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War Is Not Only An External Conflict

I did not live during the time of war,

But my mother has told me the stories.

Stories of brutality, anger, ignorance.

Inexplicable and inexcusable actions of immorality.

Of how soldiers of our own country,

The people who should have protected,

Were the ones who came to our Mayan villages,

Who burnt the homes to the earth, 

And then burnt the earth, and all that was on it.

Piles of scorch and ash dotted the Guatemalan countryside.

Pits contained bodies of friends, relatives, loved ones.

Why they came I cannot be sure.

My people caused no grievance to these governments officials, these belligerent citizens.

My family toiled these lands for thousands of years.

Peacefully, serenely, farmed the land.

We did no wrong.

But they came anyway.

My mother still recalls the screams of the town

When the government soldiers came that summer day.

The confusion, the chaos,

Swirls of bodies and smoke engulfing the atmosphere.

The snap of bones under the soldiers’ boots, 

Shots of rifles echoing through the village and off the mountains,

Bright red waterfalls gushing forth from the place where now-severed limbs were once secured.

The blaze of bodies set aglow, reeking of gasoline.

My mother was forced to stand and watch

As her own mother was brutally murdered.

Slicing open her growing stomach,

Killing in the process the little sister that my mother would now never know.

The blood spilling forth,

Staining my mother as she held her dying family in her arms.

This pattern was repeated hundreds of thousands of times over.

Populations fell, villages were erased from the countryside,

Our country became almost unrecognizable.

Women and children and men alike were considered subversive.

And because of these assumptions, horrific tortures rained down like hailstones upon the lives of my people.

Kidnapped, causing mysterious disappearances that tore apart the hearts of countless families.

Beaten until the faces became unrecognizable beneath the streaming, bloody masks.

Murdered and slain any way and with anything that could be found.

Raped and stripped of their dignity by officials of no integrity.

Burned if they refused to cave to the forces that seek to suppress and shackle, but condemned if they did submit. 

And for what?

What was accomplished through all of this?

The harboring of the future of Guatemala?

The destroying of hundreds of thousands of innocents’ futures?

The striking of fear into the citizens who survived these atrocities?

The loss of faith in our government?

And what has been done about it?

Nothing.

Laws of amnesty protect these criminals.

There is no justice.

They still get to roam free

And haunt our city’s streets, continuing their hate crimes.

And just because I am a woman,

The men who run this country feel no call to instill laws 

That will protect me, my family, my community, or my country.

For these crimes toward us are of no concern to them.

There is no penalty, no security.

And because there are no laws to protect me from the rapists, murderers, and felons,

I must fear every time I step foot outside my front door.

Whether on my way to school, the market, or down the street to a neighbor’s,

Every step is taken with care, in case lurking eyes watch from the shrubbery.

On this particular day as I walk down the street,

I see an old man sitting on his front porch.

A scar extends across his cheek.

He looks at me with disgust.

I shiver.

Is this the man who tortured my grandmother,

Killed my unborn aunt?

Does he plan horrors that impend over me, just because I am Mayan, and a woman?

Am I tempting fate, just by being present on the dusty road?

Just a few yards down,

Innocent toddlers play in their yard as their mother slaps tortillas.

Their bare feet kick up dust from the dry earth, 

Grubby hands clutch tree branches as they try to climb,

Thin dark hair sticks to sweaty foreheads as the tropical sun bears down on them.

I glance back at the man on the porch, then back at the children.

What kind of world will they have to grow up in?

Must they live in fear, in anxiety?

Must they live in constant watch of their lives and integrity?

I think ahead into the future,

About children that will one day be mine.

How can I let them grow up in this state?

This state of uncertainty that is present because the war is not really over.

Can I let that happen?

No. 

But what difference can I make?

What can I do that will make a difference in the lives of my people?

Can I find a way to stay strong, to be courageous?

I must.

For if I don’t, how many more lives will be lost? 

