’d holler 

out his name like I did when he first started taking off, but he doesn’t remember that anymore. 

He sings this song though, when he’s trying to get into his clothes, trying to figure out which 

limb goes where. The other day, I heard him pounding his fists against the mahogany table in his 

room, before he came out to me with one arm in his pant leg saying, I know this isn’t right.  

 



 
 

What’s he know? Nothing he can remember. 

It’s just after a mid-day rain, and the drainage ditch along the side of the road is filled 

nearly halfway with brown water. I try not to mind the rain, the mess, the mud. I remind myself 

of how bad it is during the dry season and sing louder que de muchos años pueden aprender los 

pocos años.  I see Papa about three meters up the road, just past the Alvarez place. He’s down in 

the drainage ditch, slopping through the water, chasing after the Alvarez’s sow who’s up on the 

bank. Papa stumbles alongside her, pushing her in the belly, just below the ribs until she topples 

over. He wraps his arm around her middle, struggling to hold her still. He rolls her over on her 

back. Her piglets – six or seven of them – eddy around her, squealing. I get closer and see that 

Papa’s got one of the sow’s bruised nipples pinched between his thumb and first finger, trying to 

milk her like she’s our dead cow Millie.  

“Hey!” I yell. He startles, slipping in the muddy ditch. He looks back at me, and the sow, 

scurries away with her piglets in tow.  “Hey! Get out of there!” 

“Lo ciento, Senor. Tengo sed. Tengo sed,” he explains.  

“You can’t drink from the pig’s tits, Papa. Dios mio. Ven aqui,” I say. He grabs his head 

with both hands, lets out a chest-heaving grunt, and crawls out of the ditch. He’s covered in mud 

that looks like shit. I ask him if he wants to go home. For an instant, his normally hard and 

disappointed pupils become fluid, nearly soft, perhaps at some recognition of the idea of home, 

but then he says he’ll make it on his own. He doesn’t remember me, su hijo. I try to get him to 

sing, but he tells me to shut up. That’s not his sickness. He’s always been capable of nastiness. 

We reach the house, and he goes inside, closing the door behind him, shutting me out.  

“De nada, Papa,” I say and let myself in. It’s dry inside. I can say that about the new roof. Fewer 

bugs, too. I help Papa clean his face and his hands, get him into some dry clothes. I make arroz y 



 
 

frijoles for dinner, the same meal we’ve had for the past three nights. Today’s tour was the first 

in as many days, and they didn’t tip well - barely enough to pay Mongo for the ride from the 

souvenir shop and for bringing me the group in the first place.   

“Arroz!” Papa says when I put a bowl in front of him. He’s unhappy about the meal each 

time I serve it to him. Tonight he tells me how his wife served him chicken that was so fresh it 

barely needed to be cooked, still warm off the hen. And green vegetables. He tells me this and 

curses Oscar, Papa’s brother, who he sometimes mistakes me for. Let Oscar take the blame. This 

is all Milo’s got to give tonight.  I miss the better meals, too, but I can’t work the garden, tend 

the chickens and give the tours. And I have to give the tours. I’m not a farm boy. That’s not my 

life. Before Papa goes to bed, he urinates on the rug by the table and tells me Mama thought she 

was too good. Is that true?   

I don’t know.  

 

After dark, I whittle figurines for the tourist shop.  I make monkeys from cohune, Mayan 

Temple number I from mahogany.  I made that table from mahogany once when Mama was still 

alive. I think about her now, my knife sliding along the curve of a monkey’s tail. Thin, winding 

shreds fall to the floor. I grind them into the dirt with my foot, mixing them with the mud Papa 

tracked through - something I never would have done if Mama was still alive, or if Papa still 

knew who he was. He would holler at me, even raise his hand when I did something like that as a 

boy. Each lesson was hard learned.  My mother was learned a few times, too, even when there 

was no lesson.  Sometime before I went to the city for secondario, I asked her – in English to piss 

off Papa, and then in Spanish so she could better understand –why she stayed around to sweep 

shavings and shit - but I didn’t say that second part -  off our floor? She told me that she had 



 
 

picked this life, it was hers. Maybe I’m thinking about this now because her hair curled like the 

shavings.  When Mama was still alive it made sense for me to be angry at Papa. It’s different, 

with her gone and him like this. I remember listening to him cuss at her for not spreading the 

seed right out back. I remember thinking the old bastard should have done it himself. She told 

me you can’t shape a man like a piece of wood, he is how he came. I remember thinking I’d do 

anything to get away from this place.  Maybe it’s the lantern light, so much like memory. I 

whittle down the piece of wood, searching for its shape, looking to see what’s left. 

In the morning, I walk to the tourist shop, hoping Mongo has a group for me. No matter 

how many times I make the walk, I think the worker Mayans walked four kilometers with stone 

slabs on their backs.  I sell a temple to the shop owner Jorge for fifty Quetzales. Cheap bastard. 

I’ll see it on his shelf tomorrow for fifty US. I go out back near the outhouses to wait. Jorge let 

me set up a gum tree display back there with a piece of the tree standing on a pedestal. I leaned 

this poster that I made back in secondario against the wall beside the log. It diagrams the gum-

making process. My handwriting is terrible, but the drawings are all right.   

 

Mongo comes out back with a light-haired girl who has a big sway to her small hips. He 

shows her the outhouse. She goes inside. He walks by me and says, “American.”  

The girl comes out of the outhouse, and while she’s washing her hands in the basin 

besides the building, I ask, “Do you want to try some gum from the Sapodilla tree?”  I show her 

with my pocket knife how the Mayans slashed and bled the bark. She chews the bitter, gritty 

gum and spits it out. She calls over her friend, who is much taller than Guatemalan women, to 

make a joke of it. 

 “It’s really good,” she says. I slip the knife into my pocket and point to a picture on my 



 
 

poster that shows how the gum sap is collected by a tarp at the base of the tree. The friend 

doesn’t seem interested, but the light-haired girl tells me they are going to Tikal. 

“We stopped here to go to the bathroom. She wants to buy some coffee,” she says, 

gesturing to her friend, who has wandered back into the store.  

“Do you have a tour guide for the park?” I ask. 

“We’re going to try to find one there. That guy over there picked us up at the border,” she 

says, pointing to Mongo. “He told us we can get one for twenty-five US each.” 

I pull out my tourism license and say, “I can give you a tour for less than anyone. Just 

twenty American dollars.” 

“Will you show us where they did the sacrifices?” 

“I can show you everything. The whole thing. Tell you about the architecture, astronomy, 

kings. The rainforest, too.” 

“Can we climb the temples?” 

“Some. Not Temple I. Two people tumbled to their death.” 

“That’s awesome!” she says. “I’ll be right back.” She goes to talk to her friend who is 

buying coffee.  

“That gum was disgusting,” I hear her friend say. 

“I know, but that guy says he can give us a tour for only twenty bucks each.” 

They discuss my merits, my badge, my knowledge of the gum tree.  

“Should we ask Mongo?” the tall one asks. I know I have the tour. 

I get in the van with Mongo and the girls, and give them a fold-out map of Tikal that’s 

bordered by illustrations of the wildlife they can expect to see in the Petén Basin.  I tell them 

about the Quetzal, our national bird, and point to the blue and red drawing of the bird, its feathers 



 
 

exaggerated to mythical proportions. The tall girl pulls out a stack of quetzal money, more than 

I’ll make all week, and asks if the bird on the bill is the same, depicted there in more muted tone. 

I say it is. It’s the hallmark of currency, the hallmark of freedom. When I get to talking about the 

spider monkeys, the light-haired one interrupts me to ask about the howler monkeys.  

“I think I heard the howlers last night. Something woke me up, and at first I thought it 

was dogs. Millions of dogs, it sounded like. But after I listened for a long time, I realized there 

were two sounds going on. Dogs were barking, but at something else, which I think was the 

monkeys howling. Do they howl at night?” she asks.  

“I hear them sometimes.” 

“It sounded like the souls of the sacrificed,” she says, looking straight into my eyes, 

which are too large for my head. I point to things out the window, call her attention to the blue-

faced turkey whose many head warts she finds repulsive. I feel self-conscious about my English, 

but give them an overview of the architectural developments of the Pre-Classic period. 

“Did they practice the sacrifices then?” the light-haired girl asks. 

“It’s not how you think,” I tell her. “Mostly just animals and some very important people 

who thought they would ascend straight to Heaven, bypassing the journey to the underworld.” 

“They thought the caves were the underworld, right?” the tall one asks. 

“Yes. Some thought they could make it to Heaven if they passed tests at different depths 

of the caves.” 

“Like Dante,” the light-haired one says. I’ve heard tourists mention this before. Dante. 

Something they study in US schools.  At ciclo prevocacional, I studied the Maya, but mostly 

Tourism. Mama warned me that I wouldn’t learn the true history of our people, but I wanted to 

make money. I’m not a farm boy. So much happened on the farm while I was gone. Mama got 



 
 

sick, Papa got crazy. Tikal crumbled--now they’ve got scaffoldings all over the place, digging 

out what’s left, building it back. This one bishop at secondary taught that the archeologists and 

anthropologists from the US who had come to dig up Tikal the decade before I was born made 

the place famous. What would it be like to go dig up places and try to figure out what happened?    

 

At the park, the girls remain obsessed with sacrifice, though I suspect they don’t know 

much about it. They hand each other their shining silver cameras with zoom lenses and drape 

their bodies across the altars. The light-haired one looks small beside the stone pillars, like if you 

dropped her on the stone, she would fracture. I like that about her. The tall one’s lanky limbs 

dangle off the edges of the altar beneath her. They are delighted. Peering through their cameras, I 

try to remember what it’s like to see something for the first time.  

When we get to the Aztec temple, I tell them there are many mysteries surrounding this 

temple built in an Aztec style, and the girls listen impatiently, fixing their hair ties and pulling at 

the straps of their small shirts. The light-haired one wears a red top as bright as the Quetzal. She 

wouldn’t survive in the Basin. I lecture them. Did the Mayans and Aztecs collaborate during a 

time of peace? Was the temple built on the slave labor of Aztec captives? Does it pre or postdate 

the Mayan complexes surrounding it? They snap photos of me and show each other. The tall one 

laughs and says I look like a bush baby. I picture American boys, their magazine-glossy faces 

less round than mine, more rich looking. I talk and talk while we cut through over-grown forest 

paths, trying to get some shade from the canopy. They watch the leaf cutter ants carrying their 

green bits across our trails, making their own paths, less significant than ours, easier to trample. 

The girls want the monkeys to howl. They swipe cob webs from the air and take their time 

passing by the branches I hold back from the path for them until we reach the Grand Plaza. It 



 
 

doesn’t seem so grand now, just me, these girls and some other tourists standing here, looking at 

what’s left.  

Temple I was roped off by the tourism board. The girls cannot climb this one like we 

climbed Temple IV to get pictures above the jungle canopy, where we looked out as far as we 

could see, maybe like King Ah Cacao, imagining what was beyond. I take pictures of the girls - 

far away, now up close. Are they seeing this place at all? The light-haired girl raises her arms 

above her head, an exalted pose. The rims of her Quetzal-red shirt are dark with sweat.  What 

does that smell like? I give her the camera back, because I want to get close. I tell her to explore 

the housing complexes. Twenty minutes, I say, wanting her to ask me to come with her. I watch 

her climb the stairs on the west side of the plaza. I’d like to follow her down into the dwellings, 

make her my Aztec captive, but for me there’s only Papa to follow down into a ditch. 

 

Mongo gives us a ride back to the border.  From the passenger seat, I look at the light-

haired girl in the rearview. She pulls out her travel book, thumbs through to a page. She leans 

forward and touches my shoulder.  

“Hey, is this true?” she asks, and reads, “Aside from decapitation, the favored method in 

Post Classic times was the removal of the heart. Women and children were sacrificed just as 

often as men. The victim was stripped, painted blue and placed on the altar. The arms and legs of 

the victim were held by priests while another sliced into the victim’s chest just below the ribs. 

The still beating heart was pulled out and the blood of the sacrificed was smeared on the idol to 

which the sacrifice had been made.”  

Is this true? I don’t know. What do I know? “Probably,” I say.  

Mongo puts on some ranchero music, thumping his large thumb against the steering 



 
 

wheel. I whistle along, but not too loud. The tall one is asleep, and I’m thinking about her 

holding my arms above my head, Mongo holding my legs, and this light-haired girl seeing my 

naked blue body, staring into my bush baby eyes and cutting my heart out with my pocket knife, 

smearing my blood all over Papa, painting her own face. Mongo will drop them at the border, 

and the light-haired girl will walk back to Belize, fly on a plane to where ever in the US she 

came from, and it’ll be just me and Papa. That’s what’s left. 
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