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			Praise for THE NEW AMERICAN

			“[Marcom’s] telling resonates with heartbreaking authenticity. And despite the travails she is describing, Marcom’s writing is vibrant and often poetic.… Today’s headlines will not let us forget that thousands of other children are still riding the Bestia. Marcom’s compassionate novel illuminates their painful journey.”

			—NEW YORK JOURNAL OF BOOKS

			“[An] emotionally piercing, compulsively readable novel.”

			—SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE

			“[Marcom] depicts inhumanity with visceral force, but her bracing empathy (and hope) shines above all.”

			—ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY

			“Inspired in part by interviews with Central American refugees, and told in lyrical prose, Micheline Aharonian Marcom’s novel The New American tracks the heart-pounding and fictional journey of a dreamer, a term referring to young undocumented immigrants who were brought to the United States as children, who have lived and gone to school here, and who, in many cases, identify as American.”

			—FORTUNE

			“We need books like The New American, by Micheline Aharonian Marcom, which sweeps you into an uncomfortable reality, expands your heart, and helps you see through the eyes of a dreamer fighting to regain a lost ­promise. The world within its pages is unflinching and cruel but brims with hope and beauty. A catalyst for connection and empathy, The New American is also an immersive page-turner that will keep you reading eagerly to its conclusion.”

			—NECESSARY FICTION

			“Marcom’s prose is steady and soulful… and the narrative is deepened by a series of lyrical interludes describing dangerous journeys of unnamed refugees.… Marcom’s remarkable tale credibly captures the desperation and despair of those who undertake the dangerous trek north.”

			—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (starred review)

			“Marcom has penned a lyrical mediation on being and becoming, identity and anonymity, and the ambiguity of place.”

			—LIBRARY JOURNAL (starred review)

			“Inspired by interviews with Central American refugees, the latest captivating novel by Micheline Aharonian Marcom centers a dreamer named Emilio, who is determined to return to California after being deported.”

			—MS. MAGAZINE

			“[A] harrowing, heartbreaking story… Marcom’s plotting and pacing are well honed, and her prose is often revelatory.… A gripping novel.”

			—KIRKUS

			“[A] poetic nightmarescape that hums with foreboding and the anguish of lost innocence… Marcom masterfully navigates the graphic ugliness of deportation and anguished immigration with entreaties to a remote and capricious God, creating a tough but necessary and beautiful novel.”

			—BOOKLIST
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For those who made and those who make the journey For those who did not survive it, que en paz descansen

For my son





I have caused thee to see it with thine eyes, but thou shalt not go over thither.

Deuteronomy 34:4





Behold the girl and see how her brow illuminates the penumbra as if it itself were a source of light. She turns and in the dimness he can see the back of her head, the long dark hair, the two sharp lines of her scapula in relief against the fabric of her tee shirt. How long is the wait for the train? she says. The darkness lightens. They are at the railway yard and she is standing next to the steel rails; small whitegrey stones lie beneath her feet and the passengers’ detritus—discarded papers, plastic bags, cigarette butts—is mixed among them. On the tracks behind her the bottom portion of a young boy’s body lies prone, its stiff legs clad in torn blue jeans, its small feet shod in old tennis shoes. Milo, whose is it? she asks. The girl turns to face him and gazes directly into his eyes now and he can see her beauty more fully, its refulgence, and then, as if from an obscure room of his imagination, a sign: the horizontal line of her eyes (dark pupil to dark pupil) adjoins the vertical length made from nose to chin midway between her brows T. And behold the symbols, he thinks, and how they and all of our stories are dark phenomena of this dark earth.






The Train

May 10, 2012


Here is a god more powerful than I am who, coming, will rule over me.

Dante Alighieri, La Vita Nuova







He is on the bus. The old Blue Bird school bus slowly climbs the steep and winding dirt road as it leaves the green misty valley of Todos Santos behind on its way to Huehuetenango two hours away, but he cannot see any of it through the windows in the darkness. In the seats near him, women hold their babies and toddlers and the old men hold their straw hats in their laps, bound chickens squawk and crik from their baskets overhead. The bus is filled with people of all ages and with their things tied up in big cloth sacks and cheap plastic bags. The engine is loud and cranks and the bus is crowded and cold and he wonders again how many days it will take to arrive and can I ever get it all back?

He had dressed carefully in the hour before dawn at his great-aunt’s house in dark blue jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, a tee shirt beneath that, new white tennis shoes with a red stripe sewn onto their sides, and his red baseball cap. He grabbed his nylon jacket at the last moment, and although it is the beginning of the warmer rainy season in the Highlands, the old bus is damp and unheated, and he is glad he is wearing it. He had already decided to bring the silver wristwatch his mother gave him three years ago when he graduated from high school and he turns his left wrist and looks at it: 5:20 AM. He holds his small green backpack tightly on his lap.

Inside his old school pack he carries a plastic bottle of water, two lollipops he bought yesterday with his cousin’s children from a market stall, a paperback novel, a new journal (where he plans to keep a record of this journey), and a ballpoint pen. He carries an extra tee shirt, two changes of underwear, one pair of white athletic socks, a toothbrush, some paste, and a small piece of hard soap he had wrapped in a scrap of paper. He has four hundred dollars U.S. hidden beneath the insoles of his tennis shoes, two hundred in each shoe, all of what had remained in his bank account in California, and three hundred quetzales tucked into one of the pockets of his blue jeans. He carries another forty dollars in the other pocket along with a small color photograph of her folded between two ten-dollar bills. He thinks of the things he now carries on this bus and of what he left behind in Todos Santos: several pairs of blue jeans, tee shirts, the traditional red-striped pants and handwoven shirt his aunt purchased for him upon his arrival in town two-and-a-half weeks ago (without it, Emilio, you won’t look like one of our men, she’d said), a second pair of tennis shoes, three books he was assigned at university last term, his school ID, his old mobile telephone, his bank card. He thinks of his cash, his silver watch, the red cap and green pack and the book and journal and pen and how some things transit the earth easily and others do not. And he thinks how Aunt Lourdes will soon rise from her bed and discover his absence when she doesn’t find him in the main room on the sleeping pallet she borrowed from her eldest son, Anselmo. How she will walk next door and give Anselmo the news and his cousin will thereupon phone Berkeley and how his mother and sisters in Berkeley will begin to worry, as perhaps will she if she is apprised of it. Yet even so he will not call or contact his family or his girlfriend until he has made it a good distance from here: his mind is set on this course of action and he will follow it. And the winch he has imagined took residence inside him last February, ponderous and metallic, abutting his sternum, turns and pulls a wire from his bowels toward his stomach until his throat also cinches and he puts his hand into the jeans pocket with the quetzales and finds and fingers the white stone Antonia found for him on a beach in Northern California four months ago and he carries it back with him to the North.





He saw her standing atop the low seawall. Light brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, long legs in tight blue jeans, and a smile of hello in her blue eyes. She looked happy. He shouted out to her not to go into the ocean because the tide was unpredictable and she might drown. She replied that it was safe and warm and that she was a strong swimmer and she jumped off of the low seawall fully clothed into the water below and although they were at Muir Beach the sea looked different, calmer and darker blue, abutting the stones. He felt suddenly terrified and yelled out her name, but he didn’t jump into the water after her because of the paralysis the terror caused in his body and the tide rose and took her from him. She was saying something he couldn’t hear as she drifted farther and farther out, wave upon wave, to another place in the long distance, and he felt again his grief and rage and loneliness. He wanted to follow after her, he thought perhaps she might drown, but he remained where he was next to the seawall. He saw the back of her head like the head of a small sea lion far out in the dark blue water, near the light blue sky, as she drifted now onto the widest part of the ocean. Where has she gone? he thought.





Emilio awakens as the bus pulls into the parking lot of the busy terminal in Huehuetenango and cuts its engine. The sun has risen in the sky and lights up the brightly painted yellow concrete building and the dozens of red, blue, and green Blue Bird busses parked in front of it; people mill about everywhere he can see. He disembarks amid the commotion of engines and travelers and hawkers selling their wares and asks around for buses to Xela. An older ladino driver tells him the next one will not come for at least an hour because one just departed.

How long does it usually take from Huehue?

Depends on how fast you take the pass, the driver says. Three, four hours.

Emilio finds a place to sit and wait next to a man and his wife on a small bench near the open doorway inside the terminal. He takes off his nylon jacket, unzips his bag and pulls out Great Expectations and a yellow lollipop, and he stashes the jacket inside the pack. The candy is sweet and assuages his hunger, but he realizes after staring at the same page for several minutes that he is too unsettled to read and he puts the novel away again and hopes time will pass quickly while sugary saliva fills up his mouth.

He looks around at the old abandoned ticket stalls, at the cracked tile floor, at the light blue paint peeling off of the dirty, stained walls of the waiting area. He sees the old, the middle-aged, adolescents and small children, indigenous and ladino travelers sitting and standing and walking around. He can hear the revving of the brightly painted school busses when their engines start up and their belts begin to whir loudly; he can make out some of the busses’ monikers through the open doorway in the bright sunlight. The names are painted in large, black cursive letters across the top portion of each windshield, Esmerelda Mi Amor, Mi Pepa. He bites off a piece of hard yellow sucker and as he chews it he wonders idly about the American schoolchildren who rode around in these very busses (maybe I took one to Jefferson Elementary a decade ago?) in American cities years before they were retired from use and sold down here and repainted, retooled, and given individual names in preparation for intrastate travel.

Within the hour most of the busses depart and the terminal empties of most of its passengers. In the temporary lull Emilio notices an indigenous hawker walking around with a large burden of goods. Clay necklaces and stone bracelets hang from her thin arms, colorful wool blankets stack high onto her left shoulder, and a red-and-green-striped rebozo slung across her other shoulder holds a small hump of a child at her back. The child’s head and most of its body are covered by the fabric, and two bare feet dangle down the small lady’s spine. The blanket-seller passes in front of him now saying necklaces señor, bracelets for your señora, as if an entreaty. He shakes his head no and she petitions him again and not until the third failed appeal does she turn and walk deeper into the terminal building offering her goods to the air. Emilio thinks for a moment he can hear something else retreating in space with her form, softly interpolating her continual refrain, but then it, like she, moves out of earshot.

He continues to watch the blanket-seller. She lifts her jewelry-laden arms toward an old man next without any luck and she then approaches a young couple, a group of older women, and finally a mother and two small children who are eating their lunch at another bench across the sala. Emilio sees the mother extend her hand toward the blanket-seller and he thinks finally she has made a sale. The blanket-seller turns back and heads toward him again with her load and the unmoving red-and-green hump. She kneels down on the cracked tiles not five feet away and removes first the high stack of blankets from her shoulder, then the necklaces and bracelets from her arms, and she unknots the rebozo last, takes its weight from her body and unwraps a child on the floor. A small, slight boy in a tattered tee shirt and short pants emerges from the red cloth. He could be two, or perhaps three years old, Emilio thinks (in Todos Santos he had quickly learned most children were smaller and looked younger for their age than he was used to). The boy sits next to the pile of colorful blankets and blinks slowly as his eyes accustom to the light. His short black hair appears matted; a sheen of dried yellowgreen snot covers his nose and mouth. Emilio watches the blanket-seller as she now tears a piece of meat from a chicken leg she holds in a paper napkin in her hand; the boy has already opened his mouth and she puts the meat inside it. The boy looks around while he chews. When he finishes he looks back again at his mother who offers him another portion and she then takes some for herself. The boy moves his lower jaw up and down several times and then opens his mouth again widely (like a chick, Emilio thinks) and she presses a small piece of yellow tortilla against his bottom lip and tongue.

As the seller and her son finish eating the food the young mother of two shared with them from her own family’s repast, Emilio realizes in its absence what had been its source: the boy is no longer making it, filling the lowest chambers of my hearing (which sounds my mind did not fully register or comprehend) with the offbeat engine of his moans, the low continuous cries he made. The sound has quit the terminal and now I also understand its cause: hunger.

The blanket-seller stands up and restraps the quiet child to her back, reloads her wares, and resumes her sales. A blanket for you, señor? she asks him this time.

No, no, thank you. I’m traveling a long distance, he says.

And the morning light expands further while he continues to wait. A bus for Xela should arrive in another fifteen minutes, Emilio overhears the man next to him say to his companion.



An hour later My Baby quickly fills up. Emilio finds an open seat in one of the last rows next to two women dressed in their traditional clothing, glad he won’t stand in the aisle for hours like the passengers who are boarding after him. The two women each hold a large round bundle wrapped in handwoven cloth on their laps and he wonders what they might carry inside it while they travel.

Two foreigners, one blonde and the other brown-haired, step up and pay the attendant their fare at the front of the bus and begin to look for a seat. They are speaking to each other in loud voices and they are taller, fatter, pinker-skinned, and loosely limbed compared to the shorter and circumspect black-haired locals who surround them. Two men four rows ahead of Emilio stand up and offer their seats to the foreigners, and the girls thank them profusely with several strongly accented graciases. Each girl now removes an enormous rucksack from her back and tries to find room for it in the overhead storage area and the same men who gave up their seats assist them. Emilio can’t make out what one is saying to the other, but he knows without hearing their words distinctly that they are Americans. They look it. They are the first Americans he has seen since he was deported from the Bay Area, and as he watches them adjust their belongings and settle into their seats, he realizes how much he wants to talk to them. He has liked seeing their familiar clothes and gestures and features on this local bus. He has missed the cadences of English and the everyday ease of speaking it.

The bus soon departs the station and within fifteen minutes they are on the Pan American Highway. Emilio asks the lady next to him if she will guard his seat for a moment and she nods a yes. He dons his small green pack and makes his way toward the girls, squeezing by the people standing in the aisle, including the two men who gave up their seats and who look at him strangely but say nothing as he moves past them. When he is within reach of the blonde, he taps her on one shoulder and watches as she grabs the hanging neck pouch she wears underneath her tee shirt (he can see the telltale sign of its strap around her neck), which doubtless carries her passport and other valuables. How’s it going? he says loudly, and both she and the other girl turn their heads sharply toward him. A look of surprise alters the nervous masks of their faces as they put him and his speech together. He smiles easily and tells them his name and asks theirs and reaches for the metal stanchion of the seat adjacent to them to keep from falling as the bus lurches and picks up speed. He notices the blonde releases her tight grip on the neck pouch.

You speak English perfectly, she says.

My parents are from Guatemala but I grew up in Northern California.

I’m Kristen, the other girl says.

Oh sorry, I just assumed you were from here.

It’s no problem. Where are you guys from?

Chicago, the blonde says. We’ve been in Antigua for ten days taking a course at La Unión Spanish School. What about you?

Two and a half weeks.

Are you visiting family?

Yes.

That’s nice.

People here are so nice, Kristen says, and everything is so cheap! We can’t stop buying things to take back with us. But you’ve probably been here before, so I guess you know that already.

Yes, of course, he says. There are a lot of cheap and beautiful things made in this country.

By now the bus is throwing him from side to side and he begins to feel nauseated.

I think I should go sit back down, it looks like we are starting to climb. Maybe we’ll see one another in Xela?

Kristen smiles and says that would be so great, and the blonde also shows him her symmetrical and straight white teeth. Emilio returns to his seat and the lady dressed in her traditional huipil with its purple and yellow geometric design nods at him again as he sits back down. The girl next to her, whom he assumes must be her daughter and who is wearing an identical handwoven blouse, has already fallen asleep. The old metal bus is now filled with loud recorded music and lulls him. He closes his eyes and although he is tired, he finds he cannot sleep. He notices the tightening in his bowels and stomach and chest once more and he realizes that he hates the two girls he just spoke with, girls he would have found superficial or merely silly only a few months ago. Hates their pink fat smiling rich bodies on this loud old dilapidated American bus. Hates that they can proceed from here to there with their correct identification papers tucked into hidden neck pouches, in and out of towns and across international borders, thinking only of exotic things they might buy and of Indians they could meet along their path while they learn to say ¿cuánto cuesta? at a Spanish language school, and he himself cannot. They will board an airplane soon and go home, he thinks, and although an airplane brought me it will not take me back and so I can only go like this. And while he knows that he is being unreasonable, that the reasons he is on this bus traversing Guatemala have nothing in fact to do with the nice white girls, still his hate and envy of the Chicagoans exceed him and he finds he cannot sleep or relax, the bus loud and rumbling, the diesel fumes filling up his mouth.



The bus arrives at the crowded terminal in Xela just after noon. As Emilio steps down onto the pavement he sees the two American girls wearing their heavy packs and waiting for him.

Hey, so, do you want to hang out in town? Kristen says, friendly and welcoming.

We could have lunch together, where are you staying? the blonde asks. We are going to look for a hotel for the night and drop off our packs and then get something to eat.

I’d love to, he says, but I’m meeting friends in a half hour.

Are you heading into town? Our guidebook says it’s a fifteen-minute walk.

They’re picking me up here, he says.

The girls look disappointed as they smile their goodbyes and head toward the city center. Emilio walks inside the terminal to ask a ticket vendor about busses to Tecún Umán and learns one doesn’t depart until eight p.m. He decides he should go into town after all and get something to eat but now worries he’ll see the girls on the street and they’ll know he lied to them and he’s not even sure why he did. I can say my plans changed at the last minute, he thinks, that I’m meeting my friends later tonight, and somehow this ready story bolsters him. He waits twenty minutes, however, before he begins the half-mile walk to the downtown to make certain he won’t overtake them.

The main avenue of Calzada Independencia is filled with old diesel pickup trucks, a handful of shiny new ones, small passenger cars, big transport trucks for water and soda, motorcycles, scooters, and the ubiquitous colorfully painted Blue Bird busses. All of the vehicles scream by him, honking, crossing over the lines between lanes at random, moving in a frenzy, pouring out black exhaust smoke and somehow not hitting one another in the seeming chaos. He walks alongside the thoroughfare until he reaches cobblestoned streets and eventually the edge of the central plaza and a large metal sign:

WELCOME TO XELA. GUATEMALA’S SECOND-LARGEST CITY. ONE OF THE OLDEST SETTLEMENTS IN THE K’ICHE’-MAYA REGION!

A massive white cathedral rises high above the other buildings in the large plaza. A tall green and black volcano towers higher above everything else in the mountains beyond.

He stops at a food stand and buys a Coca-Cola and a sandwich. He’s still not very hungry, only tired, but he knows he should eat something since he won’t arrive at the border with Mexico until late tonight. He looks for an empty park bench in the plaza where he can eat his lunch and sees one in front of the National Bank past an old woman kneeling on a blanket on the ground. As he walks past the beggar she says something to him he cannot understand and he stops and asks her pardon in Spanish. I don’t speak K’iche’, he says, and only a few words of Mam.

Where from? the beggar asks in heavily accented Spanish.

The United States.

She lifts her thin arm and extends her hand toward him.

You have a little for me? she says.

Emilio sees the dark-brown leathery skin holding her arm bones loosely without any fat to soften its purchase, her torn and stained huipil, the open palm, and he reaches into his jeans pocket and pulls out some change and the white stone. He puts the stone back into his pocket and hands the beggar two quetzales.

She looks at the coin in her hand.

I’m sorry, he says, I’m traveling a long distance. I must be careful.

As he resumes walking toward the stone bench, he thinks he hears the beggar say something more although it is also possible he has imagined it.

Yes, careful, son. This country eats its children like a monster eats its young, for more than five hundred years.



Emilio opens the Coke and takes a long sip of the sweet carbonated beverage and decides to eat his sandwich later. He continues to the far end of the large plaza and sees two wide avenues leading off in different directions and several smaller streets with bright green- yellow- pink- and aquamarine-painted shops and restaurants. There are traditional food places, a few American fast-food joints, bakeries, tortillerías, a modern café, two other banks, clothing stores, a stationery store. On the narrowest streets, tall concrete walls shield the edifices from view, their flat tops covered in large pieces of broken green and clear glass bottles cemented together like so many rows of sharp menacing teeth. Private guards stand at attention with black assault rifles in front of the banks and an upscale boutique.

Here all the men dress in Western attire, and while many of the indigenous women wear their traditional clothes, others wear Western, and some a combination of both: the woven wraparound skirt and a tee shirt tucked in at the waist. He sees indigenous and he sees ladinos. He finishes the last of his Coca-Cola and he thinks how the sugar and caffeine have revived him; how in just half a day he has already made it to the department of Quetzaltenango; how all of this is new to him: the city, the architecture, the people. Guatemalan Spanish emits from TVs, radios, and from the mouths of shopkeepers and passersby and he hears K’iche’, as he heard Mam in Todos Santos. I have never known any of it before and perhaps that is why, he thinks, these past weeks have seemed like something out of a dream. Of a remote mountain town with its own yellow and bright-green painted buildings. Of men and young boys walking the streets each morning in their handwoven red-striped pants with the firewood piled high onto their backs for the wood-burning stoves. Of my great-aunt making corn tortillas by hand once Anselmo brought the wood and she lighted it. Of cold air and smoke rising, roosters crowing throughout the day, chickens, turkeys, and stray dogs in the unpaved and paved roads, bands of children running around the plaza beneath colorful paper banners, and the marimba players entertaining the crowd for hours on Saturday during market day. Of the vomit on the stones the morning after the festivities. Of empty cans of Coke, Gallos, and discarded chip bags. Of the low-lying clouds and the verdant plots of maize interspersed with the trees in the mountains. Of the faces of strangers where I (strangely) saw my father again: his build and features, his carriage and soft-spoken manner; the way my mother wore her traditional blouses and skirts on special occasions (until she eventually began to wear only American clothes). Their accents, their diction, the sometimes stilted way they spoke their second and third languages (Spanish, English). My dad resurrected in the mouths of unknown men. It is unfathomable, yet oddly also familiar; but it is not mine, this is not me. I don’t belong here, he thinks. And he feels again the out-of-placeness he has felt since he arrived with his old green backpack to Aunt Lourdes’s house. It motivated him and it formulated a simple plan (northward, toward Mexico). It set up a meeting with Anselmo’s friend, Gustavo, who had gone north five years before about how to do it. It calculated what items to take in his pack, where to hide his money, how early to rise this morning and slip out of his aunt’s house unnoticed and catch the local bus in the central square in the hours before dawn. It spoke the refrain, it remained lodged behind his lonely sternum, and pushing him, urged him, saying without surcease to the question in himself he cannot stop asking (can I ever get it all back?): you must try.

When he tires of wandering aimlessly he returns to the central plaza. The beggar and food vendors have all departed and the light of day is easing and dimming behind the clouds. He eats the sandwich he purchased earlier. He looks at the sky and the people walking by him who seem to have somewhere to go and he wishes he too had a destination nearby or that he knew someone in Xela and someone knew him. He would even be happy, he thinks, to see the girls from Chicago and talk about shopping or tourism or American television shows or the best eateries in town and share a meal. He doesn’t see their familiar faces after all. He sits until the volcano in the distance begins to blacken after the disappearance of the sun behind it. When the light reddens and the high end of the sky begins to darken to a deeper blue, he stands up. 6:27 it says on his watch. The air has gotten cold again and he puts his nylon jacket back on.

He returns to the terminal and boards the bus at eight-thirty. The ride to Tecún Umán will take three and a half hours and he is glad he thought to purchase a bag of chips from a vendor in front of the station. It is night. The bus engine is loud and the music plays loudly and the bus moves quickly along the highway, leaning heavily this way and that, while the passengers doze or sit quietly. A few babies’ cries occasionally punctuate the air.

As the bus moves north the air becomes warmer and he removes his jacket and later his long-sleeved shirt. He eats the chips and the second lollipop for his dinner. He finishes his bottled water. He closes his eyes to the night.




He walked in a vast desert and the sharp thorns of cacti pushed through the soles of the cheap plastic sandals he wore. His feet and ankles tore and he felt blood running out of the wounds. The ocotillo and mesquite scratched his arms and face, and a creosote plane spread out before his eyes. How far is it, he asked, where are you going? She was walking ahead of him in the near distance and he could see although it was night and although it was unlighted. She was naked. He saw her light-brown hair, her lovely body: the long thin legs and narrow hips and wide shoulders and then the flat plane of her belly and her small breasts. She was a runner and she had been running across the hot sand. Her bright body flew ahead of him like a flash of light across the western sky. A beacon.

We will reach the southern border soon! she called out. Do you still love me?

Then his father appeared before him and he looked robust as he had before he got sick and too thin. Son, his father said, it is just a bit farther. Don’t forget the migra are mosquitoes and to bring your red hat, it will protect you during the hot days from the hot sun, one hundred and eighteen degrees in summer. They will bite. And remember to fill up your water bottle.

Papá, he said, you have not died any longer?



Chht. He startles and opens his eyes and checks that his green pack is still secure on his lap and all the zippers are sealed tight. Everything is okay. He looks at his watch and sees it’s almost midnight as the bus turns into a small outdoor depot with one streetlamp illuminated in front of a metal awning. Through the window he can see four scantily dressed young girls in high heels standing beneath a ficus tree in the otherwise empty terminal. The passengers slowly disembark and Emilio breathes in the warm night air for a moment when he steps down. He approaches one of the girls, her dark eyes covered over in dark makeup, her black hair loose down her back, and he asks her if she knows of a reasonably priced hostel nearby. She says four blocks away on 5th Street there are several, and points in the direction he should walk.

I can show you the way? she says.

Sorry, I have a girlfriend, he says.

The young girl laughs and the top row of her silver metal-capped teeth flashes briefly inside the shadows the leaves of the ficus make.



Emilio walks quickly in the darkness of the new moon night, worried about the dollars in his shoes and the unfamiliar streets of Tecún Umán. He sees a streetlamp ahead of him and eventually a sign for the Tikal Residence. He pushes the buzzer on the intercom by the metal door.

Do you have anything for tonight?

How many are you?

One.

I only have a bed in a room with three others. Thirty quetzales.

Yes, okay, he says. He thinks: I’m tired, it’s late, I want to lie down.

A bare-chested boy in shorts and plastic sandals opens the door and says this way. Emilio walks up a dim stairwell to the second-floor landing where a fat middle-aged man waits and takes a quick and close look at him. The fat-bellied man nods him into his office, which is little more than a room with a metal folding chair and a small wooden table and an old television on the top of it. A freestanding oscillating fan runs on high speed from one corner, but the room is nonetheless hot and stuffy. The TV is tuned to a syndicated American police show dubbed into Spanish.

Pay now, the manager says.

Emilio reaches into his pocket and takes out a fifty quetzales bill and hands the money over, relieved it isn’t too expensive.

It’s the last door on your left at the end of the hallway. The three in there are already sleeping, but one of the bunk beds is still unoccupied. If you want to shower in the morning, it’ll be seven more. The manager hands him his change and goes back to watching his television show.

Emilio walks down the dimly lit hallway that smells strongly of insect repellant and mold and he finds and opens the door the manager had indicated. Three heads pop up from their beds.

What do you want? one says. From his accent Emilio can tell he’s not Guatemalan or Mexican.

I paid for a night.

Okay, idiot, then come in quickly and close the door. We’ve been up for nearly twenty hours. With that the man turns over and goes back to sleep and the other two heads relax again beneath the shells of their blankets.

Emilio climbs up onto the top bunk he saw was empty when the door opened and let in a quadrangle of light. He can feel a foam mattress and a blanket beneath him in the darkness, but no sheets. He takes off his backpack and puts it at the head of the bed to use as his pillow and he takes off his shoes and puts them next to him by the wall. He removes his red baseball cap. He lies on top of the blanket and it smells rank and musty and he says goodnight to himself inside of himself and closes his eyes. In that darkness he sees her before him: blue-eyed and smiling. And then, inevitably, as they have each night for the past two and a half weeks other images rise in his mind as if on a documentary reel, and he sees his mother and sisters inside their house on Carleton Street, his bed with its large grey coverlet, the living room and its west-facing bay window to the tree-lined street. The loop continues and includes his Aunt Lourdes tonight and her concrete two-room abode, how she tried to make him feel welcome and comfortable despite his low spirits, and Anselmo who said that in time he’d get used to the life here. I’ll show you, cousin, how to prepare the soil for maize, I’ll take you up the sacred mountain, he promised, as his two young children ran around them in circles in the central plaza, the long white sticks of their lollipops dancing up and down in their mouths.

Emilio tries to put the images out of his mind into another room down the long hallway of his imagination (he closes the door), and get some sleep. For a brief moment, however, he wishes he too were a believer like his mother and sisters and great-aunt and his cousin Anselmo and that he might pray and ask for particular outcomes. It is hot and stuffy in the room and he can hear the man who chastised him earlier snoring softly from the lower bunk. But he cannot, because he has never believed in God.
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