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Qué son esas cosas
Que brillan en el cielo?
Pregunté a mi mamá.
Abejas, me contestó.
Desde entonces cada noche,
Mis ojos comen miel.

What are those things
That shine in the sky?
I asked my mother.
Bees, she answered me.
Every night since then,
My eyes eat honey.

Humberto Ak’Abal, Mayan poet
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Offer the past from mouth to mouth
Quetzalcoatl, Aztec god.
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Prologue

‘Buenas dias.’ ‘Buenas dias.’ ‘Buenas dias, y bienvenidos.’
Forty-eight work-worn hands appear from within cotton shawls to brush mine in welcome, before the women take their place patiently underneath a prickly mesquite tree beside a rubble wall sprouting cactus. People occasionally step over a tumbledown section of this wall and make their way up the steep stony road. A pack of slinking dogs appears at our arrival and they prowl around the perimeter of the group, their patchy muzzles lifted hopefully. The women hiss and make as if to throw stones, and the dogs yelp dramatically and cower away, nosing around in the shade and settling themselves a little distance away, like hyenas. The vertebrae in their skinny spines jut up under their fur like the sharp-ridged hills on the horizon.

There are two plastic chairs and I am sitting on one of them, at a plastic table. A pile of savings books grows on the desk. I can hardly speak any Spanish yet but I can add up, so I’ve been given the task of calculating interest in these books. Savings: eighty pesos. Interest: fifty centavos. There are a hundred centavos to the peso, so that princely sum of interest is about … seven cents Australian.

As I finish, I hand back the savings books and the women quickly, politely, check the figure and tuck the books back in their apron pockets.

It’s extremely hot, but nobody is complaining. An old man hobbles by with a donkey, weighed down with two big plastic drums of water, and everybody murmurs a greeting towards him as he moves past.

Next to us is a windowless cement-block building, about five metres square. My workmate, talking to me in a fluid river of Spanish, points to it, explaining something.

‘Kind-air,’ she is repeating. Could this little place roofed in scrap iron be a kindergarten? She points down the hill, to the next town about fifteen minutes away, and from the ribbon of language issuing from her mouth I recognise one of the few words I know: escuela. School.

I can’t believe my first guess could be right, though. Surely the building’s some kind of storeroom or shed. The following month, when I will find myself here again, the door to the tiny building will be pushed open and a roomful of five-year-olds will spill out, carrying their plastic chairs for a game of musical chairs on the cobbled street. Boys and girls, they will all be dressed in crisp gingham aprons over their clean, cut-down clothes. When I peek into the room, I will see that one dim, suspended globe lights the whole room. They have no music, so their teacher will stand with her back to them, clapping and stopping at random as they march around the chairs. They will be giggling their heads off.

Today is my first day ‘working’ in a rural development organisation and microcredit cooperative – a bank for peasant farmers and their families. Of the nine thousand members, nearly all are women and children. On the list in front of me I can just work out the names the savings groups here have given themselves: ‘A Small Dream for the Future’, ‘Pull Together’ and ‘Together We Are Strong’. A sociologist would salivate seeing the cultural iconography that decorates their passbooks: pictures of the Virgin Mary alongside Michael Jordan, the Mexican flag pasted under Mickey Mouse.

It is the figures inside these savings books which make me realise I’m actually here, in impoverished, struggling Latin America, and how vulnerable these people would be to debt exploitation. Most members save two or three pesos a week, collected by the cashier and presented with a long deposit slip of laboriously pencilled signatures, and up to half of those signatures are just Xs.

I look down the savings lists. Purificación is a common name, as is Esperanza. Purification and Hope. There are children named Ezekiel and Angel, Luminosa and Maria de la Guadalupe. I’ve noticed that most people, though, call their children mi vida – my life. We’re a bank for these people, offering them a safe place to save and access to small amounts of credit. Some people owe two thousand pesos, some five thousand, and they are doggedly paying off their debts with every centavo they can scrape together. There are particular repayment conditions for each type of loan, but basically there are five common criteria for borrowing. For people with so little, for whom the equivalent of thirty dollars is a fortune, you know those five criteria are going to represent in microcosm the perceived necessities of life, its catastrophes as well as its small dreams for the future.

At this, my first meeting, someone proudly tells me what these criteria are. You can borrow money to purchase medicines and emergency medical care if somebody is sick or having a baby. You can borrow money for animals, or fencing wire, or roofing iron, or concrete blocks, or anything that can be deemed ‘home improvements’ which help sustain you in terms of providing for yourself. You can borrow for school supplies and expenses involved with getting your kids an education. You can borrow money for fiestas, for the things you need to celebrate feast days, weddings, christenings and so on. And lastly you can borrow money to walk, in a special peregrinación with the other faithful, to distant shrines and cathedrals associated with special holy days. These are the five things considered essential for life and worth getting into debt for: medicine, education, home improvements, fiestas and pilgrimages.

I smile when I hear the last two, and that is my first error in understanding. I am newly arrived, so I don’t see yet how a fiesta could be as crucial as education, or a pilgrimage as necessary as medicine. This is a currency I still have to learn, sitting at that dusty card table adding up pesos. When I do, I will get a glimmer, from these resilient and patient people, of what is truly essential, and who is truly poor.





PEREGRINACIÓN



 

We’ve landed in Mexico City, panting with the high altitude air, dizzy with jet lag, wheezing with the haze of smog and the tang of curing concrete that’s holding together the tenacious shantytowns that stretch into the polluted distance. Twenty-six million people apparently live here – over a quarter of the country’s population. Police with machine guns and blank expressions guard jewellery shops. On one corner stands a group of miserable men in front of boxes of tools and equipment, holding up signs saying ‘Carpenter’ and ‘Plumber’ and ‘Plasterer’ to the passing traffic. We’re in El Centro, in the middle of one of the world’s biggest cities, where only a suicidal fool would try crossing the road, and yet a young waiter, hurrying through the street with a tray piled high with dirty dishes, gives us a broad and dazzling smile.

We make a check-in visit to the Australian embassy and wait in the air-conditioned foyer, reading old Bulletin magazines. Finally someone is free – the second or third assistant secretary, who is in and out of the office during our brief session, picking up the phone several times and scanning papers distractedly.

‘Now, what are you here for again?’

‘We’re … ah … we’re with Australian Volunteers International.’

‘Ah, yes. Volunteers. And you’re off to … ?’

‘A rural development organisation in Querétaro, called URAC.’

‘Got all your details, have we? Copies of all your documentation?’

‘I guess so.’

He nods as he shuffles through a few more papers.

‘How long’s your placement?’

‘Two years.’

‘Great. You’ll enjoy it,’ he says, pushing his papers aside and moving to the door. ‘Easy to get around the country on public transport, very efficient bus service.’ He pauses and gives a little laugh. ‘Or so they tell me. I’ve never actually been on one. Good luck with your work here!’

We’re out of there in five minutes flat, out into the bonewhite sunshine and thin air. We walk to the nearest major intersection, and experimentally hold out our hands. A bus pulls up.

We try to explain in our abysmally garbled tourist Spanish to the driver, who is watching the road like a hawk, where we want to go. He gives a tiny nod, concentrating on a break between the cars ahead. We stagger down the aisle and into the crush of other passengers as the bus negotiates through traffic so dense and roads so convoluted and crowded we’re soon hopelessly disoriented. The bus keeps swerving to the kerb to pick up more and more people, then battling its way back into the morass. Sixty people must get on and off in about ten minutes, and we’re mustering up a few words to ask someone where the hell we are when suddenly the bus swings to a corner and there are a few seconds of stillness. People look at each other.

The driver stands up in his seat and ducks his head back into the bus, searching the crowds of faces until he finally spots us.

‘This is where you want!’ he calls, and waves us off.

He’s right, too. It is.

Less than a year ago, restless for a new challenge, Phil and I had applied to do a volunteer stint anywhere in the world, and the dice have rattled in the cup and tossed us here, in Mexico.

If you bored a hole from the east coast of Australia through the middle of the earth, you’d emerge pretty much where we’ll fetch up – the state of Queretaro, in the high dry plains between the Sierra Madre and the Sierra Gorda.

First, though, we’re on our way south to Cuernavaca for a month’s intensive Spanish lessons and life with a host family. Once there, our new ‘mother’ Esperanza takes us proudly up onto the roof of her cement house to show us a vista of light and sound: the massive Acapulco freeway, along which endless traffic roars like surf, and the distant circle of hills which ring the town, smudgy with air pollution. Twinkling lights pour straight across the city and encroach up those slopes, multiplying exponentially, millions of people busy living and buying and selling and going places.

They laugh happily when you mention the population of their country (98 million) and widen their eyes when you mention Australia’s. If Mexico’s GDP were measured in children, the economy would be humming along.

There are people everywhere, crammed into buses and spilling onto pavements, wedged around corners in flapping tarpaulin-covered market stalls, people eating and drinking and turfing their wrappings behind them, and everywhere, in their wake, are vast piles of disposable drink containers and plastic bottles and mountains of polystyrene boxes.

To think we used to bother separating the paper and bottles out for recycling back home! Here everything is disposable, and garbage dumps can be seen from space. There are dogs everywhere, too, belonging to nobody, skinny and scarred and rooting through that garbage. There’s not a green, empty space anywhere.

Walking to the language school of a morning through the headache early glare in this hot, gritty, scrappy town, I fight down private feelings of panic. How can I live here? Here amid these teeming crowds, the plastic tarps and festering rubbish piles and hot, dust-laden wind?

How can I possibly learn this blunt, convoluted language, when my head feels packed like a vacuum cleaner with over-stimulus, dust, monoxide and homesickness?

All night long, as I lie in bed wondering what we’re doing here, the heavy-vehicle traffic drones past to Acapulco.

During the day the hills are barely visible, lost in a haze of smog beyond rooftops, cement block walls and a  tangle of television aerials. More people building more cement houses over crumbling old walls, thousands upon thousands of people straining for a place to live, jockeying for elbow room. Optimistic reinforcing rods bristle from every roof, to build on a second storey at some dreamed-for point in the future. For now, in this wrecked and stalled economy, they’re growing red with rust.

Big, neurotic dogs live miserable lives on these flat roofs, chained up to gas tanks or concrete slabs, pacing and barking endlessly as you toil up and down the street below.

At the school, which practises an odd archaic version of total immersion, nobody speaks a word of English to explain the verb declensions and grammatical forms, the conditions surrounding the seven or eight different tenses. How can I live here? How will I ever express myself?

Hot, sick and dizzy, after each day in class I collapse at home to puzzle over our copious homework and hold painfully trivial conversations with Esperanza and Hector over the dining-room table. Esperanza places her two-year-old grandson Julio in my arms and even he stares at me with grave, obsidian eyes like I was something from outer space. Then his strong little neck turns away from me and his fat hands grab at a toy car, already bored with me.

‘Legs,’ says Esperanza in Spanish, grasping his plump brown calves lovingly. ‘Feet.’

She touches them both reverently. The baby, a butterball of energy, squirms in my arms, here and alive and demanding.

At sunset I go up on the roof again, trying to come to terms with those lights, a burgeoning, blazing carpet of hungry, jostling humanity, its growing edge creeping up to devour the hills like a burning field.

Tongue-tied and wordless, I remember something long forgotten – the language of gesture. I find my hands again, flailing like someone playing charades. I watch fascinated as one of our tutors describes, in three eloquent, fluid movements, how her husband had got drunk and smashed the car. I find myself letting my fingers do the walking across a cafe counter as I flounder to explain that I want a coffee to go, to carry, to take away. I file away that it’s perfectly acceptable (if you’re a man) to spit, scratch or adjust your crotch in public, but is the height of rudeness to stretch or yawn.

On a bus, we lurch to a halt in the middle of a line of traffic and the driver extends an arm out the window to beckon to a girl in a shoe shop, calling something to her as drivers behind him lean on their horns. Oblivious, he makes a leisurely examination of the cowboy boot she shows him, checks the price, hands it back, shrugs, puts the bus back into gear and drives on. The girl ducks casually through the traffic with the boot, places it back on display, and takes up her place behind the counter again.

At the massive intersections vendors wander through the gridlocked traffic, selling drinks and chewing gum, rear-vision mirror ornaments, fruit, newspapers. Adults and children sell rubber masks of Carlos Salinas, the  recently disgraced ex-president. To advertise the masks they wear them, so startling little versions of Salinas slip through the traffic, holding up extra masks like severed heads. It’s probably what most of the country would like to see in reality – the man himself is currently living it up in Ireland, leaving Mexico’s economy all but collapsed. How does it all function, this massive chaotic wheel, this huge hungry machine?

Maybe it’s the oxygen depletion, but I can’t sleep. Lying awake, I begin to understand the length of the average working day a little better. Long after midnight I hear the soft sound of a broom sweeping outside, and long before dawn I hear the faint bicycle horn of the man who sells corn tamales from a huge urn mounted on the front of his bike, labouring up the hills laden with the weight of hand-to-mouth.

At the pharmacy up the road, behind a wall of steel mesh protecting the packets of Pampers, soap and shampoo, a teenager slumps exhaustedly at the counter, her head in her arms. Others stand behind stalls of pirate cassettes, souvenir T-shirts or soft drink, arranging the Coke, Fanta and Sprite in a tricolour pyramid. In a plastic tub, six cans rest on a block of ice, keeping cold. Behind the stall there is a deep eroded gully where rivulets of water from slowly melting ice have flowed for who knows how long. Who brings the ice? Who sells them the cans? Why aren’t they at school?

We are desperate to make sense of it all, to ask questions, to learn what’s going on, but our exchanges remain stilted, skittering around on the surface. ‘Do you like coffee?’ ‘Yes, I like it.’ ‘Have you a pen?’ ‘Yes, here it is.’

Across the freeway lies a massive Kmart and I go there one afternoon to buy some sunglasses. Vast food aisles are filled with monster fruit and vegetables, polystyrene trays loaded with seafood and chicken, a speciality ice-cream bar managed by a sad-eyed boy in a white jacket. The slightly rotting smell of cut papaya permeates everything.

All around this gargantuan barn of produce and outdoor furniture and shelves of pancake mix and pantyliners and US cosmetics and breakfast cereals wander furtive-looking gringos, surveying their imported kingdom and flicking surreptitiously through Time magazine.

I see something new: middle-class Mexicans shopping for treats. They pass through the check-outs carrying bizarrely fake-looking celebration cakes luridly decorated with stripes, flowers and Mickey Mouse. I follow them to the cake section. A wall of multistoried confections await us – like triple-tiered models of the Pentagon, only supported with miniature Grecian columns and designed by Barbara Cartland. I don’t know it yet, but over the next two years I will eat my share of these cakes and pretend to find them delicious.

I learn later why so many people are purchasing them. It is the week leading up to Semana Santa, Holy Week, culminating in Easter Sunday, the most important celebration of the year. On Good Friday we’re up early – not to scoff chocolate eggs, but to watch a TV replay of the amazing sight  of a million people clustered in and around the main plaza in Mexico City (could this be right – a million people?), watching a staged crucifixion of several white-robed, thorncrowned Mexican actors.

The main Jesus had given a TV press conference earlier in the week, flanked by two agents and surrounded by media microphones. He was in costume, and in character. Despite being garbed in a white robe, a rather cumbersome wig and a crown of thorns, the actor had answered questions from the press with a pensive, Saviour-like calm, at one point tiredly pushing his askew wig back into place.

Not one person in the press conference or in the little sitting room where I sat transfixed by this bizarre theatre seemed to find it at all farcical, blasphemous or strange. Christ’s press conference! Movie rights already sold! The agents, in mirror sunglasses, munched tacos and nodded as Jesus reiterated soulfully, with a kind of world-weary resignation, the mysteries of the resurrection.

And now, in the telecast, the actor is giving an Oscarworthy performance, a De Niro performance, as he falls for the third time on the way to Calvary. He screams as costumed guards flay him with dye-impregnated ropes, rolls his eyes in divine anguish as they pretend to drive the nails home. People in the crowd shriek in grief and sorrow, many women collapsing in hysterics. Footage shows ambulance officers rushing to assist them as they writhe in cathartic agony on the ground.

The crowd makes an indescribable sea of swaying humanity. Five or six Christs are hoisted onto crucifixes. Behind them, the sulphurous smudge of the polluted Mexico City horizon forms an apocalyptic backdrop. We sit watching it, trying to align this universe with our own.

During Semana Santa in towns all over Latin America re-enactments are being played out, and it’s not unheard of, as in the Philippines, for those portraying Jesus to request that they really be nailed by the hands and feet, to better experience the suffering of the Saviour.

It’s hard not to feel a bit like an amateur anthropologist, observing these vast cultural eccentricities. They are so strange, so fervent, and I am so much of a sectarian outsider, confronted by a vision of the Catholic Church distilled over four hundred years into this intoxicating brew of drama and excess.

I watch the telecast frozen with an outsider’s fascination as the women on the screen scream for the actor playing Jesus to reach out and bless them, and penitents fling themselves to the ground choking with grief. This is no anaemic, homogenised Easter church service, fitted in between hot cross buns and King of Kings on the midday movie. Instead, the line between reality and fantasy seems to have run; something deeply primal is going on, and I observe it uneasily as I sip my cup of tea.

I’m about to learn, though, that it’s impossible to remain a bystander for long, impossible to continue feeling, as the Mexican proverb says on my ‘Common Idioms’ sheet, ‘ como perro en barrio ajeno’ – like a dog in a neighbour’s yard.

On the Sunday, we’re invited to the tiny town of Chiconcuac for a day’s celebration of something called El Brinco del Chinelos. According to my dictionary, this roughly translates as the ‘Leaping of the Kings’. Totally mystified, I can only load my camera and wait.

A van full of people picks us up and we travel on dirt roads past corn and bean fields to the town, the warm chatter and laughter of the other passengers flowing all around me and straight over my head. Once there, we head for the main square, always the centre of action in any Mexican village, where a strange sight awaits us. Swaying from the trees are two huge papier-mâché and wire armature figures, one looking like a tall thin Spider-Man with horns and a demonic grin, wreathed with fireworks, and the other a black-haired, big-nosed woman frozen into a posture of the flamenco. And milling around the square, with that submerged excitement of a crowd knowing they are about to have the time of their lives, is what looks like every inhabitant from miles around.

About a hundred of them are dressed in outfits which take your breath away. Children and adults alike, they wear full-length velvet cloaks of brilliant purple, green and scarlet, trimmed with ostrich feathers and embroidered with sequinned pictures of eagles, Aztec warriors and the Virgin Mary. Some of them have plastic dolls and cartoon character heads sewn onto the shoulders. It is like the Royal Opera on mescaline. Each figure wears a vast hat in the shape of  a huge flowerpot, sombreros with the wide brims turned up and disguised with vivid velveteen. If the robes are sumptuously decorated, these hats would stop the Melbourne Cup.

They are roped with sequins and strings of artificial pearls and diamanté, decorated with more panels of pictures worked painstakingly in mirror-beads which glitter in the hot morning sun.

Giant ostrich feathers, dyed hot pink and lurid orange, bob from the crowns as they stroll around. Most eye-catching of all, every person attired in these costumes wears a mask with red-painted cheeks, staring blue or green eyes and jutting, stylised goatee beards in yellow and brown wool. Who are these people? They are a satirical impersonation of the Spanish conquistadors, whose unnerving blue eyes and yellow hair, pompous royal garb and over-the-top courtly fashion so fascinated the indigenous Mexicans over four hundred years ago. They are, with their Aztec symbols and glittering finery, a mocking response to the plundering conquerors, whose blood is mixed with indigenous ‘Indian’ blood in every person in the square. They are the Chinelos.

‘Is there going to be a parade?’ I ask Hector, and he laughs.

‘Oh, yes,’ he says, with the tone of someone enjoying a private joke, ‘there will be a parade. But first we must destroy Judas.’

He points to the red and white papier-mâché figure, threaded through with red, cartoon-dynamite fireworks.

He’s clearly El Diablo, the Devil himself, but the big J on his chest also identifies him with the treacherous Judas, who set the wheels in motion for Christ’s betrayal and crucifixion. And now that Jesus has risen from the dead, it appears that the Devil has got his comeuppance and is about to be blown to smithereens. As we watch, two young men approach the figure and light a fuse.

With a roar like a twenty-four-gun salute, fireworks like strings of miniature gelignite sticks, fireworks that look like something the Coyote used to lob at the RoadRunner – fireworks, surely, long banned in Australia – all detonate and hurl fiery debris into the air and into the crowd. Everyone leaps backwards, laughing and heedless. The luckless Devil explodes into flames, and everyone cheers for the triumph of Jesus, the victory of good over evil. We cheer too – why not? – ears ringing and eyes smarting with smoke and cordite. As the Devil falls smouldering to the ground, a wreck of his former self, small boys rush howling with excitement from the crowd and kick the remnants of the figure to pieces, souveniring the nose and the horns to general laughter and encouragement. Evil has been conquered! Goodness has endured!

There is a rush of reckless adrenaline through all of us; we cheer and clap like prisoners released. The Chinelos gather in the centre of the crowd in the square, bearing tall, colourful fringed flags on poles. There is some commotion as the local band, with its tubas, drums and trombones, fights its way through the press of people to join them.

The excitement in the air now is palpable, barely containable. The band assembles itself solemnly at the head of the Chinelos and raises its instruments.

What am I expecting? Some sedate march around the square so we can all admire the costumes? A kind of Easter parade, Australian primary school circa 1975? A quaint folkloric dance which has passed through the generations? The truth is, nothing I am capable of expecting can match the extraordinary moment when the exuberant trumpets blast and the Chinelos, old and young, big and small, begin to leap.

A wave of energy ripples through the crowd, radiating from the Chinelos. They dance as if possessed, twirling, spinning, leaping high into the air, and the possession takes hold of everyone. The crowd leaps too, whooping with excitement, dancing for the victory of Christ’s resurrection.

The Chinelos whirl like dervishes, and their eagles and Aztec warriors shimmer with triumph. Somehow, I can see, the dance is mocking the prancing Spanish royalty, the cloaks stamped with the symbols of a culture’s stubborn survival over its invaders.

Twirling their flags, they dance as if furiously stamping on the grave of a vanquished force.

In their midst rises the tall, green-robed, papiér-mâché woman, and I can see now that she too is a figure of fun, a caricature of the big-nosed Spanish ladies of the court who accompanied the conquistadors to the New World. Now somebody is inside her, making her dance a mincing, hilarious flamenco above the bobbing feathers of the Chinelos. She spins drunkenly, hand wired above her head, her smile fixed and bared, her cheeks rouged exaggeratedly red, brass rings in her ears. She is one of the Mojigangas, called the Green Woman, and I learn that she has danced here in Chiconcuac with the Chinelos for more years than in living memory, and she will dance with them during every day of Holy Week this year too. Then she too is burnt, after Pascua ends next Saturday, and made afresh, resurrected, next year.

Near me, a Chinelo who can’t be more than six years old, incongruous in his bearded mask, springs wildly on either leg in time to the music. His costume is black and sequinned with panels of Christ and the Virgin, with plastic dolls’ heads sewn around the shoulders. I see that the black velvet is faded to a silvery grey, that the foundation to this outfit is generations old. His strong little arms, emerging through the sleeves, punch the air with abandon, with vengeance, with joy.

The band begins to move off down the street and the crowd pours after it, thronging around the Chinelos like they were a victory team. Everybody, everybody is dancing. Staid grandmothers dancing with their granddaughters, old men in clean pressed shirts and blindingly white cowboy hats, fathers jogging ecstatic toddlers on their shoulders. Hector catches my eye and grins broadly, shuffling his feet in a kind of parade rumba.

He points out Esperanza, nimbly waltzing off with his brother, and gazes at her adoringly before grasping my arm.

‘Thirty years of marriage,’ he suddenly beams, amazingly, in halting English, ‘and still in life! No … love! I love she!’

People throw their heads back and shout, jumping along the hot street, following the infectious melody of the band. Caught up in the middle of the press of people, I find my hand caught by a Chinelo, and inside the mask glimpse the beaming face of Beto, the local doctor I have met earlier.

‘Hey hey!’ Beto laughs with sheer delight as he wheels me around. We stamp and whoop and spin. I have never felt such an outpouring of undiluted glee as I dance through that sweltering heat, over the rough cobbles of the road, through streets poor and run-down but bright with bougainvillea spilling over walls and fluttering paper streamers strung overhead. I see Phil, taller than all the Mexicans by a head and a half, pulled into the throng and disappearing into a river of velvet, ostrich feathers and black, shining hair.

I dance and forget to be an observer, forget I can’t speak Spanish, forget to take photographs to record these interesting cultural moments.

My phrasebook, thank God, is back in the van, along with my sunscreen and spare rolls of film. Never have they seemed such useless appendages. I dance in and among the Chinelos, laughing with the teenage boys, with the elderly man who nods charmingly as if we have met outside church and who extends a hand gnarled with a lifetime’s work to take mine. At the head of the parade the Green Woman wheels and curtseys us into a lane, where the band stops and the crowd takes a breather, resting under trees and panting.

The Chinelos take off their hats and masks – their hair  is pasted to their heads with sweat. From all sides I am offered tiny ceramic cups of tequila and mescal, and as they burn their five-second passage down into my alarmed stomach, the faces around me are wreathed in approving smiles.

‘This again, for the next four days!’ calls Beto, knocking back a tequila. And, singing along with the band which is playing old favourites now, he breaks into the chorus from ‘Celito Lindo’, ‘¡Ay, ay ay, ay! ¡Canta, y no llore!’, his teeth flashing brilliant white in his dark face.

Then the dancing commences again, and there’s no more time to rest until we are seated in the garden of Hector’s brother-in-law’s cousin. The women of the family keep arriving through the kitchen doors with lunch, drinking beers, shaking hands and getting kissed.

Hector explains patiently in slow Spanish that during the Semana Santa celebrations there is an unspoken rule of hospitality, where everybody in town ‘keeps their gate open’ – an open house where anybody, friend or stranger, is welcome to visit and eat. All along the long tables on the patio, distant relatives of Hector drink our health and hug us like long-lost cousins.

As we weave our way, giggling faintly, over to the afternoon’s entertainment of bullroping in the local plaza del toro, I see Hector’s claim is true. Every gate in town is open, revealing the hidden courtyards of Mexican villages, invariably shady and carefully swept and full of potted geraniums. In each courtyard are families and friends, their Chinelo costumes removed, eating together at big trestle tables. Radios play crackly music, swelling with emotion and static. Along the streets the faded paper streamers move gently in the heat.

I am assailed with smells: roasting corn, alcohol, sweat, cologne, flowers, drains.

Now that the streets are empty again I notice the way they are unpaved and unsewered, the stray dogs slinking along in the thin shade thrown by the buildings, the crumbling walls and doorways. Distracted with generosity and sequins and dancing, I’ve forgotten again that this is what economists euphemistically call the ‘developing world’.

But how strange that a town with so few choices, such limited freedoms, can celebrate its own doctor leaping down the street in a full-length velvet dress, can refuse with such vehemence to hold a single precious moment of life at arm’s length.

How strange and revealing and uncomplicated for everybody but us, with our anthropologist notes and guidebooks and zoom lenses and nervous smiles. All the time, all we ever have to do is show we can dance, show we can forget ourselves for a moment. Have the grace, like them, to forget about poverty, and celebrate something rich.

It is Holy Week, the biggest week of the year, and people have been saving up for this: for velvet and feathers, for bottles of tequila to show unquestioning hospitality, for enough food to feed whoever might come through your gate.

How awkward we are, we westerners, how wary and overwhelmed, in the face of all this passion. We have forgotten how to laugh in poverty’s face, how to be so recklessly, courageously alive. I’m starting to get it now. I can see that this town, this country, hasn’t forgotten, and knows it can’t afford to forget. Passion – the emotion that knows what we all need, that hates to see you hovering on the outskirts, that welcomes you into its circle with an arm around the shoulder, inviting you through the gate, stranger or compadre. These people claim that passion, sharing it out as generously as everything else they possess.

The bus bumps away, a few of its passengers singing softly. ‘¡Ay, ay ay ay!¡Canta, y no llore!’

I must be listening differently than I do in the classroom, because I understand the words I failed to comprehend earlier: ‘sing, and don’t cry’.

It is Easter, Christ is risen, the Devil is vanquished, and Mexico – trampled, impoverished, suppressed – has survived.

Leap into the air, and laugh with triumph. Sing, and don’t cry.
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Three small children remind me where I am during those first weeks, remind me to pay attention to small things.

The first I don’t see straight away. Buying apples in the market, I see a wooden crate suspended by ropes over vivid pyramids of fruit and vegetables, all polished and  arranged in stacks. The noise rolls around in thunderous waves. One of the women on the stalls reaches up mid-conversation and gives the crate a shove, sending it rocking back and forth over the tomatoes and onions on a swinging trajectory of near misses. Inside the crate is a nest of shawls and inside the shawls is a baby, sound asleep, thumb in mouth, tranquil.

The second is a little boy walking solemnly through a huge concrete estate of flats, holding tightly to his mother’s hand and wearing what he’s made that day in school – a giant Aztec feather headdress, just like the ones worn by the dancers in the plaza in Mexico City. All around him, traffic drones ceaselessly on the nearby freeway. Monoxide shimmers up from the ground. He marches carefully, metre-long striped feathers bobbing in the breeze, as if it were his coronation.

The third is a little girl of about seven in a ragged pink dress, who gets on the bus alone and goes and sits down in the back seat. About five minutes into the journey, a voice like Edith Piaf’s fills the bus – incredibly powerful, throaty and penetrating. It’s the girl, who sings gazing out the window, with her hands folded calmly in her lap. ‘Love, I forget love, don’t talk to me about it now,’ she sings, in a voice that belongs to a world-weary chanteuse, a torch singer. ‘I had it once and now it’s over – everything’s gone.’

The other passengers don’t turn around but nobody seems to speak. Where has this little kid perfected this uncanny sobbing facsimile of a voice, so husky and full of pain? What love could she possibly be remembering, or  is this just flawless mimicry? When we get into town she walks silently down between the seats with her hand cupped in front of her for coins, ready to catch another bus back the other way.

Out of Cuernavaca, with Esperanza shedding tears over our departure, and back into overwhelming Mexico City, laden down with the provisions we thought we would need for this two-year stint – the socks and boots and books. A city this size needs four major bus terminals at each cardinal point, and we pause apprehensively at the North Bus Terminal, before a long line of vehicles. Amid the noise we hear one voice singing a tuneful, carolling list of names. ‘San Juan, San Juan, San Juan del Río! Tequisqui-A-pan! Ezequiel MON-tes! Cadereyta, Cadereyta!’

That’s us. Our destination is in there, in that song. We buy a ticket.

A huge range of buses pull in and out of the terminal. We will get to know them all over time. Some of the buses are superannuated North American school buses from the 1950s, from the Bluebird (‘Your Children’s Safety is Our Concern’) Bus Corporation, now held together with bits of wire and prayer. Others are sprayed gold, Premier Plus Ultra Luxury buses, which provide foot room for persons taller than American schoolchildren and sometimes even complimentary sandwiches and drinks for the passengers. Some luxury buses have kung-fu movies playing on little  television screens suspended overhead. Reception worsens as the bus starts, and by the time you reach the highway Jean-Claude Van Damme is kickboxing his way through a blinding snow of static, but no-one cares.

Onto the bus. ‘¡Subase!’ says the guy selling tickets, which in elastic living Spanish is like saying ‘Jump aboard! Up you get!’

The bus speeds along, trying to pick up the fifteen minutes it lost at the terminal waiting for a few more passengers. Every now and then it zips to the side of the road to pick up others. Every time it stops, purveyors of fine snacks get on and trawl for business up and down the aisles, making little chants and songs out of what’s on offer:chips drowned in chilli sauce, drinks, colourful little jellies and custards, sweet bread and ice-creams. ‘¡Limon helados!’ calls a sweet-voiced boy proffering two gelatis. ‘¡Limon, limon, limon helados! ¡Un peso, un peso, un peso!’

After a few stops they get off again and wait for a bus coming in the other direction to return to home base. A religious evangelist gets on, does a homely speech, hand on heart, about helping the poor, and passes the hat down the aisle. A teenage boy climbs aboard, toting a guitar, and gives a croaky, voice-breaking speech about how he could never apply himself in school lessons and so now is reduced, ladies and gentlemen, to singing to survive. Ten seconds into his song it becomes obvious that he never managed to apply himself in guitar lessons or singing class either – in fact he has his guitar upside down and is using it as a kind  of percussion instrument, but a few coins sends him on his way, tone-deaf, deluded and happy.

The countryside rushes past. The person next to you allows their dozing head to loll trustingly on your shoulder. From a seat at the front, a toddler’s head appears and stares speechless at the sight of you. Those deep, impenetrable eyes again, staring unnervingly straight into yours. Never try to outstare a Mexican child. Her two older brothers appear and now that you understand the rules of staring, you cross your eyes and play a long game of peeping, punctuated by hilarity blown out of all proportion to the game. The kids are gasping with hysteria every time you smile, punching each other and wiping away tears.

The driver’s visibility is reduced rather worryingly to about twelve square inches by a clutter of fringed ribbons and holographic stickers and decorations all proclaiming that Our Saviour Jesus is actually navigating the bus (fine, but perhaps the driver could keep his hands on the wheel just for confirmation). He peers beneath the bulk of his religious windscreen art, casually singing along to the radio, which is tuned just a millimetre left of the actual station to give the salsa that added crackle of static. Feet tap. People eat their chilli-soaked chips, their sticky coconut lollies, their jellies. The kids in the seat in front curl up in sleep like baby foxes, their father’s arm stretched across them protectively.

The bus swerves to the side of the freeway. From a crowd of people waiting there, someone has signalled and the driver – or perhaps Jesus – has spotted them. It’s a couple  of tiny Carmelite nuns, ancient and gnarled as old olive trees. Gallantly, the driver pumps the airbrakes, gets out of his seat and helps them aboard. They cross themselves as they hobble past the portable shrine to the Virgin of Guadalupe that the driver has erected just inside the door, in the place where in Australian buses a sign says ‘Please do not speak to the driver’. Flashing fairy lights plugged into the dashboard illuminate the little statue, along with a sticker saying ‘God is my Co-Driver’ and a jar of carefully arranged fresh flowers that, miraculously, do not fall over. Miraculously, the driver negotiates the bus through his curtain of rosary beads and decals and decorations. Miraculously, we bump around corners and down narrow streets and hit nothing. Everybody who wants to get on, does. There is, somehow, space for all of their packages. Miraculously, we get to our destination more or less at the time promised.

Help the nuns with their bags. Shake hands with the squirming, giggling kids. Thank the driver, silently thank Jesus. Everyone smiles.

Que le vaya bien, they tell us. May you go well.

We see a glimpse, from the taxi taking us to our new workplace, of the sunlight falling in lozenges of yellow onto the town square, a big pink and white domed church. We can hear bells, roosters, faint music. Over a bridge and down a bone-shaking cobbled road, we haul our backpacks filled with books and Explorer socks out of the taxi, and nervously get ready to meet our new colleagues and start our brand-new working life with URAC – the Regional Union for the Support of Peasant Farmers – people, we fondly believe, who are desperate for the presence of an Australian veterinarian and a community worker. The next day, as useless as vestigial appendages, we are tagging along to savings meetings, lamely holding up the wrong charts, the Laurel and Hardy of Latin American rural development.
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We’ve landed in Mexico in tumultuous times for farming and banking. It’s only been three years since ex-president Salinas signed the North American Free Trade Agreement, which pretty much finished off a presidency marked by spectacular failures and suicidal mismanagement. His ‘neoliberal project’ in the late eighties had struck at the heart of everything rural Mexicans stood for – including the ‘land and liberty’ their grandparents had fought and died for in the Mexican Revolution. The land bequeathed to them through the ejido system of title inheritance and communal ownership, it now turned out, had never really ‘belonged’ to them. With his infamous Constitutional Article 27, Salinas, with a stroke of his pen, ended the policy and promoted sale of the land, instead, to agribusiness and transnational corporations. Emiliano Zapata’s rallying cry of ‘¡Tierra y Libertad!’ had been betrayed, something which for many Mexicans was tantamount to treason.

Salinas then privatised state banks, airlines and phone companies, encouraging billions in foreign investment in the country. Mexico could now boast twenty-four billionaires, twenty-three of them created under the reign of Salinas. In 1990, Fortune magazine named him ‘Man of the Year’. Then in 1994 he signed a vulnerable subsistence economy over to the lions with the NAFTA agreement, dismantling trade barriers between Mexico, the USA and Canada. Within two years inflation ran at 50 per cent and left millions unemployed; almost twenty million were now classified as living in ‘extreme poverty’. Finally Salinas ran to Ireland, where he still remains.

Hit hard by the storms of this rocky economy and at the sharp end of the NAFTA juggernaut, URAC’s nine thousand or so members live in eighteen small communities within a driveable radius of either its Tequisquiapan central office or our branch office up the highway in Cadereyta – all poor towns with nothing much in the way of infrastructure. Hardly any of the houses have indoor plumbing, although they have basic electricity. Nobody has a phone; the small corner shops in each town are the only places you can make or receive a phone call. Word of mouth is the only way to spread news or changes of plan.

URAC provides a community bank where members can both borrow and save money. It stocks and staffs a shop selling food, pots, shampoo and cheap household goods, as well as some products produced by members themselves, like the sweet buns delivered daily from one town’s small cooperative bakery. One group is trying to set up an apiary, another has  a dream of borrowing for a cooperatively run piggery.

Staff deliver household goods out to the towns, where transport services are minimal. URAC owns a tractor, a plough and farming equipment, which is loaned or hired cheaply to members. Now that Phil, a veterinarian, has arrived, they plan to run a small on-site farm for members to purchase livestock with their URAC loans.

The government controls most breeding and distribution programs, and in this state at least, live animal markets and sales are practically non-existent. People are desperate for a few chooks, for example, or a sheep or two for their backyard farms, but have no way to buy these animals. Even if they could, how are they going to take their sheep home – on the bus? They can’t quite believe that a real veterinarian has shown up to buy animals on their behalf, help them with livestock care and husbandry, offer free immunisation and then – wonder of wonders – deliver their new animal to their house. The organisation’s also about to take part in a major child nutrition project, where every child in the Union under the age of five is going to be weighed and assessed, and provided with high-protein cereal mixes if they’re underweight.

That’s a lot of kids to keep tabs on. The women members save to keep life going with some small measure of economic security, and the children slowly, slowly save the amount they will need to buy books and uniforms to attend secondary school.

Their husbands and fathers are less involved, or absent. They are over la frontera, working in the USA, or elsewhere in the state employed in factories, or the vast foreign-owned assembly plants called maquiladoras. Traditionally, they’ve supported themselves through farming, but with their land sold out from under them and with a new government eager to turn a traditionally agrarian society into a cheap mobile workforce, they’ve joined the ‘agro-industrial complex’ – feeding the blossoming sweatshops and labour-intensive industries heralded by NAFTA.

Women and men, the campesinos or peasant farmers, now queue as day labourers for work on this farmland they used to call their own, keeping up Mexico’s export quotas, picking carnations for Interflora, broccoli, strawberries, and grapes for US-bound champagne.

They pray for rain to fall on their small remnants of non-irrigated cornfields, usually unprofitable dry hills left by the big corporations. It’s hard for them to resist the siren call of the maquiladoras and factories recruiting nearby, the security of a salary which is guaranteed, if minimal, and the buzz created by a young and sociable workforce. Up the road is a busy industrial town where companies like Kimberly-Clark, the toilet paper manufacturer, employ thousands of people. Their position lets them exercise huge leverage in terms of pay, conditions and environmental impacts.

Often URAC is supporting stubborn subsistence farming, eked out by these lone wives and children with a little money sent from the US. It will lend them money at an affordable interest rate when nobody else will, and stay  a trustworthy place to deposit their money in a country rife with corruption and exploitation of the powerless.

Based on the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, URAC is a microcredit cooperative, functioning the fundamental principles of peer-group monitoring and transparency.

To join, members must form a savings group with others in their community, and elect a cashier to collect their weekly deposits for URAC. They attend monthly meetings, in which URAC’s workers turn up at a town and set up the ‘bank’ on a couple of card tables under a tree or in someone’s yard. They give a short talk at each meeting about particular issues relevant to the members’ financial lives, and we’re not talking about diversifying their share portfolios. Most peoples’ life savings, on average, are about the amount the average Australian carries round in their wallet.

These meetings reinforce a system of routine repayments and collection as well as staff accountability, but they also give staff a chance to talk about updates and news in URAC and discuss some broader issue, often with a national theme.

After saving for a number of weeks to demonstrate their capacity to manage a debt, members can then take it in turns to borrow money. Up to US$1000 can be applied for to help build or buy a house, and very occasionally a group or family will apply specially to the URAC board for up to $4000 for a small ‘micro-enterprise’, but the majority of loans are very modest, and linked to savings balances.

The others in your savings group, usually family,  friends and neighbours, are the ones who are waiting in the queue behind you, providing the incentive to pay it off to allow somebody else to borrow. There is no bank manager doing deals with you behind closed doors, and no excuses or face-saving. Everybody knows whether you’re paid up or not, just as everybody knows what each group has saved each week, and the total amount of URAC deposits and debts and withdrawals across the board every month. This is explained to members using charts drawn up on posters for each meeting. Once a month the cashiers also attend a Union Day back at the central office, where plans for the month ahead are discussed, the staff hoping that news will trickle, via word of mouth, down the Information Cobbled Road.

It’s a challenge illustrating some of these concepts to an audience with limited literacy and numeracy. In the months to come I will resort to drawing sacks of flour and jugs of water, or big pies with slices of various sizes cut out, to make these dry, didactic posters a bit more dinámico.

We will stage puppet shows to discuss the idea of voting in the next general election, and try to invent catchy little songs to make ideas memorable. Phil will hold brief demonstrations of how to vaccinate a chicken or shear a sheep. But whatever we do, there’ll be no escaping the card table and the piles of well-thumbed savings books.

We like the ideas of ‘cooperative management’ and ‘consensus’ in Australia, but we’re not so good on the follow-through when it starts getting tiresomely convoluted. Here, we are welded to the principles, however protracted or logistically difficult they seem.

If a major problem arises out of a policy, the Union Day cashiers’ group discusses it and at community meetings everybody is made aware of the issue at hand and votes on a solution, even if there are one hundred and fifty in the meeting, and twenty-five meetings a month in the organisation, and even if that means buddying up illiterate people with others who can guide them step by step through a questionnaire.

This transparency, where you must explain why you have fallen behind in your loan or vote on financial policies affecting family and friends, seems jarringly invasive to a westerner. The lack of privacy and confidentiality seems unnecessarily harsh, but we soon learn that it’s the way the members have structured it for themselves. There is a 95 per cent repayment rate, far better than that of Australian lending organisations. When the Mexican economy crashed in the early nineties, the membership of this community bank increased. When everyone else in the country defaulted on their bank loans, this group held tight and kept saving. They knew it was their only chance.

We learn all this in a kind of crash course on the run during our first few weeks. Our learning curve is so rapid and so steep we collapse into bed at the end of each day as if felled, scrambled with a high-octane mix of Spanish, politics, culture shock and sensory overload. Clattering  over the rough roads to savings meetings, clutching posters and float money and twenty words of Spanish, winded and openmouthed, we must present the ultimate cliché of two useless gringos. People are kind to us – curious, gentle, endlessly patient and courteous.
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Narrow streets twist, converge, step down into old narrow alleys. Pink and purple bougainvillea droops over stone walls. Inside gates you can glimpse orange trees, kids’ tricycles, shady courtyards. Tequisquiapan is populated by either 24,500 people or 19,300 people, depending on which direction you enter the town from. The sign which welcomes Mexico City tourists, the chilangos, claims the smaller figure, reassuring the stress-and pollution-addled visitors that their weekend will be tranquil.

It is tranquil, too. Big colonnaded hotels with shimmering thermal pools stand behind wrought-iron gates. There are a few ‘gated communities’ bristling with satellite dishes where North American retirees cloister themselves in their peculiar quarantine, whiling away their days eating ersatz hotdogs and watching gridiron on cable, only learning enough Spanish to tell the maid to take the garbage out.

There are larger industrial towns before and after Tequisquiapan on the freeway, so buses run up and down ferrying workers, market-goers and soccer teams. A big river runs through town, bearing varying degrees of industrial effluent, suds and startlingly green algae, widening at one point into a chemical-encrusted lake which the local council euphemistically calls a nature reserve.

The town sits on a high plateau, and all around sombre desert mountains form a harsh but majestic backdrop. As the seasons progress I will see them cloaked with steely grey cloud, dazzling sunshine and rainbows, brown heat haze, glistening early-spring green.

At the moment they are dead dry grassstalks coated with dust, fine as talcum. Getting into a car is like stepping into a sauna. In the communities the air is heavy with the suffocating smell of backyard pigsties and latrines. Stubborn and bristling, cacti cling to the earth everywhere, shredded remnants of blue and white plastic bags tangled in their thorns and blowing in the oven-hot wind.

In town, the streets are paved with soft pink sandstone, and belong to an era when people walked instead of driving. The afternoon heat seems to lie on them like a layer of melted butter. No wonder nobody’s outside between one and four p.m.

The altitude is so high that you run out of breath climbing the stairs, and packets of cake mix give two sets of cooking times depending on how high your region is. We won’t be cooking too many cakes, though. We’ve only just found somewhere to live – an apartment as close to the centre of town as we can find, on an avenue called The Street of Child Heroes.

We have a tiny first-floor balcony opening out onto this street. In the months to come, a constant ravishing parade of life will pass along it, a siren song that will coax us down the stairs and out into the street. Five a.m. pilgrims will wind past, singing hymns and carrying pennants. Primary-school children will march by, dressed as miniature heroes of the Revolution, complete with sombreros and fake Pancho Villa moustaches.

Come September, Mexican Independence Day will find the street thronged with flags, bunting and exuberant revellers. Duelling, deafening brass bands will stomp through the streets, dressed immaculately in matching pink shirts and string ties, celebrating one of a bewildering array of special events. Teenage boys will lean against the lampposts and sing sweet ranchero harmonies together as they play the guitar to impress passing girls. Thousands of swallows will wing their way through the sunset to roost as the bell from the church spire next door rings out fourteen o’clock and the sky gradually turns a deep electric blue. We will learn to sit on the roof and watch them, drinking Coronas and cooling off after a long day.

We’ll learn to listen for the other bells. The cheery clanging bell of the rubbish truck which brings out householders carrying their garbage bags, the truck decorated with salvaged treasures – a hood ornament made from a discarded, shell-shocked-looking Barbie doll, old plastic bunting strung to the sides. The gas truck, which you hail when you need your cylinder filled on the spot. The water truck, with its driver’s mate calling ‘¡Agua!¡Agua!’  in a somehow melancholy singsong, the truckbed piled high with blue plastic garrafones of purified drinking water.

The haunting two-note birdsong whistle of the knife sharpener, who wheels a bike through the streets which he ingeniously converts into a pedal-powered grinding stone when you bring out your kitchen knives. The flower lady with long-stemmed rosebuds wrapped in newspaper, one peso per stem. The Harpo Marx horn of the raffia, duster and broom selling man, resplendent with the rainbow-hued feather dusters he’s peddling. (I’m not the only person to admire these – in months to come I see people wearing them as crowns at community fiestas.)

Under us, the chatter and acetylene-polish smell of a hairdresser and manicurist, whose affable husband does iridology consultations in the back room.

Across the landing, the ever-smiling middle-aged couple who run the local laundromat. Around the corner, the warm corn smells of the tortillería, with its faint persistent squeaks of machinery. Chatter, warm greetings, the brushing of brooms and scrubbing brushes, the footsteps of schoolchildren, the murmured voices of late-night strollers, the ear-splitting music and cheering every Saturday night from the Municipal Auditorium up the road, home to countless festivities which always require the same DJ with the same playlist, the revellers roaring for encores at one a.m. The second-last song is always ‘Mi Pobre Corazon’, the Mexican version of ‘Achy-Breaky Heart’, to which people dance a fast and complicated bootscooting step. The final song is  always one called ‘Payaso’, in which they dance the same steps, only two or three times as fast. When I am cajoled into trying it, I understand why payaso means ‘clown’.

Very late at night, we will hear the soft footfalls of the indigenous Otomi families as they finally leave the plaza last thing at night, their goods divided between the adults, and the children wrapped in shawls around their shoulders and listing in a squeaking wheelbarrow, making their slow and stubborn progress all the way up The Street of Child Heroes.

But all that is ahead of us. Tonight, our first night in the new apartment, we will be hosting a small housewarming party.

We sweep the work van clear of piglet shit, load in our belongings and park it up on the kerb to move bags into the vestibule. Then we accidentally lock the keys in the van as it perches around that narrow corner. Claudia, the friendly cafe owner from up the road, calls up to the balcony as she’s passing.

‘Cati! What can I bring to the housewarming tonight?’

I make a joke, gesturing at the locked van. ‘A coathanger!’

She laughs and continues on her way, but next time I look over the balcony she is back, bending a coathanger hook in under the window seal.

‘Don’t worry, Claudia! I was only joking. Jaime can come by a bit later with the spares.’

‘No, no, that’s okay. I’ll just give it a try. You go on unpacking.’

I look again in five minutes, to see if she’s given up. Instead, I see she’s been joined by two other people, both complete strangers, who have stopped to help. They wave and call up assurances that they’ll soon have the car opened. Really, no, it’s no trouble.

As I stand there watching, a taxi eases around the corner to avoid the protruding van cabin. It pulls up and the driver gets out and approaches.

‘I might be able to help,’ he explains. ‘I’ve got the same model at home.’

His two passengers, a beautifully dressed couple obviously on their way to somewhere special, get out of the taxi and I expect a huffy remonstration. Instead they join him, the man taking off his suit jacket to have a turn at jiggling the coathanger. Please, they call up to me at the balcony railing. Please, don’t worry, continue unpacking.

Now there are six people around the car. The taxidriver calls up something I’m trying hard to follow, that he’s eager to go. Yes, I say, of course. No … he’s eager to drive home, to get his own keys to see if maybe they’ll work. It won’t take long. His passengers are nodding eagerly too, their plans postponed by the carelessness of strangers but still delighted to assist. Yes, yes, home for the keys, and then we’ll have this van opened in two shakes.

We thank them, but insist they don’t delay any further. I am standing in a knot of eight people cheerfully offering suggestions when Jaime turns up with the keys. Relieved smiles all round as he retrieves the other set from inside the van. There are handshakes and introductions, then each party makes their farewells. We continue unpacking, bewildered. The housewarming has started.
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The first night we venture into the plaza, or zócalo, we think there must be a special public event on. It’s buzzing with promenading families, teenagers in love, vendors of toys, ice-creams, bubble blowers and luridly coloured fairyfloss plying their trade. It’s full of running children, old men on benches discussing life, people spilling out of the church and listening to strolling musicians. What’s going on? What’s the occasion?

No occasion. Just the evening itself, the weekend, the public life of a town where everybody is out taking the air. They call this square el parque or el centro, the green leafy place to meet at the centre of the town.

At one end of the square is the domed pink-stoned cathedral, at the other are the municipal buildings; in the middle is a charming copper-roofed bandstand ringed with benches and citrus trees. Birds throng noisily into these trees, people throng noisily around the square, talking, buying, selling, greeting, playing and flirting, depending on their ages. A fountain is ringed with more seats, and sometimes on weekends after weddings in the church its water is full of floating bougainvillea blossoms.

To walk, technically, is caminar, but this walk, so fluid and relaxed and unstructured, deserves a special name, and  it has one: the paseo.

Nobody hurries. There is no traffic to dodge, unless you count small toy cars commandeered by excitable underfives, and no particular place you have to get to. You see your friends and neighbours, stop to chat, buy a late-night snack or have your shoes polished. Like dropping down to the corner shop to buy a carton of milk, crossing the plaza bent on a particular purpose takes time, because social courtesies must be maintained. Just as it’s rude to enter the shop and demand milk without first greeting the shopkeeper and asking after his health and family, people here, out taking the air, are delighted to see you. ‘¡Que milagro!’ they will sometimes exclaim when they run into you: ‘What a miracle!’.

It’s not like a shopping mall, where you have to buy something to earn the right to a seat. There are no security guards, alert to move in on roving groups of teenagers committing the crime of hanging out in a public place. Those teenagers are here, laughing and mingling, eyeing each other shyly, dressed up in their best clothes, dark eyed and handsome.

How did we get this so wrong, back home? What possessed us to turn our pedestrian public places into car parks and casinos, traffic islands and multiplexes? Why are the contested remnant urban spaces that remain to us so agoraphobic and deserted, as if we’ve forgotten what to do with them, so that we have to ask yet another group of consultants how  to repackage them for use?

Here I struggle for a word to describe the strange, dismayed envy I experience as I stroll among these relaxed, laughing people, jolted into recognition by this simple unforced display of community life flowing all around me. Here, organically occurring, is something that public event organisers in Australia keep requesting public money to recreate – an atmosphere which is authentic and meaningful, pleasant exchange in an open, democratic space. That’s the word I’m searching for:democratic. The plazas of ancient Greece must have been a bit like this, putting those theories of civic life and interaction into practice, testing out what equality of participation might mean.

When I check the dictionary, I see that the word zócalo technically means ‘a base or plinth’. A monument had been planned for the big Zócalo in Mexico City, but the plans fell through and only the plinth for the statue was ever constructed. The name stuck, and now it seems to make a kind of sense. A central square itself is like a base. Something at the foundation, something to support you.

People meet my eye and smile – even those teenagers. They’re not sullen and threatening, doing drug deals in the dark corners and ripping off old ladies. There are no hidden security cameras, keeping decent law-abiding citizens safe. Everyone’s here because they want to be; they stroll down here to be with each other. For them, it’s ordinary life.

I feel a wounding little stab of grief for my own society, safely locked up tight inside their houses watching  crime shows on television, feeding their suspicion for strangers, building suburbs that don’t even have footpaths. Instead of the paseo, they’re racing down freeways in a perpetual frenzy of going somewhere else, striding along talking into their mobile phones, or walking aimlessly through shopping hypermarts for recreation.

Here, the birds call and wheel overhead, music plays from the cafes, people relax after their days at work. Everyone, rich or poor, is welcome to find a seat on those benches, to feel themselves immersed and integrated. ‘¡Buenas noches¡’ they call, acknowledging our common need, after a long hard day, to reconnect ourselves again. I feel layers of something lift from my shoulders, something else waking up and coming to the surface. Another person, as eager to shed those layers as a child running at last onto a beach.

As I walk, I ponder something I’ve been told in a child nutrition session earlier. Babies here are wrapped up in shawls, hardly exposing their faces until they are about three or four months old. I’d asked the mothers at the workshop why that was, and they’d explained about el malde ojo, the evil eye, a phenomenon I’d struck in the Mediterranean years before, when every Greek taxi driver hung a charm to ward off the evil eye from their rear-vision mirror. Maybe it’s been transplanted here via the southern Spanish. The women agreed it was an old story, but they took it seriously.

If a baby falls victim to the evil eye, they become sick, with symptoms closely mirroring those of sunstroke and dehydration, and you need to perform a limpia, a certain cleansing ritual to cure them because the Devil wants their soul.

I’d had a glimpse of what these rituals might be. Near us is a town purported to be full of curanderos, herbalist healers who effect mystical cures for all sorts of afflictions, and there’s a shop in Tequisquiapan selling twigs, teas, amulets, powders and soaps credited with healing and magical powers: soap to cure cancer, to attract money and luck, to stop people gossiping about you, to cure your wife of nagging and your husband of straying, to give you ‘powerful African forces’. A magic aerosol spray promises to equip you with ‘the eagle’s power of force of personality and hypnosis’.

Even the local chemist’s, Jesus Farmacia, has a counter laden with special herbal mixes, packaged up like rustic potpourri, alongside its aspirin and cold lozenges.

At the markets in bigger towns you sometimes see a blanket on the ground covered with heaps of dried mushrooms, herbs, candles, medallions and dried rattlesnake powder. In front there will be bottles full of grisly preserved tapeworms and liver flukes, affirming the efficacy of the treatments. Once, when I went to take a photo of this display, the stallholder refused, saying the photo would lessen the power of the medicine.

Today, the women had explained the complicated teas and poultices needed to save a baby from the symptoms of the evil eye. How does it happen? The Devil leaps into the baby’s eyes from the soul of a jealous, unhappy person,  they tell me. That is why the baby’s head must be kept covered in public for the first few months of life, when its soul is fragile and vulnerable.

How can you spot the kind of person who’s likely to make the baby ill? Well, the Devil jumps in and freezes the heart via a certain gaze, they say. A cold, blank, indifferent gaze.

I’m thinking of this now, and trying to be conscious of smiling into people’s eyes when they meet mine. No wonder Latin Americans swaddle their babies’ faces away from tourists – all us stiff Western Europeans and Anglos, shuffling blank-eyed off the tour bus and into the kiosk and souvenir shop, shooting suspicious glances at the locals. We must look like walking epidemics, bloody Typhoid Marys of the evil eye. Our natural ‘stranger danger!’ armour means we resist meeting the eye of strangers; when we do our stare is empty, giving away nothing, scared of being ripped off. This is what chills and stifles the hearts of innocents. Infected, those afflicted souls – these jealous, miserable, hostile souls – spread the coldness and indifference that make the vulnerable sick. Then the Devil’s truly abroad, on the lookout for new possibilities.

Hmm.
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In the little communities around tidy colonial Tequisquiapan, the paved roads rapidly run out. Buses take inhabitants into Tequis to work as maids or gardeners, and their pay is so  low that their fare soaks up almost a quarter of their daily wage. Many of them belong to URAC, and we hold savings meetings in little courtyards, against walls, under trees, outside churches. Women turn up with babies tucked into their rebozos, or shawls, trudging their way along the stony streets in flat, worn-down plastic shoes.

In one of the streets, delivering a sack of corn, we pull up outside a particularly small house constructed of ubiquitous cement block and scraps of tin. It’s more like a hut. I can’t imagine more than two people could live inside it. I should have learned my lesson from that little kindergarten, though. Just as I’m conjuring up how dingy and dirty and depressing it must be in there, two teenage girls, stooping, step through the tiny front doorway and come out to greet us. They are dressed in immaculately clean and pressed school tunics, complete with blindingly white ironed shirts and bright scarlet jumpers. Their shining hair is sprayed and smoothed into high-fashion fringes. They laugh shyly as we are introduced, then push open a side gate into their backyard and pick up a bucket of sudsy grey water. On the wall are nailed two old tins filled with geraniums and the girls water these flowers then sprinkle the remainder on the concrete path for me to walk through, so I don’t have to step in the dust. Their homework is laid out neatly on a table covered with a plastic cloth by their outdoor kitchen, where plastic tubs hang draining from a tree.

They invite me onto a plastic chair to sit down. How did they wash and iron their blouses, how did they do their hair, where do they sleep? When I catch sight of myself in the rear-view mirror of the van, it is me who looks grimy and rumpled and unkempt, like I’ve just crawled out of a cave.

The desert landscape seems as impenetrable as a bristling thicket. As soon as I step off the cobbled roads and into the dusty terrain, I stand on something sharp. The burrs and spines go straight through the sole of my shoe sometimes, and into my foot. Every plant out here seems designed to poke, to tear, to scratch. The cactus bristles like a malevolent alien life form, hostile to flesh and clothing. The fine brush like spines are as irritating as fibreglass; the mesquite trees are stippled with thorns. Every plant out here, baking under the sun, seems to have cranked down into suspended animation, glowering with hooks like a baited trap, hunkering down into a kind of smouldering, barbed endurance race. I feel soft and white out here, vulnerable as a grub, short of breath and thirsty. The heat shimmer makes the distant cacti into a mirage of bayonet-wielding troops advancing on every horizon. Then you blink, and they’re only plants, clinging on to bare existence in the thorny dust.

After school every day the campesino kids race home, bursting through the door to where you’re sitting with their mother and baby siblings. They crowd around their mother affectionately, but they’re not competing for her attention. They want to be first to kiss their baby brother. Out they race again, scooping up the toddler on the way, to join the great exuberant tribe of Kidland. Children hang out in  big groups of relatives and neighbours, playing marbles, riding decrepit old bikes, running around after commandeered old car tyres, playing soccer with objects barely spherical.

They don’t seem to be segregated into age groups – eleven-year-olds play with five-year-olds, and the older girls invariably carry a younger brother or sister on their hips. Neither do they whine for attention from their mothers, or tug at them much with demands. They have their own circle to be attending to, and it’s one that doesn’t seem to be predicated on wanting to be with the adults. I can’t believe how readily they amuse themselves at savings meetings, or how patiently they wait for them to be over.

It’s the same with the babies. Fed on demand and tucked out of sight, they hardly seem to cry. When the cashiers come to URAC to deposit the money of their savings groups, their children sit listening, swinging their legs. I see them up late at parties and fiestas, dancing with uncles and each other, watching the feet of the adults, or being settled down to sleep in a corner on someone’s jacket until the revelries are over, or bundled drowsily into buses at night, as stoic and uncomplaining and quiet as their parents.

But then, as I see more of ordinary life, I start seeing boys of nine or ten, after school, change out of their good school clothes and take herds of goats out to forage in the open land around their towns, walking slowly through the hot, prickly fields. They work for hours on the weekends, too, alongside their sisters, helping their parents lug water and firewood, cleaning out animal stalls, scrubbing, sweeping, tending shops. They have never-ending childcare duties. They man their own shoeshine stalls, or offer to clean people’s cars with rags and buckets. Child labour laws, I think as I watch them, would have something to say about this in Australia.

I’m in a member’s backyard one day when a boy comes out after school to tend to the fifteen or so goats in a corral there. Once we get talking, he’s unnervingly composed for a nine-year-old.

‘Do you have to do this every day?’ I ask, imagining him thinking longingly of recreation time with his mates.

‘Oh, yes. It’s my job. My dad gave me the responsibility of all these goats. I take them out into the campo, too, to graze. They’re all mine.’ He starts pointing to them, naming every one.

‘Do you sell them?’

‘You bet we do! For a LOT of money. And we breed them.’

‘And you look after them all by yourself?’

‘Sure!’

He speaks with the kind of swaggering pride we don’t tolerate too well in Australia, not even from nine-year-old boys. We would say, distastefully, that someone like that was ‘full of themselves’.

This boy is a living example of someone who is full of himself. He’s swelling visibly with pride as he’s talking, telling me all the little idiosyncrasies of his goats. He’s full of the knowledge of what he’s been entrusted with, and its value to his family, and his valued role within it. The fondo común  is what URAC mentions occasionally in its talks, the common kitty, the household purse everyone works together for.

The boy pours an exact measure of dry feed into the trough, waves and hastens off to top up the water, full to the brim with his contribution.

‘What do you do?’ is the first question you ask someone in Australia, after their name. It’s our shorthand way of politely getting a handle on someone, based, covertly, on how much they earn. We learn to accept it early, income as an index of worth. Ask someone why they ask it and they’ll probably say, taken aback, ‘What else is there to talk about?’

Here, it’s the wrong question. Aside from the expats and rich social climbers, people look a little uncomfortable when you ask it, as if you’ve committed an unknowing faux pas. They can’t wait to smooth over the awkwardness and look at your photos of friends and family, and get out any they have. Then the real questions can begin – the names and ages and relationships, the things that matter. They want to know what you are, not what you do. Then they want to invite you over to their place some afternoon, because everyone would love to meet you, and you must be so lonely here, without your family.
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Into the market. It assaults your senses, brilliant with multicoloured pyramids of fruit and lurid piñatas hanging from the rafters. Piles of chillies as high as your head lie  heaped on the ground, their names like an incantation: serrano, jalapeño, poblano, habanero, ancho, chipotle. Their flavours range from stingingly hot to mellow, the charred chipotle sweet and fragrant as pipe tobacco. Boxes of beans, green and black and red and white and purple, ravish the eye. Like the chillies, each variety has a different name;the big speckled violet ones look like they’d sprout a magic beanstalk overnight. Vendors wait by old-fashioned scales, stirring vats, flicking flies off meat with a homemade plastic tassel, springing before you with a sliver of avocado or peach speared on a knife to try. The avocado: aguacate. The heaped smooth buckets of ground chilli, spice and oil paste for sauce: mole. Avocado sauce: guaca-mole. Maybe the way to learn a language is to eat it alive. I buy a piece of cheese the size and colour of a softball, which unrolls in a stretchy length. There are twenty kinds of mango, including one cloven and lushly spherical lovingly nicknamed ‘the buttock’. Boxes of limes spill onto the floor. Tropical fruits send their flowery, sticky scent into the air, lolling on display with names as luscious as their flesh: mamey, pitahaya, chirimoya, guayaba. When I pause to look at them the vendor is there to assist.

‘Para hoy?’ he says, for today? Yes, for today. And he chooses a perfectly ripe specimen and presents it with a flourish.

Someone’s cooking pecans in toffee, somebody else is cutting up roast pork for tacos you can eat on the spot, buying dark purplish handmade tortillas to wrap them in from the old woman who sits on a rug next to the pork stall. Next to them, a table sells tamales, delicious steamed corn buns filled with chicken and green chilli sauce, and atole, a drink like hot chocolate thickened with, maize flour, to sustain you like porridge on a cold morning.

Venture into the meat section and see a butcher chop the toenails off eight chicken’s feet with one stroke of a flashing cleaver. The rest of the chickens, fed marigold flowers to simulate the yellow corn-fed look, are lined up for inspection alongside hanging carcasses, their butchers as cheerful as butchers everywhere but sharpening knives like sabres. Outside again, a fruit-juice seller mixes me a deep-red, earthy blend of celery, carrot and beetroot he calls a vampiro. On the way home from the market, I stop to eat a chargrilled ear of corn on a stick, doused with mayonnaise, salt and lime juice. What a cuisine! Why did I ever think it would be nachos?

As weeks and special feast days come and go, I sample intense chocolate mole sauce over chicken, heated with spicy, smoke-charred chipotles. I eat nopales, chopped and boiled prickly-pear cactus pads, crunchy with onion and coriander, and slices of raw jícama, a refreshing vegetable somewhere between a potato and an apple. A shop nearby sells tropical-fruit ice-cream– studded with mango, pineapple and coconut – and a cordial made from hibiscus flowers. On Mexican Independence Day I sample a green poblano chilli stuffed with meat and dried fruits, smothered in white sauce made from ground nuts and spices and scattered with pomegranate seeds like jewels – the three colours of the flag draped proudly on my plate.

I’m invited to Mexican barbecue (barbacoa, barbecue: from de barba a cola, they tell me, ‘from the chin to the tail’), where they submerge a whole animal in a specially dug earth oven, wrapped in herbs and leaves and covered with fragrant mesquite branches, then cooked for hours. You eat that meat with hot corn tortillas and fiery green fresh salsa. It takes you a long time to eat it, partly because you need to keep cooling down the salsa with sips of chilled beer, but also because you keep going back to the cook to sob your gratitude.

Not a day passes where I don’t try something extraordinary. Things come into season, and glut the market suddenly with largesse: okra, watermelon, another kind of mango, figs. Special dishes are built around pairing things that come into season together, like crepes filled with zucchini flowers and black corn fungus, salty and intense as a truffle. It’s unnerving at first to see this fungus swelling beneath the green-wrapped husks of corn, sprouting black and grey and purple from the cob like mouldy mushrooms gone crazy. In Australia the first sign of it would have been zapped to extinction with pesticide years ago. Here it is a delicacy, with a lush, rich name that owes nothing to Spanish: huitlacoche.

My nose and eyes and ears feast on all around me, tasting everything, exploring a canvas that changes every day. Para hoy. For today. Tomorrow, I can wander here and shop again, to experience everything in the perfect succulent moment of ripeness. In this beautiful, complex sensory world, I am coming to my senses. It’s all for today, for this endless unhoarded present, dripping with sweet juice and offered to me on the point of a knife, right here and right now, dissolving on my tongue.
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Down from the zócalo, in an adjoining square, food vendors selling tacos, drinks and desserts are set up under a string of light bulbs under the trees.

There’s one who stays open till late, selling tacos filled with … what? We ask him.

‘Cabeza,’ he answers amiably, chopping away: head. Head meat, brains, tongue, cheeks, all fried up together with onion, coriander, lime juice and chilli. A glance inside a cabeza taco reveals a scene you could only describe as forensic. Phil loves them. I settle for a custard from the next stall.

On the weekends, in the wee hours, we can hear the cabeza man creaking his cart slowly and wearily up the paved street under our window, home to who knows where. He has a face which betrays little, but you can tell he’s never happier than late at night when he’s the only food stall open and a big crowd spills out of the municipal hall or a late-night party so that there are people clustered around buying tacos by the plate of ten. His hands are a blur, a small smile quirks his mouth.

Equidistant from our apartment is the other small square, containing a topographic model and a statue proclaiming the town the geographical heart of the country, and the cafe of our friend Claudia. We live between the head and the heart.

In a room decorated with cacti, hanging ceramic bells and musical instruments, Claudia welcomes you. Beer? A small tequila? She has no oven and cooks everything in big ceramic dishes on gas jets. At odd times we turn up to find her sitting with friends, all of them busy peeling quail eggs for some special dish, or singing along to music on the tape deck as they strip the leaves off some seasonal regional delicacy on tomorrow’s menu. Friday night is open house at the cafe for an eclectic mix of friends, children, her kids’ teachers, roving musicians manoeuvring a drum kit and piano accordion in between the tables, and us. It’s easy to forget that Claudia has to be up early the next day, ready to clean up and start cooking. She pours more drinks, smiles her huge smile, a tightly packed bundle of good humour and energy. Her cafe’s in exactly its right location.

One night, everyone tipsy, she rummages out the back for textas and we stand shakily on chairs to write messages on the lime-washed wall one by one.

Hungover the next afternoon, I survey the wall again. Our wobbly ‘thanks Claudia’ messages are surrounded by lines of Mexican poems, quotes by philosophers and wise, cryptic aphorisms known as dichos that everyone else, despite their blood-alcohol reading, had recalled to appreciative applause. ‘Only the bowl knows the true heat of the soup,’ says one, and ‘For the times the sun cannot shine, God gives us stars.’

In big curling letters someone has written, ‘If the species could sing, what songs would they sing?’

On Mexican Independence Day, crowds gather to wave flags, blow trumpets and shout ‘¡Viva Mexico!’, the cry that commemorates their nationhood. The tone you use in everyday conversation, though, as with so many Australian expressions, can invest the cry with nuances of meaning which make it the perfect postscript to any statement, be it gleeful anarchy, resignation, bitterness, exasperation or joy.

A revelation about political pork-barrelling? ¡Viva Mexico! The release of a report that shows endemic rorting and corruption in the police force? ¡Viva Mexico! Your national soccer team winning five–one against the El Salvadorans? ¡Viva Mex-ico! A commentary on the daredevil driving on the road in front of you? ¡Viva Mex-ico!, with much pressing of the horn for emphasis!

I return to work late after trying to pay a bill at the telephone exchange. ‘The office staff didn’t turn up until an hour after the advertised time, then they weren’t interested that my phone had been cut off; they just took my money and said it would be reconnected some time later today. Then when they gave me the receipt they stamped it and said “At your service!”’ I report, bewildered.

‘¡Viva Mexico!’ grins Maricruz.

‘My God, look at that,’ I will choke, pointing to a  truck laden a storey high with hay bales speeding down the highway, and, on top of the bales, three teenage boys lying face down on the hay, fingers curled for dear life around baling twine and just about airborne with the torque.

‘¡Viva Mexico!’ Manuel will cry with a triumphant, scandalised laugh.

A sea of oranges spilled under a low bridge, a textbook illustration of hasty truck miscalculation, people already picking through the spoils.

‘¡Viva Mexico!’

‘Ah, you Australians!’ the same workmates say, when we wonder why there’s no warning sign before the bridge, or no safety barrier at the fireworks castle, or why the phone company staff aren’t entirely punctual. ‘You Australians, you’re so obedient.’

When we ask if there’s a lost property office at the taxi terminal, or a way to trace our lost mail, they smile and shake their heads, they open their hands, spreading them to embrace this crazy, anarchic world. Just look at the world, that gesture says, do you really think it’s going to bend to your wishes?

You look around you and think … no, I guess not. Yet we’ve been conditioned to associate this lawlessness and lack of accountability with social breakdown, rampant opportunism, anarchy – but here staring us in the face, in spite of everything, is evidence to the contrary. Things run. Some things run better than they do in Australia; in fact, they work perfectly, and make Australia look foolishly overregulated, timid and silly by comparison. Forty per cent of windscreens are cracked, and so what? To enforce a law of replacing them would put millions of people out of work and without transport, and would require thousands of hours of bureaucratic paper shuffling. Just put up with it for as long as you have to, and get a new one when you’ve got the spare cash. And stick a small Virgin of Guadalupe magnet on your dashboard to ward off the attention of the police.

To enforce laws regarding selling food in public places would require a government department especially for this function, and enough red tape to wrap around the planet several times. Anyone who likes can set up a food stall, and good luck to them. They’re battling as it is. Nobody would dream of trying to sue a council because you ate a dodgy hotdog, or because you tripped over a crack in the pavement, or a stray cable or a paving stone. You’d be laughed out of court.

There is no stringent set of regulations taking care of you in every possible eventuality, so you just have to learn to take care of yourself, and watch where you’re going.

There’s no demand to be cosseted, and no illusion of carefully maintained vigilance looking after your safety. It makes for a general populace with a keen sense of personal accountability and staying out of trouble, a healthy respect for cause and effect, and a philosophical view of taking it on the chin.

When I tell Mexicans that I live in a town where a special ‘heritage officer’ decrees what colour you’re allowed to paint your house, they stare with disbelief. When I say I’d need to get a vending license to put my hat out and busk on the street or face a fine, they gape.

You take the good and the bad aspects of the anarchy that rules, and learn to watch out for yourself instead of leaping for the litigation lawyers.

We go to the Barrio de la Magdalena fiesta – a party celebrating the anniversary of an ancient church founded in the town four hundred and forty-six years ago – and immerse ourselves in the anarchy of crazily ringing church bells, two brass bands, indigenous dancers outside the church drumming and singing, and crowds of partygoers. At nine p.m., as soon as it gets dark, people turn their chairs away from the band to face the enormous three-storey fireworks castle, bristling with pyrotechnics, which is set up in the churchyard. The structure is ceremoniously lit and with a howl a vertically set ‘crown’ the size of a car tyre splutters and explodes and begins to spin, twirling around with an ever-increasing velocity. Small rockets that have been wired onto the crown explode into the air overhead in an orange cascade, showering onlookers with bits of cardboard and carbon. Red-hot smouldering embers whiz from it as it spins, changing colours and shrieking at a deafening pitch.

The crowd, seated a bare five metres from this spectacle, whistles and claps and pulls their coats and shawls protectively around the heads of their mesmerised children. The band keeps playing some manic salsa melody through it all. From my position – practically under my chair – I glance at the faces around me to see how they’re reacting. They’re laughing, brushing molten embers from each other’s shoulders when necessary, screaming in glee, moving their chairs back as different sections of the castle ignite and envelope them in smoke and light. A nearby stallholder grabs a handy broomstick and shakes the smoking bits off the tarpaulin covering his counter and goes on watching, his customers equally spellbound. More fireworks race up the connecting fuses and light up painstakingly worked words and images which change colour and revolve slowly as they burn: a deer, a rose, the Virgin Mary, finally all too brightly incandescent to watch. People cheer and applaud wildly. A group of clowning young men pull pieces of cardboard over their heads and dance beneath the molten shower of sparks, blowing kisses to the Virgin and saluting her with bows. A huge rainbow bursts into light with a deafening explosion and above it, directly above our heads, the pinnacle of the castle catches fire and the string of fireworks twisted around it sparks and sputters to life. The mother of all crowns, about two metres in diameter, gains speed and begins to spin, screaming like a jet fighter about to take off. WHUMP! … WHUMP! … WHUMP!

It suddenly occurs to me what might happen if this crown aborts its take-off and careers sideways into the crowd, it occurs to me that there are no official safety officers and no qualified emergency staff to look after me, and I experience, there in the churchyard, a crisis of faith. I  stand up and start to run back into the shelter of the church, followed by several other faint-hearted spectators hightailing it into the vestry. We’re all a bit hysterical with laughter and fear, deafened by the howl of the castle but still faintly hearing the band gamely going for broke in the bandstand. Phil joins me and we peer out at the spinning crown disbelievingly as it spins, impossibly, faster and faster until finally, like a NASA rocket, it takes off into the stratosphere and explodes in the most phenomenal array of perfectly timed explosions. The sky is full of stars and showers of glittering colour raining down onto the crowd as every face is turned up full of wonder.

As if anybody here is going to stop this show on the grounds of safety regulations, or rush to a lawyer to sue for singe marks in their clothing.

Maybe they realised they were all just dicing with death, maybe they were just fatalistic and hypnotised, but I couldn’t help thinking of a fireworks event I’d helped organise in Australia the year before as part of a festival, which had demanded its own special cripplingly costly insurance policy, three prior visits from a pyrotechnician, three people to erect the safety barricades and ensure the crowds remained a good sixty metres away, and an ambulance on site.

I remember this again a few days later back at home, when I log on to my email to write to my brother to tell him about the Barrio de la Magdalena fiesta, and find a note from him. He tells me that someone has tragically been killed in a freak accident involving flying debris from  the detonation of the old Canberra Hospital, the demolition of which had been touted as a spectator sport. The poor victim was sitting across on the other shore of Lake Burley Griffin at the time, purportedly safe and sound and hundreds of metres from danger. After all, a squadron of experts was on hand, and had declared the demolition completely safe.
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To work. Every day I help organise the savings meetings and weigh children, practising my Spanish on their patient mothers, setting up a hanging scale in a tree to mark the weights on graphs. We distribute seedling trees, lollies for community parties, coloured pencils so that kids can enter URAC’s colouring competition. We collect money, loan requests, gifts of chilli-smeared tacos. Then it’s time to order, corral, sort and distribute thousands of baby chicks.

We house them in the meeting hall, secured with hay bales, and wade in to gather enough for each town’s orders. At first I stoop and pick up the chicks gently in both hands, one at a time, counting them carefully into the box. Then, when I watch how quickly the Mexicans are managing it, I set my jaw and grab hold of four or five at a time. Finally I learn the true chicken-wrangling technique of plunging in up to the wrists with both hands stretched wide, the fingers closing gently in a pincer movement. Our hands emerge like the giant magnets in wrecking yards, fifteen surprised chicks dangling like tiny junked car parts. Into the boxes they go. Seventy-five! Seventy-six! Four hundred and nineteen! Five hundred and fifty! They are loaded up and stacked into the van, driven fast to each town so they can be resettled with food and water with a minimum of stress.

In the communities, people are punctual as never before, forming an eager orderly queue behind the van as we swing the doors open and start handing out the chicks. We ladle them into boxes, into bags, into shawls, into aprons. Kids jump around excitedly, barely able to keep their hands off their new pets.

Back home into the shade for a two-hour rest and then off again to another community in the afternoon. ‘This one will be quick,’ Manuel promises me when he sees me taking some aspirin for a splitting headache. ‘We’ll be home by six-thirty, tops.’

Together with Beatriz we bump off over the back roads to distant San Diego, the back full of deliveries, including a well-behaved sheep.

We start at four but it’s soon clear the meeting’s going to drag on, with lots to discuss and lots to be processed. Sunset comes and goes and my mood starts darkening with the evening. Couldn’t we cut this short, or at least be aware of other people’s time commitments? For once? I’m starting to feel sick and shivery – another incipient bout of the gastric bug that people here call, with black humour, either ‘Moctezuma’s Revenge’ or ‘La Turista’, although, since it’s borne by contaminated water and airborne dust containing faecal matter, everybody gets it now and then.

I want to get home, have a cool shower and dose myself with Mylanta and paracetamol, or even the remedies the Mexicans press upon me – bicarbonate of soda, oregano tea and a Coca-Cola. But no. Manuel flips on the headlights of the van so we can see to fill in the loan applications of some latecomers. Beatriz chats amiably with the group, clearly people with all the time in the world, oblivious to my pointedly glazed expression. Finally Manuel takes his leave, climbs back in the car alongside us and starts it up.

‘Wait, Manny – the deliveries!’ I say, my heart sinking.

‘Oh, the deliveries aren’t for here. They’re for Arroyo de Zituni.’

We drive through the dark countryside to another town and up another bone-shaking cobbled road, where we hunt in the dark for the right house. We find it and open the back. The sheep blinks at us sleepily from its tether beside fifteen twenty-kilo bags of agricultural urea, lying there like a bad dream. There’s nothing for it. We start lugging.

Another house. It’s nearly ten p.m. now. Surely, I think, they’re going to be annoyed by how late we are. I hear their cheery greeting and laughter. We lug out sacks of beans.

Viva bloody Mexico, I am thinking as I haul them out, covered in urea, dirt, straw and sheep manure.

By the time we get to Doña Juana’s, I’m so achy, nauseous and irritable I can barely speak. I listen to Manuel shouting over the stone fence into the night, and it seems like a bad joke that Doña Juana’s husband is shouting back, at this hour and knowing we’d come all this way to deliver it, that he’d wanted a male sheep, not a female.

Manuel steps over the wall to negotiate and Beatriz and I sit in tired silence in the cabin of the van. In Australia, now would be the time we’d start complaining about how putupon we were, so I wait for her to start. She lights a cigarette and exhales peacefully, staring out the window.

‘What a beautiful night,’ she says.

I open my mouth and close it again, then twist my head out my own window. I rest it on the ledge. Actually, that’s better. A galaxy of stars glitters above us.

‘Is the sky like this in Australia?’ says Beatriz.

‘Well, upside down, but yes. More or less.’

I consider the sky, stretching above us from horizon to black horizon, here on the other side of the planet. In a minute, depending on the whim of Doña Juana’s husband, I will probably be groping in the back for a sheep, surrounded by people who are implacable about my irritation with punctuality and time, implacable because they just don’t get it, and sure it’s been a long day and we are tired and filthy, but we’ve got everything done and look, it’s a beautiful night.

I rest my head on the car window ledge looking at the stars and there is a few moments’ silence as Beatriz calmly smokes, and in it I hear a tiny, unimpressed internal voice saying, ‘Get over yourself’.

Then other voices, as Doña Juana comes out with her husband and all six of their children to greet us, shaking our hands and thanking us profusely for delivering the sheep – of course they want her, she’s lovely. We lift the sheep down and she staggers around amiably, sniffing at the grass,  and when my hand is shaken I feel work calluses that put my day to shame. We all stand around smiling in the starlight for a while, enjoying the cool air, then we bid them goodbye and get back into the van and head home. My throbbing head is soothed by the motion of the vehicle, and by the rich humming coming from Manuel, who has three daughters waiting for him at home and a lifetime of work like this, and who’ll be back at work tomorrow morning at seven fortyfive, like always.

Suspended in time there, I stare at that upside-down blazing sky. If the species could sing, what song would they sing? What language would we recognise? Are they singing now?

It’s a beautiful night, if only you’ve got the eyes to notice it. Down at the cafe, Claudia will be cleaning up about now. Down in the zócalo, the cabeza man is smiling his small secret smile as he turns up the grill.

[image: Images]

Friends from Australia, in their letters, are constantly asking about the curious cliché of mañana. They have an image of Mexico, and it is a campesino in huarache sandals, a poncho and a big sombrero dozing under a cactus tree. A shadow falls across him, and a glowering mariachi singer with a black moustache stands dramatically silhouetted before a cow skull. He sings the theme song to Taco Bell as Speedy Gonzales runs past in a small cloud of dust.

Manaña, where nothing ever gets done, where the people are lazy and negligent, where it’s impossible to expect punctuality! They visualise Mexico through these hazy filters, and imagine us tearing out our hair in frustration at such an intractable mess.

Yet these are the same people who seem to spend such long stretches of time on hold in one way or another, who sit for minutes on end waiting for a recorded voice message to tell them what button to press next on the phone message menu, who wait for two weeks for a plumber to come to their house, who sit stalled endlessly in jammed traffic, waiting for the lights to change.

And dozing? I don’t think I ever witness a Mexican sleeping during the day. They’re all up long before me, and don’t go to bed until long after I’ve hit the deck.

One day I need a plumber and go down to the local hardware shop to ask the guy there if he knows one.

‘Know one? I am one!’ he says with a big grin. When he finds out my problem is a blocked U-bend in the kitchen sink, he grabs some tools, locks the shop for twenty minutes and returns home with me. He fixes it on the spot, I pay him in cash, and he walks back to work whistling. Inefficient? A poor way to run a business? Yes, and you can hear the soft sound, all over the country, of groaning gringo businessmen banging their heads against brick walls at incorrigible behaviour like this. On whose terms though, I am forced to keep asking myself, is it inefficient?

I’m continually brought up short with the realisation that, on almost all levels that require human interaction, this is, contrary to popular belief, a functional economy. The things that work better in Australia are things that do not involve another human: ATMs, computerised road tolls, speed cameras, passport processing, tax returns, telephone connections, registration papers, bills, e-banking, surfing the net.

Lock your keys in the car and call the RACV, follow the voice prompts and quote your ID number for service. You never need to communicate with your garbage men or meter reader or gas-bottle replacer. It’s efficient, but it feels like it’s only slowly dawning on us that there’s a price to be paid for those dehumanised processes and systems. You’ve insisted on complete functionality, so you can’t be surprised if it’s a machine tinnily assuring you that your call is important, so please hold the line. You can’t complain when you feel a sneaking sensation of alienation and isolation, the odd realisation that possibly the logical extension of perfect functionality is human dysfunction, the world Mexican author Octavio Paz described famously as ‘petrified’, a place ‘where people wander in an abstract world of machines, fellow citizens and moral precepts’. What else is road rage about, or ATM rage, or bank queue rage? What, or who, are we raging against, and what exactly are we so enraged about?

Here there’s a different, less abstracted way to manage your daily interactions and I am constantly surprised by  the way it accommodates a degree of anarchy and a lack of infrastructure. More than that, it accepts it with tolerance and compromise, so that it functions. So the hardware shop is closed for twenty minutes – people will cut you a little slack and come back a bit later. So the bus gets bogged in a ditch in the middle of nowhere … until someone comes along with another car and a rope – at least you can chat in the shade with the other passengers, and someone might even get out a guitar.

You might as well; it’s not as if you’re going anywhere.

This is the humbling human scale, which is puzzled by your fuming insistence that everything must function at the snap of your fingers to accommodate you. It almost seems embarrassed for you, that you have your need for control so needfully revealed.

‘¿Quién sabe?’ the people here say all the time, who knows? Who knows when the car with a rope might arrive, or the shop might reopen, or the party begin? In surrendering your need to have the future mapped out and organised, you are free to focus instead on the present; constant, sensuous, waiting. When things work out, miraculously, it can seem like divine providence.

If they don’t, nobody will blame you, so relax.

‘The day set out from the east and started walking …’ begins an old Mayan poem.

You can feel it, too – the sun rising and stretching, setting out, putting one foot in front of the other, taking its time for each day. It makes you walk slower. The  infinite possibilities and petty frustrations of this day are oiled and soothed by courtesy, and everything is interrelated. The sun sets out walking, and we are no more in control of our destiny than we are of controlling that trajectory across the sky. Your plans, which seemed so crucial and all-important at first, are postponed or compromised, deferred, revised … even cancelled. You are only incidental to the grand scheme of the day, and if your needs are narrow and self-interested, they are put into perspective. You cast the same-sized shadow as everyone else; you might as well be gracious about it.

It’s a tough lesson for people from the First World, coached from birth to believe that they are in the world to have their every need met. Money and insistence might buy greater efficiency, but you can’t buy the good-humoured tolerance which makes this society work on a thousand interwoven levels. These interactions won’t be dictated to, or purchased. They won’t respond to tantrums, or threats. People go about their business, happy to grab the advantage to party while they can and ride out things stoically without complaining when it doesn’t go their way.

There’s even a special word for this seizing the moment or the opportunity: aprovechar.

A derivative of this word makes up a phrase people use when they enter or leave a restaurant or cafe when other people are eating. ‘¡Buen provecho!’ they will say when they catch your eye. May you take good advantage of it, may it do you good.

I watch them in the plaza, strolling and chattering. Nobody here’s going to die of a stress-induced stroke. Nobody’s going to lose their temper because everything doesn’t line up according to their demands. Life just doesn’t work that way.

There’s a German guy in town who finds this national attitude so infuriating you just know he’s going to spit the dummy at the whole country sooner or later. One day in his cafe he tells me in head-shaking wonderment about an old Otomi woman in the market selling nopales, prickly-pear pads. The indigenous women gather these from wild cacti and scrape them carefully clean of spines to have something to sell. Nopales are everywhere – you could go out in the campo and gather them for yourself, but it’s more convenient to buy them from this huddle of old women who station themselves on the ground with their shawls full of cactus pads, to trim and clean them slowly through the day.

The German guy is having a party, he tells me, and wants to make a big salad. He approached one woman and asked her how much for her entire stock. She looked up at him, offended.

‘I can’t sell you the whole lot,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Well, what am I going to sell tomorrow?’

He’s told me this story to illustrate her complete lack of business sense, her mindset which couldn’t be further from the Teutonic ideal, the proof of her narrow, parochial foolishness. He can’t understand why I’m so delighted with her response, or how it symbolises something crucial to her. She is wise, wise, this old lady. She, and all the other market sellers with their eight oranges or three baskets of strawberries displayed carefully in front of them, understands something about the micromarket that the macromarket loses sight of: that it’s about participation, not just volume or profit. She’s got regular customers coming later, she doesn’t need to expand, she has enough. Her brain isn’t trained for that quick opportunistic grab; it’s trained for inclusion, human contact, just being there.

In a town in the next state famous for its copper work, I watch a man in a shed work the bellows on a wood fire which is heating a ball of blackened metal. Then he grasps the ball in a pair of tongs and reflectively gives it a whack with a small hammer. Out in the showroom are magnificent thinly beaten copper pans and dishes and jugs, shining and hand-finished. I’m obviously looking at the man who beats the copper flat, or something, ready for the craftspeople to use some more sophisticated tools to really do the job.

‘Is there another workshop?’ I ask him.

‘No,’ he says. ‘Just me.’

‘So you can make those plates and dishes with just that little hammer? There’s nothing else you need?’ 

He looks up and grins at me.

‘Well … a lot of time.’

I have a copper jug from that workshop. It must have taken hours and hours to beat that curving spout into shape. Every time I pick it up I am reminded it is not something made by a machine – the copper handle is fashioned like a lizard, curving its head into the jug to drink, a graceful pause caught and stilled to admire.

A poor town builds itself a three-storey fireworks castle for its fiesta, complete with spinning crowns and the face of Jesus picked out in a fiery portrait as a finale. A woman tells me they have got the specialists in to make it – the pirotécnicos, who make a living travelling around constructing these and sometimes climb up to shake a circuit free while the castle is exploding and spinning around them. She says everyone in the town contributes money for the castle and for the rides, music and food for the fiesta. She shows me the list, and it’s a lot of money.

‘Why?’ I ask– and how readily these prescriptive words fall from my mouth – ‘Why do they squander money on fireworks, instead of putting it aside for seed for next year’s crops, or saving it for emergencies?’

‘Why?’ she says, and shrugs. ‘Well, just for the beauty of it.’

‘But it’s all over in five minutes’, I say. ‘All gone.’

‘Yes’, she says with a smile, ‘but you’re here, aren’t you?’

Later the castle goes off spectacularly, smoke rising like incense to the sky, the holy crowns spinning and shooting into space. Everyone cheers and applauds as it sinks slowly into twinkling lights then breathing darkness. Everyone’s face is wreathed, pacifically, in smiles, momentarily transformed, just by the beauty of it.

It’s a religious offering, a tribute to heaven, a gift. Shut up about wastes of money, debt, statistics, next year’s fertiliser. Quién sabe about next year. Seize this moment. You’re here, aren’t you?

Time is elastic. ‘The conception of time as a fixed present and as pure actuality’, maintains Octavio Paz, ‘is more ancient than that of chronometric time.’ If you doubt it, consider this: the word for wait in Spanish is the same as the word for hope. Etymologically, that’s really all you need to know. What are you doing sitting here? Well ... hoping.

Hoping for the post office to open, hoping for the photocopier to be fixed, hoping the train will move so the traffic can flow again. Esperar: to wait (infinitive form, meaning to wait infinitely). If I had a decent dictionary here, I could confirm my suspicion that the word is related to ‘aspire’ and therefore ‘respire’. To wait is to breathe. What are you doing as you wait? Not much more than respiring.

Esperando: the state of waiting. It has a fervent sound to it, as if waiting for anything demands a faith, a prayerful optimism. Its opposite, desesperar, like ‘despair’, meaning to give up hope, sounds like a breath exhaled with total resignation, a sigh, the last gasp before losing consciousness.

You can storm around swearing about this, or you can treat the whole thing as a kind of Zen exercise. I have chosen the latter. Partly because otherwise you’d blow a gasket, but also because I can still only express myself in Spanish in the present tense. My Zen principles, luckily, fit with this state perfectly – I exist only in the moment. I have no past, no future, only the Eternal Now. What did I do yesterday? I cannot begin to explain. What will I do tomorrow? ¡Quien sabe! At this very moment, I am waiting. An Empty Hand.

An artform here is the use of intensifiers – adding, for example, an -ito or -ita to the end of a word to express how very small it is. A dog is a perro, a puppy is a perrito. Time for a quick coffee, or a cafecito. A little shop selling bric-a-brac is a bazarcito. Regardless of their height or status, the youngest person in the office, should their name be, for example, José, will be Josecito. So when something is nearly ready, it will be ready in a momento, but when the period of time is a mere nanosecond away, the correct expression is momentito.

So small is this moment that it requires you to hold up thumb and forefinger with a rice-grain width of space between them, gesture meaningfully, and smile with a kind of ‘It’s out of my hands’ assurance, the smile of a Zen master. A momentito. That’s how long you have to wait. Once this fact is established, you would be wise to locate a piece of shade, sit down, and use the period for Zen meditation.

Contemplate, for example, this word mañana. Here is a word like a perfect mantra, a word which refuses to be confined in the mere linear, a word which reminds us several times a day of the transitory, timeless quality of existence. Mañana means both ‘tomorrow’ and ‘morning’.  You will frequently hear, for example, that there is a meeting on ‘mañana in the mañana’.

Mañana is a quality, not a deadline. It signifies that no time can be placed on when something is going to occur. The tradesman to connect your gas will arrive mañana, which could mean at any stage tomorrow – at the time, whenever it may occur, when he is free. Your photos will be ready mañana, at the time photos are ready. If I was to try to control fate, to pin it down to a specific time, we would both be disappointed and embarrassed when you returned with high expectations of their readiness. Such a thing cannot be guaranteed, so let’s just play it safe with mañana.

Then when you come into the shop, I can say momento, and everyone’s happy. Relax. Breathe deeply. Wait. Hope. Cast yourself adrift of expectation.

There is another common word relating to time which demonstrates this. It is tarde. It means ‘later’; also ‘afternoon’ and occasionally ‘evening’, as well as just plain ‘late’. You get the picture – sometime in the future. Un poco más tarde: a little bit later. There will be a meeting más tarde mañana in the mañana, so don’t be tarde. Toy with the concepts, the idea that this afternoon is also, linguistically, fixed in the brain as an indefinite future point, as you wait for your photos to emerge out of the ether, and feel the weight of time drifting away, like something you have collided with underwater.

The future tense, which I have not yet mastered, is  a slippery thing. A whole tense is designed to express the ephemeral nature of what might happen, a very wary tense indeed. For example, it seems impossible to make a definite statement like ‘I believe things will change’. As far as I can work out, no existe. The tense you must use edges around the fact, allowing you only to hesitantly suggest ‘I hope things might change’ (in much the same way you might say, ‘I hope my photos might be ready someday’).

Here, dear student, is your first Zen meditation koan. What is your answer to, ‘Will the bus get here on time?’

Correct answer: ‘On time for what?’

The bus waits, and leaves when it is full. The ‘timetable’ adjusts itself to the readiness of the passengers, not the other way round. It’s like asking how long that proverbial piece of string is. Then you step off the bus, and whatever is left of the day is waiting for you. Time is not a schedule, any more than respiration is a waste of time. Get your priorities straight.

Zen koan number two: ‘A man with one watch knows what the time is, but a man with two watches is never quite sure.’

At the post office, the two clocks each tell a different time. I have some letters for Australia.

‘Australia? ¿Es Europa, no?’

‘No, es the South Pacific.’ The postal worker looks suspicious as I assert this, as if I’m Columbus claiming the existence of a fabled land to the south. Her eyes fall on my letters. Aha. I need some larger envelopes, it seems.  Does the post office have any for sale? It does not. I need to go to a papelería.

I cross the plaza and go up the road to the paper shop, and wait in a queue. It happens that this day has experienced a confluence with a certain time, which is Mother’s Day, and the girl behind the counter is indicating her goodwill to the mothers of the customers by slowly and with infinite care giftwrapping each of their small purchased gifts.

It takes a long time, for the tape and the ribbon and the elegant curling of the ribbon. It takes the kind of time where minutes or hours could pass, for you have lost perspective. While I wait, I find myself looking at some plastic toy watches, just to have a little private Zen joke with myself. At last I reach the counter and buy the envelopes, and return to the post office queue. Slowly, slowly, I approach the counter. The woman checks my addresses again.

‘¿Es Europa, no?’

I experience a second, or it could be two seconds, or perhaps an eternity, of dislocation. The moment, the past and the present, seems to be circling on itself, repeating. The hands on both clocks edge around.

‘No, es the South Pacific. El Pacífico Sur.’ If I were to think about timezones now, I would black out, spontaneously combust, reach nirvana. Perhaps she is right, and I come from an imaginary land. Finally, though, she grudgingly concedes that such a place might exist.

Ah, but momentito. To send these envelopes, you need to seal down the flaps with glue. Fine. Does the post  office have glue for this purpose? No. How about that stapler five feet away from us on the desk? Ah, this stapler, señora, is not for customer use. And where can I buy glue? Try the papelería.

Time, my adjustments of it and my foolish belief that I could have conquered it, is sinking into meaninglessness as I retrace my steps to the paper shop. It is true, is it not, that the Zen masters would set their students endless tasks in order to focus the mind onto deeper visions and insights? Transferring grains of sand from one pile to another, for example.

Each Mother’s Day present is still receiving the meditative royal treatment. This time as I wait, I amuse myself emptying my mind by contemplating a display of differently sized white boxes stapled to the wall. You could make a nest of boxes with them; you could make a postmodern Zen art installation. You could buy one and put a plastic watch in it and have it wrapped up and send it to your mother.

Breathe. Get the glue.

Back at the post office, you think that if she asks if the destination is Europe again a hole will be rent in the time-space continuum, sucking all of you into oblivion. But no, you have the envelope, you have the glue, you glue the flaps down industriously before her eyes and stick on the fourteen stamps each worth 2.30 pesos. Why don’t they make stamps of larger denominations? Why don’t they adjust the clocks? Why don’t they stock envelopes? How long is a piece of string? Esperar. To wait. To hope.

Say it, and hear the whisper of breaths marking life, the hiss of wind shifting sand.

What is the sound of one gringo waiting? First, my dear student, there is silence. A rather fuming, teeth-gritted silence, involving the incorrect kind of breathing. This occurs when you read the registration slip you have been given after paying extra to register your mail, and see that the word ‘Austria’ is printed on it.

Sit for a few minutes by the fountain, and be silent.

We must empty the mind of anger and frustration, we must make the mind like a clean empty box, waiting humbly for what it might receive.

Listen.

Include strand by strand into this silence the noises of the moment, the incidental sounds of the world. The nearby radio playing jangly, irrepressible salsa. A distant church bell being rung for who knows what ... once, twice, a sound like a jumping silver fish, slipping back into the pool of quiet. Two children laughing down the street, a taxi somewhere with a hole in the muffler.

And humming, which begins almost in spite of itself, coming from inside, where the breath is drawn in, your own voice humming along to the salsa, giving in to the implacable power of this moment. Feeling the stones you are sitting on, whose time is geological, watching the water of the fountain, stretching time like molten glass.

This is the sound of waiting, the sound of a velvety cocoon of time going about its business, the sound of a smile, spreading.

I am in Mexico, and I am in time, with all the time in the world.

Floating in the now now now of the present, broken by chimes and music but most of all by the heartbeat that whispers to me: here you are, this is your precious allocation of this, be here in it. I am suspended in time like amber, moving through it moment by ineffable, evanescent, surrendering moment.

I am consciously breathing it; time is immersing me. I am having, come to think of it, the time of my life.
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