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Land of Beauty and Blood 






The trip involved a lot of preparation, which included gathering supplies: ponchos, waterproof boots, flashlights, and sleeping bags for nights in mile-high mountains. A prescription for malaria pills had to be filled and a typhoid shot received. When the time came, Zoe and Tod boarded flights from different ends of the country and met at the Miami airport.

“What a way to have a reunion!” exclaimed Zoe as they hugged. 

“En route to an exotic land. It should be exciting,” promised Tod.

There wasn’t time for much conversation, for their connecting flight was already boarding.

They buckled in, with Zoe taking the window seat. “It’s almost surreal getting reacquainted as we fly across the Gulf of Mexico. It’s been some years.”

“And you don’t look a bit different,” said Tod.

“Don’t tell me I have the same old Plain Jane face.”

“You look fine — more mature. It’s great to be with an old friend.”

“You look good yourself, but I see a stress line or too.”

The plane took off after a delay. “We’re finally up,” said Tod.

The clouds were immense and billowy over a gulf that was calm and vast. Zoe was glued to the window. “So much sunlight and blue as far as you can see. It feels like we’re riding on top of the world, to journey to a different time.” 

“You’re waxing poetic,” Tod remarked. “But I think you’re right. It will be a different time.”

A few minutes into the flight, Zoe pointed. “Look, there’s Cuba.” A cigar-shaped island thinned its way back into the horizon.  

“It’s amazing when you think about it,” reflected Tod. “Just across the Gulf, much closer than California, we’ll be visiting people whose way of life has stayed the same for hundreds, even thousands of years. We’ll be sleeping in a village with thatched huts.”

“Sure beats taking an anthropology class.”






Zoe remembered how the trip had started, their conversation on the phone, almost word for word. “It’s been  five years; it’s hard to believe,” she had said.

Tod didn’t realize it had been that long. “We’ve each gone our own ways. If we didn’t live on different sides of the country, we would have kept up our yearly reunion.”

“Isn’t it sad? We’ve become so absorbed in our careers, my teaching English at a community college and your research with dolphins. I still wish you would try living out west ––we have dolphins there too––but I guess you’re a committed east coaster.”

“I wouldn’t mind having less pressure, and California is a beautiful state. You know, I was thinking the other day about when we would spend entire afternoons together in the underground fort.” 

Zoe sighed. “Yes, I remember too.”

“I still wonder how we came to experience the same things: a talking Sphere, a Rubbery Man who could stretch to another world, and a Rock man who came back to life. And years later, we meet this homeless man named Mac who claimed to be Rock and knew about these worlds too.”

“Yes, I became attached to Mac,” said Zoe. “He gave his life to save the runaway. It’s a mystery how his body disappeared and all.” 

“We’ll never answer that one. Hey, why don’t we go on a trip together?” Tod had suddenly asked. “Let’s make the time, take off a week and go somewhere.”

“Really, Tod? Where?”

“Somewhere different, somewhere far away.” 






Three hours later, they spied the Guatemalan coastline. Soon they were passing over lowlands filled with finger lakes, which abruptly changed to steep mountains ranges, each looking higher and more angular than the last.

“If you stretched this crumpled land out flat, it would be twice its size,” Tod guessed.

Peering out, Zoe wondered, “Where can a plane land in all this? Mountains are all around.”

“Good question. I once talked to a Delta pilot who regularly flew into Guatemala City. He said the approach was tricky—an uphill angle, and you have to come in at low speed because of the surrounding mountains.”

“Thanks for telling me. I’ll sit in the crash position!”

“No worries... They land there every day.”

The landing proved uneventful. After their visas were stamped, they passed through customs and walked out onto the street. Immediately, a child who was begging approached them, and Zoe gave an American dollar.

“Way too much,” said Tod. “Be careful flashing money. Let’s catch a cab.”

They zipped through Zone One over level ground, as Guatemala City was spread out on a plain between volcanoes.

Tod commented, “It’s the only first world city in the country, but the busses look like they all come from the sixties.” 

“Yes, everything looks so different. The bright painted houses, the people’s dress, and the open cafes.”

Tod paid the driver, and they stepped into a small hostel right off the street. An enclosed courtyard filled with exotic plants greeted them. Zoe smelled the orchids and lay in a hammock. “I’m loving it already. It’s relaxing and different––the light here is so bright.” 

“A tropical sun will do that. Let’s wash up and rest awhile,” suggested Tod. “Then we can  explore the city.”

Two hours later, they were walking through Central Plaza bounded by the old Spanish Cathedral and the Presidential Palace. Soldiers, not much older than teenagers, were posted at intervals and carrying machine guns.

“It’s scary,” said Tod. “It reminds you the country is still largely run by the army.”

They stopped for coffee at a café, and Zoe picked up a newspaper. “Wow! Look at this headline. An American anthropologist was slain in the city last week. He was investigating the refugee camps.”

“Oh yes, I forgot to mention. Guatemala is called the Land of Beauty and the Land of Blood.” 
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Indigenous Guide 






“It’s so beautiful,” said Zoe, staring out the bus window. They were speeding towards Coban, with steep green mountains rising from either side, one after the other. “Guatemala City was too first world for me, although the market was great with all its brilliant fabrics.”

Tod agreed. “Yeah, it’s good to be out of the polluted capital. When we reach Coban, we’ll be in a town on the Spanish old-world scale. And from there, remote mountains and villages.” 

“Not too remote, please. We’ll have a guide, at least––you promised.”

“An indigenous man who knows Mayan ways. It should be interesting.” 

After five hours of fast driving and hairpin turns, the bus pulled into Coban. The town’s central square was festooned with trees that bloomed pink and aqua-blue birds which squawked.

“We made good time,” said Tod. “We’re looking for an older man named Manuel. He’ll be wearing a red bandana. We’re early, so let’s get a bite to eat first.” 

They lunched at a small restaurant, keeping their eye on the square. Afterwards, they planted themselves on a bench. After several minutes, Zoe became worried. “Maybe we should find a place to stay on our own.”

“It’s been less than an hour. Remember, it’s a different pace here. We’re supposed to meet around midafternoon, and there’s still a lot of light left.” 

They got up and walked about the Square. Zoe struck up a conversation with an older man who was sitting nearby, translating the Spanish for Tod. She found out a few things about Coban. Last month some American soldiers had come to the town and helped build a school. 

“I didn’t know American soldiers built schools,” Tod wondered. 

“It’s not because we don’t have builders,” said the man. “It’s their way of letting us know who has power.”

The Guatemalan talked about the past war, the horrors of the Civil Patrol, and how some of his own family members had been killed. “And now I am free to go about where I will.”

Tod suddenly noticed the man had a dark red baseball cap by his side. “Manuel?” asked Tod. 

“Manuel,” the man finally introduced himself. 

After exchanging a few pleasantries, he suggested they stay at a hotel that was just ahead, where two roads met at an acute angle. 

“The Hotel de Rosario,” read Zoe.

Manuel escorted them less than a block away into a beautiful enclosed garden with large red flowers and hammocks that swung between the poles on the porch. After the two checked in, Manuel began to leave.

“Where do you stay?” asked Zoe. 

“Outside, an old habit of mine when I travel,” Manuel replied. “I’ll meet you in the city square in the morning.” 

After he had left, Zoe asked Tod, “Do you think Manuel is homeless?”

Tod lay back in a hammock. “He probably lives nearby. Wow, this is great! What
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