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Foreword

			All accounts in this collection are true in that they are taken from life and are a record of memory and occasional field notes. As many truths exist as there are people to express them. They are ways of being in and seeing the world. Had someone else encountered the experiences and the characters that appear in this book, they would have written them differently, or perhaps not written them at all and either consigned them to capricious anecdote or to oblivion. So the sense in which these tales are true is necessarily mine; and I offer them to you in the hope that you will discover in them some truth of your own. As Thoreau observed: “Nothing was ever so unfamiliar and startling to a man as his own thoughts.” We are alien first to ourselves.

			Note: Where necessary names of persons living or dead have been changed and identities disguised for reasons that need no rehearsal. All photographs are by the author.

		

	
		
			

Effluent

			“This is the first officer speaking. There’s a fifty per cent chance your luggage is not on this flight……”

			“Same bullshit,” said the passenger in the window seat next to me.

			“What?”

			“Happened last time I came on this lousy flight. Right now somebody in Trinidad is wearing one of my shirts.”

			 He spoke in a soft Canadian drawl with a gallic undertone. We shook hands. His name was Maurice.

			A stewardess served coffee; pungent, flavoured with Caribbean. We clinked paper cups.

			“Salut”.

			“Salut.”

			“On business?” I asked.

			“Engineering project. And you?”

			“Reviewing the Caribbean aid programme.”

			His looked at me sceptically as if he thought I might be up to something else. My story was true but I figured his was not.

			“Maybe it’s my turn,” I said.

			“What?”

			“To lose my luggage.”

			When we disembarked at Cheddi Jagan airport in Georgetown Guyana, a man in his fifties with Asian features approached across the tarmac. Maurice shook his hand and introduced him as the High Commission’s chauffeur.

			“Plenty of room in the car for both of us, right Haani?”

			“Plenty of room, sir.” said the chauffeur smiling.

			“Better than an airport taxi,” Maurice said, “You can’t trust those devils. They cheat everyone.”

			“If you would kindly give me your passports I will see to everything,” Haani said.

			Inside the terminal building, two immigration officers sat at desks before piles of passports. Arriving passengers stood chatting, paced to and fro or leaned against a wall. No one lined up. Haani marched to one of the desks, exchanged a nod and a wink with the official, secured a stamp in each of our passports and waved us through to the baggage collection area.

			“They know me,” he said as he handed back our documents.

			My suitcase emerged on the conveyor belt a short while later. Maurice’s did not.

			“This place doesn’t like me,” said Maurice. “Should have been your turn.”

			“Maybe your luggage will arrive on the next flight?”

			“No chance.”

			Later, at the hotel, I gave him a clean shirt which he promised to return in a couple of days. He didn’t and I didn’t see him again. When I asked for him at the desk they told me he had checked out.

			The hotel stood among palm trees in a straggling, thinly-populated suburb separated from the downtown area by a dry canal. A few blocks to the rear, the Demerara river slithered past on its journey from the dark, forested Guyanese interior. Heavy with moisture, the air smelled of vegetation with a faint cloacal undertow.

			Over breakfast next morning, I read through my program of activities. A start-up meeting with the deputy consul would be followed by days of appointments with local businesses, charities and government bureaucrats. Dinner that evening would be with Peter Satchell, an official of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA).

			I asked the receptionist for directions to the High Commission.

			“’Best to walk,” she said. “You can wait an hour for a taxi and then they run you round town to build up the fare. Cross the bridge over the canal, keep on until Young Street, turn left and there you are.”

			She smiled, dazzling white teeth between carmine lips.

			“You’re English?” she asked.

			“Canadian. Born in England. Can’t lose the accent.”

			“The British should take over again. It’s such a mess here.”

			“You can’t mean that.”

			“My mother says life was okay under the British. Everything worked. Schools, the road, the sewers…”

			“But colonialism…”

			“Sometimes it’s better.”

			Her words rang in my head as I crossed the narrow canal bridge. Running along the dry bed beneath was a broken pipe half a meter in diameter from which raw sewerage spilled amid a cloud of flies. Cockroaches scurried over the excremental sludge. I quickened my pace pursued by the stench.

			At the High Commission, a junior official regretted that the deputy consul had been called away on business and no one else had time to see me. They were so stretched. If I needed anything, of course, I should not hesitate. Guyana was a friendly place for visitors. The locals had their factions. Africans ran the government, Asians ran the businesses. Didn’t like each other very much. Government prohibited wheat imports so the Asians couldn’t make chapatis or other breads. Rice was plentiful. Did I have any questions?

			”What about the broken sewer?”

			“Oh yes, a big problem. More than a few sewerage pipes in the city need fixing. To be frank, most of the infrastructure is in bad shape. Nothing gets repaired here. According to the city authority, there’s no money. Lack of cash doesn’t stop officials going round in expensive cars though.”

			“Couldn’t the High Commission use a little of its budget at least to have the sewer fixed?”

			“Not a priority for us. More the kind of thing CIDA or the IADB1 should be doing. Why not ask Peter when you see him this evening? By the way, you’ll need a taxi to get to his place. It’s not safe to walk around at night. Whites stick out like a sore thumb especially in the dark if you see what I mean.”

			Peter Satchell, the CIDA representative, lived on the edge of town in a wooden bungalow hoisted on stilts. A broad external staircase led up to the front door. He was standing there when I arrived that evening and glanced at his watch as I mounted the steps.

			“Thought you might not make it. One never knows in Georgetown.”

			Ushering me into a long room that combined kitchen, dining and sitting areas, he introduced me to a middle-aged university professor and a post-graduate student who had just won a scholarship to study at McGill University. They were of African and Asian descent respectively. Busy at the stove was a young women, also of African descent, whom I judged to be around eighteen: five-three in heels, compact, wrapped in a tight blouse open at the collar and a skirt short enough to pass muster as a sash.

			“This is my girlfriend Sylvie,” said Peter.

			Sylvie gave me her hand leaning forward slightly to offer a glimpse of dark cleavage against the roseate pink of her blouse. She had long fingernails painted bright red.

			I asked about the broken sewers.

			“Ah yes,” Peter said. “If we had the money, we’d certainly get them fixed. Unfortunately there are other priorities.”

			“Priorities rule the world That’s what I tell my students,” the professor said.

			We sat at table while Sylvie served, joining us for each course. She seemed to have a dual role in Satchell’s domestic arrangements as both housekeeper and lover, combining efficiency of service with mischievous glances, erotic gestures, the brush of her breasts against Satchell’s arm as she leaned over him to which he responded with a fleeting stroke of his hand on her thigh. Marking the occasion, too, was the abundance of bread freshly baked, Satchell told us, from fine Canadian wheat. Herewith the young beauty and the bread unavailable to locals, the gulf between the aid official and official aid, the brutal fecundity of that tropical world and the coldly indifferent abundance of the “developed”north.

			A week of meetings followed with the Georgetown business community, with government bureaucrats, with officials of the CARICOM2 Secretariat. In the late afternoons, before dark, I would stroll down to the Demerara river whose languid flow and murky surface seemed like an incarnation of Kipling’s grey-green greasy Limpopo River that had fired my imagination as a child and made me determined one day to stand on its shores and walk among its fever trees.

			My flight back to Trinidad was scheduled for early evening. I took a taxi to the airport in good time, checked in and passed through to the departure lounge. To one side of the lounge a queue had formed before a desk where an official was engaged in a painstaking scrutiny of documents. Having already passed through an inspection, I saw no reason to join it. A couple of hundred other passengers were standing mainly in small groups, or wandering aimlessly. A few were sitting on the floor. I glanced at the departure board. An hour to kill before boarding. A heavy shower of rain in the afternoon had left the air heavy with heat and moisture.

			A tap on my shoulder made me to turn round to see a small thick-set man in police uniform.

			“You’re under arrest.”

			“For what?”

			“Smuggling.”

			“What?”

			“You heard.”

			I became aware that none of the other passengers were looking in my direction. No doubt they were used to this.

			“There must be a mistake.”

			“Don’t argue,” the officer said without raising his voice.

			“I assure you…”

			The officer’s hand disappeared from view for a second, then reappeared bearing a pistol. He reached up and set the barrel against my temple.

			“I’m taking you out of the airport.”

			I looked him in the eye and saw hatred - hatred of the white race borne of centuries of pain and humiliation, hatred of those who had taken his ancestors from their homeland, turned them into slaves and grown rich on their labour. And I knew that if he took me out of the airport building, he would put a bullet in my back on the pretext of preventing my escape. Seconds before I had been perspiring in the humid air, now I felt chilled as if I had stepped into a cold store. My field of vision narrowed to the space around the two of us, my thoughts to the simple matter of how to prevent this stranger from marching me at gunpoint into the night.

			Then I heard my voice speaking words that came out of another kind of darkness, words that dwell in a hidden realm and emerge only as a resort of survival.

			“If any thing happens to me, you will never get out of jail.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I am a guest of your government and of the Commonwealth Secretariat.”

			A flicker of doubt flashed across the policeman’s eyes.

			“If you don’t believe me,” I pressed, “Call your minister of foreign affairs. I have his card here. Or you can try the Canadian High Commission. If anything happens to me, it will be an international incident. The relationship between our two countries will be severely damaged. ”

			Uncertainty registered in his gaze, followed by nervousness, then fear. The pressure of the gun barrel on my forehead slackened. He returned the pistol to its holster.

			“All right you can go.”

			He walked off without looking back. When he was out of sight, a tall, loose-limbed man came to shake my hand. He reminded me of Clive Lloyd, the great cricketer.

			“You got off well man. Those sons of bitches don’t usually back down.”

			“Why would I be accuse me of smuggling”.

			“Maybe you didn’t hand in your customs form.”

			“?”

			“You have to fill it in and hand it back when you leave.”

			“I never had a form.”

			“Everybody gets one.”

			I explained that the High Commission chauffeur had handled my entry.

			“Don’t let anyone else do that for you man. In this country you gotta be independent. Give a man your passport and he has your life in his hands. You can die for mistakes like that.”

			<<<<<>>>>>

			
				
					1	Inter-American Development Bank.

				

				
					2	Caribbean Community.

				

			

		

	
		
			

Malvinas

			In nineteen-eighty-four, the year of Orwell’s imagined dystopia, Argentina was emerging into a fresh democracy after a long winter of defeat and oppression. Flowers were bursting into bloom under a warming sun. Porteños3 strolled on downtown Florida Street with a spring in their step.

			On the road to central Buenos Aires from Ezeizas, the country’s main international airport, a billboard reminded travellers that Las Malvinas son Argentinas - the Falkland Islands belong to Argentina. No such message had greeted my first visit a decade earlier. Then I had taken the airport bus downtown and, on arrival at the central bus station, a taxi driver had seized my luggage with a rapid-fire promise to take me to my hotel. For half an hour he had driven me through the city before drawing to a halt in a side street. Parking, he had told me, was forbidden at the hotel entrance which was round the corner. He had demanded a sum of money as the price of the trip and taken advantage of my unfamiliarity with the currency to make off with most of my ready cash, the Argentinian equivalent of a hundred and fifty dollars. Suitcase in hand, I had turned the corner to find that the hotel stood directly opposite the bus station. I could have walked there. Thus my introduction to a by-way of Argentinian culture: the perennial rutting of males, the unspoken effort to prove the other an idiot or, in local currency, a boludo. Among the initiated, no one wins these encounters because the conventions are understood and the underlying objective is less to defeat than to test the other’s manhood. Strangers, on the other hand, can be easy pickings for the unscrupulous.

			This time I came prepared to repel assaults on my wallet, but unaware that the occasion might present other challenges motivated by injured pride and the wounds of recent war.

			After a couple of days in the capital, I flew from the domestic airport to the city of Santa Fé. Meetings had been arranged for me with business executives and officials, followed by lunch at City Hall where I found myself seated as an honoured guest opposite the provincial governor. Rows of plates and wine-glasses ran right and left seeming to converge in the middle distance. By my reckoning, forty guests sat at that gigantic table, all men.

			Over coffee at the end of the meal, the governor tapped his wine glass for silence, welcomed me with eloquence, referred in melancholy tones to difficult times ahead, and invited the gathering to pose questions. A stout man in his sixties stood up.

			“We are supposed to be living in a democracy,” he said, “Most of us seated here are in business. The nation’s welfare depends on our success. Despite this, everyone knows that what our government gives us is not democracy but a dictatorship of the proletariat. I ask our guest how we are supposed to survive with a president who grants everything the workers demand and does his best to destroy our economy.”

			Dangerous territory. Argentina had only recently returned to civilian government after years of military rule and it was no secret that the generals had their supporters. A party man, the governor tried to divert the question, but the questioner would have none of it.

			“Our guest will surely give me the honour of an answer.”

			Eyes turned in my direction.

			“Why not?” I said. “My answer is simple enough. The governor has just welcomed me to Santa Fé. I am here as your guest.” I glanced right and left along the table, “And as your guest, it would be an abuse of that privilege for me to express an opinion on your government. However I can reveal that back home we all complain about ours.”

			Laughter. The questioner stood up determined to pursue the matter but his companions overruled him. Afterwards, as we were breaking up, the governor thanked me for what he described as my delicate handling of a difficult question.

			“We can be an argumentative people,” he said. “These are sensitive times.”

			He invited me to dinner for the following evening. It would be an informal gathering in a pleasant restaurant. “No more difficult questions,” he promised. “Just a good meal and a good time.”

			The restaurant was modest, with wooden beams, a large fireplace, rustic walls decorated with gaucho accoutrements: lassoes, boleadoras4, whips and spurs. Tables had been pushed together to accommodate the governor’s party - a dozen strong. Several others were occupied by couples talking in low tones.

			We dined on steaks large enough to drape over the edges of our plates and drank dark red wine. Ties were loosened, conversation flowed. People told jokes, some incomprehensible to me though I joined in the laughter. The table talk reminded me of the recitative of an opera: rhythmical, deep-chested, spiced with subtle undertones of humour. Everyone seemed relaxed, mildly inebriated but not enough to overstep the bounds of discretion.

			One of the governor’s aides, an impeccable thirty-year old in a dark suit and oiled swept-back hair, asked me where I was born. I hesitated. The Falklands-Malvinas war had ended barely two years before. Memories of defeat and injured national pride would still be sharp. Why confess to being English? Since I carried both British and Canadian passports and had been received as Canadian, there seemed no reason to tell the truth. On the other hand, I felt a stubborn distaste for concealing my origins. Besides, I was clearly among people of good will. Bravado won out.

			“Born and bred in England,” I replied, adding by way of precaution, that I was now Canadian.

			“My cousin was the soldier who shot the British colonel in Las Malvinas,” came the reply. “What do you say to that?”

			He spoke loudly, thin-lipped, hands gripping the table edge. Hush descended on the restaurant. Waiters stood still as if awaiting an order. I tried to catch the governor’s eye, but he looked away. The other guests were staring into their plates. My thoughts churned in search of a response. It came not in a flash of inspiration but in words formed in the act of speaking.

			“Let’s be thankful that the war is over, and hope that peace will now prevail between these two great nations.” Raising my glass, I looked directly at my challenger, “Can we not drink to that?”

			Someone clapped, another shouted ‘bravo’; and suddenly the whole restaurant was applauding. Releasing his grip on the table, my questioner interrogated his companions with his eyes. They were smiling, raising their glasses. He hesitated, then followed suit. Afterwards, as the governor drove me back to my hotel in his own car, he said, “You could have lost your life tonight.”

			“Do you really think so?”

			“Mauricio didn’t mention that he lost friends in that war. That’s what eats him up. He wants revenge. For him it’s personal.”

			“I hope he’s taken me off his kill list.”

			 “Oh yes. You won him over,” the governor said. “But tell me. Don’t you think Las Malvinas should really be returned to Argentina?”

			“No doubt about it, Señor Gobernador” I replied. “But my opinion doesn’t matter.”

			“Unfortunately,” said the governor. “Neither does mine.”

			<<<<<>>>>>

			
				
					3	Citizens of Buenos Aires.

				

				
					4	Throwing weapon made of weighted balls on the ends of interconnected cords. They are used to capture animals - usually livestock - by entangling their legs.

				

			

		

	
		
			

The Rewards of Enterprise

			Client hospitality often included taking me on a trip to the red-light district. It happened in Mexico City, Guadalajara, and Monterrey, in Guayaquil and Quito, in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, in Buenos Aires and Mar del Plata. And in Lima, or rather the port that has served Lima since the sixteenth century, the old Spanish maritime stronghold of Callao.

			Under colonial rule, Lima was the wealthiest city in South America. Capital of the Viceroyalty of Peru, it boasted stately boulevards, richly-decorated palaces and churches, velvet theatres, and verdant parks. Slaves and peons made up sixty per cent of the population, their labour sustaining the elite in a life of luxury and license.

			Colonial soldiers and administrators have long since departed together with the Inquisition and the institution of slavery. Visible still is the Spanish legacy. Many elegant colonial buildings have survived, but so too have the poor whose dust-choked dwellings encircle the city like a ramshackle reef. These wretched of the earth live obliquely to the mainstream, moving into and out of it in an endless search for ways to extract enough of its substance for survival. Most spend their waking hours hawking simple services to the descendants of the old elite and to the well-off middle-classes who live in the graceful suburbs of Miraflores and San Isidro: car-washing, house-cleaning, gardening, running errands, small-scale carpentry, shoe-shining, garbage-collection, general odd-jobbery, and sex.

			In the late twentieth century, Lima boasted two centres of sexual commerce. One of these, known by its distance from the capital, specialised in motels with rooms for rent by the hour. Every town of a certain size in Latin America harbours facilities of this kind. They offer a level of discretion not easily found elsewhere: individual drive-in garages that conceal the car, room-service, billing and payment via a dumb waiter. Guests can drive in, do their business, eat, drink, pay the bill and drive out without seeing anyone and without anyone seeing them. Executives take secretaries there, professors take students, politicians arrive with young assistants. Room rent includes clean sheets on the bed and clean towels in the bathroom which often comes equipped with tub and jacuzzi. Condoms, lubricants and refreshments are supplied to order.

			Callao - the other centre - drew a different clientèle. Don Blasco Nuñez de la Vela, first Viceroy of Peru, may not have envisaged the port as a centre of erotic relief for Spanish soldiers and seamen, but he would not likely have raised objections. A dozen kilometres from downtown Lima, Callao was sufficiently distant in those early days of Spanish rule to preserve the city from its contaminating influence. Casual copulation could not be banned - troops being what they were - but it could be kept safely away from the respectable citizenry. Nowadays, Lima and Callao form part of a single urban mass, but Callao has retained its secondary calling as the capital’s prime market for commercial sex.

			My hosts conveyed me to the largest emporium, a dirt compound surrounded by a high fence and guarded by louche sentries at the entrance gate. Inside, three corrugated metal sheds stood side-by-side, each as big as an aircraft hangar. Facing these, in the centre of an open space of hard-packed earth, a vendor sold tickets through the open window of a wooden booth. Nailed above the window was a price list for first, second and third class services.

			Fifty or so men were milling around. Some stopped to buy tickets at the booth, others strolled to and from the buildings. We visited the most expensive of the three sheds first - the only one with a coating of fresh paint - military green. I asked if we needed an entrance ticket, but my companions laughed and motioned me forward.

			The cavernous interior, larger than I had anticipated, had a walkway running at a height of maybe four metres, forming a second storey. Each floor was lined with doors, in front of which men were queuing, a dozen or more in one or two cases, a handful in others, sometimes only one. They did not talk to each other.

			We watched as a door opened and a client slipped away. Behind him, framed in the doorway, a woman emerged clad in underwear. She looked young, a teenager. Sudden commotion: the queues at nearby doors dissolved as the men scurried to catch sight of her. Admiring comments broke out, laughter, a few whistles, all good-humoured. Unsmiling, the girl stood waiting for the duty pimp who was quick to arrived. He accepted a ticket from the next man in line and tore it in half, keeping one portion and handing the other to the girl. As soon as the door closed on the girl and her new client, the remaining men returned to their places. No one argued. Each knew to which queue and position he belonged.

			We passed onto the mid-price shed. Men were fewer there and the queues smaller. One of my guides told me that this shed was used mainly by migrant workers from the interior. Shy, undemonstrative, most turned away from us as we approached. Again a door opened, this time revealing an older woman, perhaps in her thirties. No commotion. Instead the men cast furtive glances of longing or despair in her direction. Two were conversing quietly in a language unknown to me. I asked in Spanish where they were from and they answered “Hualahoyo”. Later I found it on the map of Peru - a village in the Andes. They were speaking Quechua.

			In the third shed a fetid odour of urine suggested its dual purpose. Leaning against a wall at the entrance, a bored duty pimp was smoking a cigarette and gazing into the compound. Here, on the ground floor, the doors were separated at intervals by open urinals. Men marched in to relieve themselves and out again at pace. A dozen or more women, clad in underwear, stood at their doors, but no one paid attention to them. Older and heavier than the women of the other two sheds, these had passed over that invisible barrier on the far side of which men cease to look their way. They waited but no longer expected. No doubt from time to time clients came along so poor and desperate that they could ignore the odour and the dun melancholy of these women and find solace in their arms. I assumed that it must be so; though I saw no takers. I made an effort to catch the eye of one woman, thinking to question her and wondering naively if, in return, I might press a banknote into her hand. She observed but did not return my gaze. I was too obviously foreign, too smartly attired to be in search of her services. I proffered a banknote which she took without thanks.

			We left shortly afterwards, my hosts keen to show me more and better brothels. I persuaded them instead to return me to my hotel in central Lima where, after thanking them for a remarkable evening, I shut myself in my room to write bad poems on hotel stationary

			The unremitting misery of that brothel has never left me. I was taken there ostensibly for entertainment, but perhaps the real intention of my hosts was to have me record that visit, to set it down on paper in the hope that it might one day be published and provoke a kind reaction somewhere in the landscape of the western conscience, like a drowning soul thrusting out a hand in the hope that someone will grasp it before it disappears beneath the waves. Where poverty and misery reign, every visitor from elsewhere becomes a means of salvation, a messenger to convey news back to an ignorant but well-meaning God about the oppression of His children.

			<<<<<>>>>>

		

	
		
			

Found and Lost

			I left Mérida before midday, thirteen hundred kilometres ahead of me to Mexico City, my thoughts lingering on the lovely girl I had met two days before and whom, despite my vow to return for her, I would never see again. Her name is long since lost to me. I remember only her slim figure, her skin the colour of cocoa, the curl of her lips as she smiled, her ethereal, unselfconscious beauty. And her guardian uncle, stout and menacing, who said Mexican women should consume what the country produces.

			There were no four-lane highways in those days, and so little traffic you could drive for a day across country and see no more than a dozen vehicles. Midsummer heat. Mirages on the road sending eddies into the air like steam rising from a bath.

			Pulling up on a rough patch of land by the roadside, I walked over to a clump of bushes to take a leak and found myself on the edge of a cenote5 no more than twenty paces across and almost perfectly circular as if a meteorite, worn smooth and round from aeons of travel through celestial dust, had fallen there and driven a hole in the earth’s crust. A drapery of leaves and tendrils hung over the rim like a valance. Twenty metres below, the water sparkled where sunbeams reached it through the overhead canopy of trees. All was still with the stillness of an ancient world. I thought of the Mayans who had lived there before the arrival of the Spaniards. Cenotes were sacred pools in those days into which priests cast jewels to adorn the gods and victims to satisfy their hunger.

			Descendants of the Mayans remain, the girl I had left behind in Mérida was surely one, though they remember little of the ancient rites and practice none. Bishop Diego de Landa had seen to that in the sixteenth century. He had burned as many manuscripts and codices as could be found, and tortured the people on the altar of the Christian faith until they cried out for the love of Christ. A few codices and glyphs carved on stone survive - artefacts for the entertainment of scholars - and several versions of the Mayan tongue are still spoken. But solely in these hidden places where a different holiness, alien to the Catholic church, commands the silence may we touch the past for a moment, conscious that we would do well not to linger but to steal away so as not to disturb it, and thereafter forget where it lies.

			An hour later, back on the highway, a sign caught my attention: Palenque-Ruinas. I had heard of this ancient city, though it was not yet well known to the world. Spurred by curiosity, I decided to take a look. . Twenty minutes of travel along a narrow, deserted road brought me to another sign that read simply Prohibida la entrada6. Nothing else. No one around, no other information, no fences, gates, guards, directions. No evidence of human activity or care.

			 I parked the car in a clearing and stepped out into a surround of thick forest. Spotting a gap between the trees, I made my way through to what must once have been an open space, its surface treeless but overgrown with vegetation. Directly ahead was a mound from the top of which trees and bushes grew. I judged it to be a pre-Colombian structure of which thousands exist in central and southern Mexico. Closer inspection revealed what appeared to be an entrance just discernible through a drapery of leaves and branches. Parting the foliage I saw that there was a space beyond. I retrieved a flashlight from the car and trained it though the opening cautiously in case some animal of malign intent took offence at my presence. Seeing the way clear I entered to find myself in a small room or hall. Straight ahead was a stone table or altar in the centre of which was a jade mask glinting in the beam from the flashlight Its features glowed green and hard, dark pupils staring out of stark white sclera, the silent intimidation of divine authority. Though tempted to touch it, I felt afraid to do so, in part because I thought it might crumble beneath my fingers, but more because the reticence I had felt at the cenote came over me again. It seemed blasphemous to disturb an object made, I supposed, for worship as the earthly image of a deity. The thought occurred that this place had neither been excavated, nor even visited, that the mask had remained untouched for how long…for… maybe four hundred…four hundred and fifty years. Such a thing was surely impossible. If I could come upon this treasure so readily, without searching for it, as a casual visitor with a couple of hours to spare, how could someone not already have discovered it? Or if they had discovered it, why would they not have taken it, stolen it, or impelled by honesty handed it to the authorities? What fears of divine retribution had stayed their hand? What of its commercial value? Collectors would pay handsome sums for such artefacts. Though by law they belonged to the nation, against the powers of avarice or the demands of poverty the law seldom prevailed. Selling it would not be difficult, even without proof of provenance. Alone and unobserved, I could take it home, display it on a coffee table, show it off to my friends. Except that in such a setting, I understood it would become a trinket, a bauble of high price but little worth. I wondered too, if it might embody a curse that would visit tragedy on whoever sought to possess it for themselves. Subdued by these thoughts, I crept away leaving the mask in place.

			As I recall the moment fifty years later, I know someone will have removed that mask. Perhaps it graces the drawing-room of a private home in Lomas de Chapultepec, or Bel Air, or Manhattan. At best, it will have found its way to a Mexican museum. Palenque has since emerged from years of excavation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site and occupies a stage on the tour route of Mayan ruins. Visitors arrive in air-conditioned coaches to marvel at the remnants of an ancient civilisation, though what they see are no more than shards; for the temples of the Mayans have long been silent, their gods destroyed, their art reduced to curiosities, their way of being in the world lost to history and to humankind.

			<<<<<>>>>>

			
				
					5	Sink hole.

				

				
					6	No entry.
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