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Guatemala: The Lines of Her Palm

Luis Cardoza y Aragón

Translated by Michelle Suderman

I. A MOUTHFUL OF POLLEN

The Prime of My Life

On October 20, 1944, the revolution that was transforming Guatemala reached boiling point, and I crossed the border on the twenty-second. A plane dropped us off in Tapachula, Mexico. The pilot had wanted to warn us, but at the same time, avoid upsetting us. He was worried, and I think he read the papers the following day fearing he would find some tragic news item about us. On saying our good-byes, the simplicity of his manliness found, Mexicanly, the right words. He said to us, earnest and forthright, “Don’t be carried away by the tiznada.” 
We continued on to Tuxtla Chico—very near the dividing line itself—to have our travel documents stamped. I had decided to make this radical change in the space of a few seconds, in the Mexican capital. Carrying very light and improvised baggage, I cut ages off my life. Just a few months earlier, along with some newfound friends who had recently arrived as exiles in Mexico City, I had taken certain steps while awaiting developments in Guatemala. With them, and with a gun in hand, I returned to my homeland. News of the situation was garbled. The border detachment did not place any obstacles in our way on entering the country. We were prepared to do anything. 
[…]

Due to the political violence, my mother was living in anguish over my return. She ached with my presence and with my absence, a very old woman now, bowed down with the years, very active and her alert head completely white. In the afternoon I caught a bus on the Guatemala City–Antigua route. I remembered the road I had traveled on foot and on horseback, by bicycle, stagecoach or automobile, in every one of its bends and mountains, ravines and villages, groves of trees and tiny plants. Toward dusk, the vehicle was nearing the entrance to my town, the Matasano Bridge that spans the absent Pensativo River. The first houses came into view, washed in bright quicklime colors, the clay tile roofs spotted with mold, the cobbled street, La Concepción fountain, the convent and the church. Across the street, my grandparents’ house, door ajar, allowing me a glimpse of the garden where, as a child, I went on expeditions and played circus along with unforgettable friends, while my pretty girl cousins smiled at our childish feats. When I got off the bus at the corner closest to home, I recognized the stones worn down by my own shoes, the silence, the stains on the Cathedral walls, the gutters, the windows. I remembered the design on the cement walks of my house with complete accuracy. And standing before the door I had not passed through in so many years, I remembered the latchkey, short and round, and how to turn it to open the latch; the knocker’s little hand, the mail slot, the wood, the cord to open the door without knocking. At the end of the street, the perfect triangle of the Agua Volcano, enormous, serene and blue, as always, not a single gray hair on its head, a cloud adorning the peak, golden in the afternoon sun. I pulled on the cord, pushed the door open, and entered with my heart in my mouth.


The little dog—so very, very old—announced my arrival and approached, tired and belligerent, to stop me. Silently, my brother Rafael appeared. We embraced and said nothing to each other. Having taken two steps across the threshold of my home, I was overcome by tears. It was all too much. My mother came down the passageway, slowly, stooping, nearly blind. She already knew it had to be me. She was sobbing with joy, with worry, with who knows how many things, as I, too, was sobbing. This was sweetest embrace of my life, and at that instant, it was worthwhile dying, it was worthwhile living. She felt overwhelmed, and we did not have to say a word to each other. Embracing her, I guided her a few steps further, to sit together on the ancient conventual bench in the passageway, facing the garden her own hands tended. I was a young boy again, next to my mother, in my old childhood home. I stretched out on the bench and laid my head on her lap. She drew me close and I do not know how long we stayed that way, silent, our eyes motionless on the vines and geraniums, her hand resting on my head, stroking it, slowly, from time to time. I still feel her hand as I did then, in the most intense and peaceful and infinitely tender caress. If I had not experienced those indescribable moments in Antigua, in my parents’ house, I would have missed the prime of my life. 

Selected translations from Luis Cardoza y Aragón. Guatemala: Las líneas de su mano. Ciudad de México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1955.
