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Being detained wasn’t as appealing as I’d first imagined. I’d always thought of jails as cold, forbidding places, but inside the lockup, heat rippled through the air and evoked sweat from every pore of my body. At least I could press my palms against the wall and think I was being cooled by a block of ice. I’d read that nature generates everything from the equator: wind, tropical rain, light and heat. Only ‘the doldrums’ are concealed at its core.


Maybe it was humidity and fatigue mixed together? I stared at the iron bars and visualised an abundance of nets. A mosquito net, naturally; the fishing net the boto evades but the piranha doesn’t; or at the back of goal where a penalty shot creates a bulge to secure victory. I could even add the crisscross lacing that keeps the globe in museums from falling apart.


Was it just an hour ago that I was on the other side? How did destiny take me to the Galapagos Islands, of all places? When I slung a hammock between two trees, I believed I could reflect on my decision. Time and a tired body would iron out the creases, allowing an answer to emerge. But that had changed quickly, with the arrival of la policia.
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Gasolina was blaring loudly from the guards’ transistor radio, while silence filled the intervals when the singer paused to refuel her lungs with air. I could have escaped; that was my first thought. The door was ajar, and the guards spent their time shuffling cards, as well as suppressing yawns that signalled their yearning for a midday siesta. But in all truthfulness, where could I go? On this island, surrounded by the ocean, whose incoming waves hemmed me in even further, there was no exit. No, far better to rehearse a speech of denial, of righteous anger, of naiveté bordering on stupidity, ending in a crescendo of remorse!


I crouched in a corner and unfolded my map with a similar lethargy to that of an accordionist when striking a melancholic tune. The coast of the Americas began to sweat in my sweaty hands. The equator that cut the world in two was a crease cutting the Galapagos in half, and literally ran across the concrete floor. It struck me that it divided me too, with one of my feet in each hemisphere. I stood up and felt precariously suspended, as if upon a tightrope. It didn’t help that my ankle had swelled up again–a legacy of my sojourn in Buenos Aires.


It was true what Zoró had said. ‘This is where you need to go.’ He’d pointed to the island of Santa Cruz by rapping on the glass with an infected fingernail. Two roads met and merged into one, appearing as a ‘Y’. At these crossroads, I was spotted by the policia, who asked to see ID, whereupon I tried to bribe them with greenbacks, failing to see that there was no subtext, and was promptly frogmarched to this cell.


The guards insisted they search my mochila. What was I hiding? Unable to convince them of my innocence, I took a calculated guess. I mustered my best Spanish, thumped the desk hard, jolting a jar of pens upright, and demanded to see the Senior Officer immediatemente. For this I was confined, whilst they dialled El Supremo. The voice at the end of the line barked back, stinging the guard’s ears. This did not augur well–the guards were now as nervous as I was.
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Midday is strange. Aluminium shutters clang down, dogs roam in circles and the froth of beer expands slowly, like a drunk rising from sleep. In this cocooned hour even mosquitoes rest their wings to take a nap.


I should never have listened to Zoró. I’ve heard of gringos languishing in hellholes that Ecuador Tourism promotes as daytrips with lunch provided. When the writer Albert Camus visited a South American jail, one thing stuck out. ‘OPTIMISM’ was multiplied down corridors to their vanishing point.


The art of the bluff is a skill in these parts, so I rehearsed my best lines. Yes mia Comandante, the dinero is mine. ‘No, I was not aware the dollars were fake!’


‘Si, I know Jorge Washington. Perdon? Barba? No, I didn’t notice his beard!’


A commotion jolted me from my daydreams. The guards ditched their cards, switched off the radio and tucked in their shirts. I unglued mine from the wall and watched a lamp, hastily arranged, flood the jail with extra light. The time for interrogation arrived the moment El Supremo did.


El Supremo carved a silhouette in the doorway. The outline of his portly figure scrolled across the ceiling, as if Hitchcock was making a drowsy cameo. Indeed he looked grumpy, as Alfred always did. I’m sure the bags under his eyes still swayed like the hammock he’d just given up. He approached his underlings, leaned over and listened carefully, then nodded his thick head.


The guards barged over, grabbed my mochila by the throat and dragged it along the corridor before dumping the contents in front of him. I felt violated. This had been my home for the past year, and now these uniformed thugs had begun to ransack every room!


Books were tossed about and trinkets dangled in midair. My mosquito net was unfurled lengthwise and poked with pencils. An Army knife was set aside, whereas Juan Martin’s compass was flung into a steel bin (after having been pressed to an ear, without a sound emerging). The Panama hat I adored was used as a frisbee. A wristband of seeds? ‘A sentimental gift from a Columbian amigo,’ I shouted, poking my head through the bars of my cell. Gift? Columbia? Eyes lit up. They gave up searching for objects and began searching for subtext.


El Supremo fingered my journal with his coarse hands, bringing it to his nose to sniff the fetid smells of the Amazon. The scent of mango mildewing with the stain of cortados caused him to wince. El Supremo flicked through it time after time in case something, anything, arose. Pages flickered like frames in a reel of film that had been mismatched by an erratic editor. Maria–my Argentine interest-was reclining on a jaguar in a forest of pencils, their rubbers soaring skywards. Tarzan was driving a Beetle across the moon, only backwards. Images out of context take on a life of their own once motion drives them towards absurdity.


But the coup de grâce was at hand. El Supremo took hold of a dollar and held it up like the catch of the day. George Washington was looking down at him, and his beard glowed brightly. The sun declared it counterfeit, having seen right through it. The guards stomped over in my direction. I was grabbed and dumped in a chair. El Supremo yawned as he made an instant coffee and apologised for the delay. I stared blankly at two posters on the wall. Heidi Klum was straddling the equator. A giant tortoise beside her did likewise. A reward of $10 000, ‘ To find George a mate,’ confused me no end. Both Heidi and ‘Solitario Jorge’, otherwise known as ‘Lonesome George’ were extending their heads to absorb every inch of sun, posing on all fours, one in imitation of the other. A tick-tock clock between the two meant that Saturn separated Venus and Mars.


With each step he took, El Supremo caused the floor to ripple with an underground current. Even the guards grabbed my chair, as though attempting to maintain their balance on an unsteady ship. Why was I here then? El Supremo thumbed a notebook and squinted over my documents. ‘El mal,’ he murmured. Rivulets of sweat ran down my neck, as though a greenhouse had emerged inside my shirt. He flicked through my passport. ‘MAD’ and ‘LON’ didn’t impress him, but then he spotted ‘CDG’. Had he glimpsed a Parisian icon through the window of the imagination? I didn’t think it was polite to ask. It got worse. My passport, driver’s licence and business card, all filched from my wallet, were differently spelt. ‘George’ was on one, ‘Giorgio’ on another, and ‘Jorge’ elsewhere. Three names meant three alibis, and three times the trouble.


‘Which personas are you?’ El Supremo said, arching a heavy eyebrow.


Who was I? I stared beyond him, thinking of a reply that would explain these splintered identities. The sun was relentless, roasting all of us inside. After an hour of questions going in as many circles as the dog outside, El Supremo had finally had enough. He pointed again to the bearded Washington. Was it a fake beard on a real dollar? Or a real beard on a fake dollar? He waited, but I had no idea. He turned to his underlings and threw his hands up in exasperation. That was the signal for them to lean over and start prodding my shoulders. Confess everything, they seemed to say. I felt as though I was under the microscope of second-rate detectives. El Supremo simmered. Finally, he exploded like an Ecuadorian volcano that could no longer repress its steam. ‘Explain yourself, Señor Hor-hey!’ he yelled, fixing his eyes on mine, before adding in the slowest of drawls, ‘s’il vous plait.’
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Explain myself? Well, here goes. Nine months prior to my imprisonment, I landed in a city lodged firmly in my imagination. Something, though, was ill at ease in Buenos Aires. A teller at Ezeiza’s airport sat inside her Cambio booth behind ropes that had once corralled queues desperate to obtain the peso. Now, those queues were a thing of the past. Like the father I spotted at the carousel being clutched by his frightened twins before being swamped by an abundance of Argentines, I resolved to keep my euros in my pockets, resisting the peso likewise abundant. The 2001 economic crisis had hurt every Argentine, and was still resonating three years later. No wonder the teller looked bored. She had little to do, apart from file her nails.


Travellers rarely agree on anything, but never in dispute is the happiness felt when you’re met by a friend on arrival. It comforted me to know it only took only a single smile to light up an entire continent. That smile belonged to Maria beneath Bienvenido a Argentina. I swerved past the wailing twins and realised on embracing Maria that I’d also embraced Argentina’s crisis. The first kiss was sweet enough, but the second failed to land. It’s de rigueur in Europe to kiss both cheeks on greeting, so why not here? Maria was soon out the sliding door. ‘No time,’ she declared. ‘Everything’s been devalued by half!’ Was she referring to time limits at privatised car parks? The peso? Or kisses hanging in midair?


We roared out of Ezeiza. Paper cups, plastic bottles and manila folders jumped to attention in the back seat of her car. Jetlag disorientated me. Diesel encircling the airport seemed to follow us along the exit ramp and race right up my nose. ‘Finally you arrive! So, my dear Georz, what took you?’ It was a good question Maria asked, one to which I had no good answer. I had no time to grab my bearings. Maria was someone who enchanted me on sight. Was it her looks? Her laughter? I knew one thing for sure-it wasn’t her driving. Outer Buenos Aires began to whizz past the window as it might in a Grand Prix. I clutched a leather strap, took a deep breath, and held on tight.


Maria duly informed me that we were taking the military-built Route 205 connecting the airport to the centre of Buenos Aires. Leftist guerrillas and rightwing Peronistas has engaged in crossfire right here in 1973, upon Peron’s return from exile in Spain. I yearned for such safety.


‘Georz, you see those over there? They’re Peron’s legacy.’ Maria pointed to some apartment blocks, thirty storeys high, built for workers in the 1950s that General Peron had assiduously courted. I took out my camera and began to focus. A row of balconies were supported by struts rusted to the core. Damaged TVs had sunk into chairs that forced corkscrews spiralling from beneath their seats. Bird cages without birds shaded bike frames without wheels. Most startling of all, a clothes line battled the wind on the highest rooftop. Pegs clasped a red sheet like the hands of an unseen matador. I marvelled at this synthesis; the European character transformed to fit the Argentine landscape. Maria, however, paid no notice. The moment she got behind the wheel, she had little need of Europe. The spirit of Fangio-Argentina’s racing ace-possessed her instead.


Images of Buenos Aires’ disrepair were rarely depicted in postcards. What you found instead were grand monuments like the obelisk soared upwards and piercing the stratosphere. The presidential palace radiated hot pink, but paint was flaking from every corner except the front. Why? Beyond the façade, nobody can see, Maria asserted, ‘so why bother to maintain it?’ I was beginning to understand the Argentine sense of self, and also its architecture.


Traffic sped in straight formations past Puerto Madera. As in most renovated ports in all corners of the globe, shabby dockworkers had gradually been replaced by arty types in shabby clothing. Two things had struck Darwin when the Beagle docked right here in 1833. He was astounded by the beauty of Argentine women. ‘Like watching angels glide down the street,’ he had noted in his journal. The geometry of the street grid had also impressed the budding scientist. From where I sat, the streets remained unchanged and angels continued to glide, only now they possessed an accelerator underfoot.


Buenos Aires spread out like a giant net. I noticed arrow-straight boulevards that refused to curve and were marked with lanes for each hour of the day. It’s said a whole afternoon is needed to walk from kerb to kerb. These avenues radiate from the centre, stretching to the pampas or to infinity (which for many Argentines is the same thing). Built to strict geometric principles, civic authorities apparently hired Euclid to accommodate fourteen million porteños. (A good rule to remember: theatres never start on time, because the performers are perennially caught in heavy traffic.)


I had to rub my eyes. Was I really here? In Buenos Aires? Next to her? The sun gained intensity, but our combined breath fogged up the windows. I had dreamt of Buenos Aires for years, the mere mention of its name triggering a string of associations bathed in soft focus: the tango, Che Guevara and that creator of fictional labyrinths, Jorge Luis Borges. The Chamber of Commerce thought in similar fashion, and was equally eager to cash in on their fame. Tango salons were advertised everywhere, and some were even good, declared Maria. Che’s residence in Barrio Norte was a must-see destination snapped by young Americans who emailed jpegs to friends back home. And Borges wasn’t forgotten. His birthplace was commemorated with a parking station, a neon arrow luring motorists and literary pilgrims alike, twenty-four hours a day.


‘Yes, we drive fast. But with style, non?’ Maria hastily unlocked her glove box and fumbled for lip gloss.


‘There is much to see. I will take you there,’ Maria said, pointing as she applied her make-up. Nine floors of Teatro Municipal San Martin combined music halls, art galleries, and the Leopoldo Lugones cinema into one functional building. Its exterior suggested it was built for bureaucrats, but its queue displayed arty types straight from the docks. I’d heard porteños were a sophisticated bunch. The poor were said to wrap scarves around their necks before hailing cabs to beg at the opera. And porteños loved their theatre. Shakespeare was a favourite, even if Hamlet always began later than scheduled (the Prince of Denmark invariably battling traffic).


I admired Art Deco façade with bright lights that looked nostalgic through a foggy lens. Cafes were switching off rooftop signs that had earlier zapped with electricity. Night trading had finished and the day’s business had just begun. The signs were a history of Argentina’s mix: Syrian jewellers, Lebanese kebabs and Italian tailors. The promise of wealth had driven those immigrants here, as it had the Greeks. And no Greek had become more famous in Argentina than a slight figure in tattered trousers who knew how to make a peso.


In 1920, Aristotle Onassis had arrived with a paltry sixty dollars in his pockets. Having initially worked as a dishwasher, Onassis dreamt big. As an aspiring entrepreneur, he began selling cigars from his homeland, Asia Minor. But Buenos Aires wasn’t ready for ‘Oriental blends’ thundered the nationalist press (meaning tobacco, one assumes), and he failed spectacularly. Like every Argentine, Onassis had disembarked from a ship. Unlike other Argentines, he subsequently bought a fleet of them. At this, he excelled, gaining power and prestige, as well as acquiring an Argentine girlfriend.


Due to immigration, I had a personal connection. Buenos Aires was the location of a family secret that had grown to mythic proportions. Greek relatives had fled Europe for Argentina after the war. Their crime was counterfeiting. For years, I fed on their escapades on the wrong side of the law. In my eyes, these exiles were better than royalty, if not richer. The Southern Cone nations, that Bermuda triangle of Argentina-Brazil-Paraguay, were a postwar haven for a ragtag army of criminals, misfits, and Nazis. Maria was highly amused. Could I track them down? Journalists have a saying: ‘Follow the money,’ to locate the truth. Hopefully, at the end of my quest, I’d find some money. Counterfeit or not, I’d gladly accept either.


It was reason enough for being here, but the only reason I required was seated beside me. Applying gloss by adjusting the rear-vision mirror, Maria tilted a bunch of cars from view as she accelerated between lanes with a lone hand on the wheel. A fatal collision seemed imminent, but Maria assured me her driving was normal. She was right. No-one leaned on their horns, since every driver seemed possessed by a malevolent spirit. The soul of Fangio multiplied infinitely, and his face was glimpsed behind each wheel. Desire and fear coexisted in equal parts. Maria the driver had merged with her driving.
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The guard squinted through the dust and marked off the licence plate. Maria sped past the sentry box, then abruptly pulled over and parked. I hadn’t seen this image in postcards either. We entered a grand estate in Hurlingham some twenty-five kilometres from the city centre. Manicured lawns spread before us, and ivy clung to exterior walls, camouflaging timbered fronts. Sharp gradients made me think the roof could be used as a ski ramp during winters hit by snow. I remember that the toilets had high ceilings too, and chandeliers hanging from them.


A chorus by the hedge yelled La Negra, and Maria strode off to embrace her colleagues. So who was I? Just an admirer, I said. The Argentine crowd looked pleased, thinking that I was referring to their country. Where have you flown from? ‘Madrid?’ Their eyes lit up. ‘London’ They ‘ahh-ed’ in admiration. ‘Did you know this area fields a cricket team?’ interrupted one youth. I wanted to say I did, but was cut off. ‘And we are successful!’ he gloated, performing a cover drive with an imaginary bat. He pointed to an imaginary fence that stopped an imaginary ball.


Then he resumed his imaginary batting stance by scratching out a real mark on the ground. His claim of cricketing prowess seemed dubious though. I later interviewed the president of the Argentine Cricket Board. His invitation surprised me. St. George Knights were playing Old Georgians in a few weeks. Was I free to open the bowling?


A table was laid out with delicacies. A Nordic blonde served me a warm chorizo in a bun. I devoured it quickly, and washed it down with a warm Coke. I took an instant liking to Steena when she told me her reason for relocating. This Norwegian émigré had followed her Argentine lover all the way to Buenos Aires, having found him in, where else, London. That was music to my ears. The foreigner in pursuit of the foreign, ending with successful capture.


I chatted to a young guy called Sam, who worked alongside Maria. As a Swede, he observed Argentina’s malaise with detachment. ‘They see themselves as European,’ he said, tossing warm cordial down his throat. ‘It’s their way of looking at life. They believe they should have all that Europe has, so they’re unsatisfied with their country. The biggest problem is self-esteem. They have this dignity, but at the same time they’re disappointed.’ The 2001 financial crisis had affeted them badly? ‘Without question,’ he said. As badly as the cordial was now affecting him.


The eminent historian Felix Luna posed the question, ‘were Argentines Americans or Europeans?’ Because of trade and cultural links to France, England and Germany, Luna declared Argentines a mirror of Europe. ‘Let’s be quite honest’ he added, ‘we are hardly Latin American at all.’


Maria was just as blunt. ‘We fit neither in South America nor in Europe. We’re a special case.’


‘Why was that, La Negra?’ I asked, having tentatively grasped the lingo to better impress her.


‘We are dreamers, Georz! We mutate very easily. One day we are down, the next we are up. We have the capability of transforming ourselves, but we always work as individuals, never as a society! That’s us.’


Christian strolled over, handed his son to Steena, and took up the baton. ‘The trouble is, we’re socially divided. In some neighbourhoods like Saint Juanita, thirty minutes from the capital, they don’t have roads, gas, or water, and yet in places like Barrio Norte they worry over wireless internet. I mean, come on!’ Christian pointed to the lush grounds as confirmation. How many Argentines played polo, after all?


But did he imagine the worst? Here were stylish Argentines hanging out at a stately manor and playing cricket in their own fashion. Maybe Argentines live more in their imagination than in reality? I meandered about, wondering where the cricket pitch was buried. Maybe that too was imaginary?


Autumnal leaves drifted past my shoulders before landing in an empty pool. Sprinklers sat unmoved, staring in the direction of England. I half expected a butler to appear from behind a tree, before pouring me tea from a silver tray. It was bizarre to find the English presence here but then again, why not? The Brits had occupied Buenos Aires in 1806 and 1807. La reconquista and la defense were celebrated days in the Argentine calendar marking the expulsion of the English. It was certainly unlike June 14, the day on which Argentina had conceded defeat to Thatcher in the Falklands/Malvinas war. And it didn’t take long for that topic to rear its head. Why did those islands off the coast mean so much to Argentina?


‘The war was stupid. We should never have done it. Not to placate the Generals.’ Maria’s was the general opinion. ‘But La Negra, what if the islands were returned to Argentina?’ I asked, having mastered the lingo.


‘Well, then it would be a triumph!’ That was also the general opinion. ‘We all have it in here,’ the phantom cricketer thumped his chest like Tarzan of the jungle, ‘because it’s part of our country.’


If one doesn’t include war, Argentines have a thing for the English. Argentina was once ‘an essential part of the British Empire’ before Pinochet’s Chile stole the mantle. Earlier, Maria had driven past ‘Englishman’s Tower’, a Big Ben look-alike that chimed to echo its transatlantic double. Argentines regarded it as their own, in the same way that Americans believed that Athens in Georgia had originated with them.


June 14 was thus Argentina’s day of mourning. It mourned the loss of the Malvinas to England. It mourned the death of Jorge Luis Borges in Geneva. And it mourned the birth of Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara.


Borges, to his nation’s discredit, was a mad Anglophile, and his mother had often chided him for his tastes. Her son wasn’t Anglocentric so much as Angloeccentric. ‘Georgie’, she would say in a sweet tone fusing affection with control, ‘I don’t know why you waste your time with Anglo-Saxon instead of studying something useful like Latin or Greek!’1


The question remains. Why do Argentine elites, like inhabitants of this manor (who were strangely absent), believe that imitating the English verifies their status? As Oscar Wilde once quipped, ‘Why aim so low?’ A psychologist would label this attachment ‘Anglo-retentive’, and there were plenty of psychologists in Buenos Aires to analyse this collective neurosis. ‘You’re writing on the Crisis?’ I was asked the first of umpteen times by a woman in a fur coat. ‘Excellent!’ she replied, rescheduling her therapy session on a mobile phone. ‘You do mean the financial one?’


Slender trees acted as goal posts. A game was underway. Christian ran carrying baby Leon as the crown of a gangly totem. Like his father, Leon knew how to dribble. I joined in. A pass came my way. I booted it hard. Alas, my shot went wide into the imaginary fence. A pothole grooved previously by an army of horses, twisted my ankle (causing a swelling that would annoy me for months to come). I hobbled over to rejoin Maria. Through a prism of sweat, the last rays of sunlight bounced off her glasses and cast the gardens in a glow that enriched every flower. Maria sat like a stylish Buddha beside her friends in the lengthening shade of a faux English manor. Some drank cordial, others alcohol. A few were laughing, some were flirting and none were drunk. Argentina really was another country. That would never happen in a real English manor.
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Red lights are personal insults to Argentina’s motorists. Motorcyclists thumb their noses at laws restricting their freedom. Crash helmets were famously derided on TV when stylists declared them ‘dangerous to one’s hair’. To be stylish and moving, this was the porteño creed. But I didn’t mind. A force of nature progresses at its own pace, and it seemed measured to Maria. We raced to Nordelta as the night air blew hair into my eyes.


At numerous checkpoints security guards walked around our car with rifles before waving us on. We entered a house with balloons hanging from the front door like mistletoe. I garnered so many kisses to the same cheek that I almost toppled over. Notoriously passionate and emotional, the Argentines lived up to their reputation. How I adored them, and it was only my first day! Now if only I could grab another kiss to balance the one Maria had planted at the airport!


The host greeted us. Being a top corporate executive, everything in his dwelling was as ordered as his open-plan office. He beamed with pride at an artificial lake designed to enhance the feng shui, the only signs of ‘life’ being some mechanical ducks ‘to break up the silence’. The hostess joined us, holding a tray of steaming empanadas that warmed our hands and quickly scorched our throats. ‘Everything has been designed for effect.’ She nodded to her custom-built home, the estate’s manicured lawns and the lake for which she had no use. ‘My analyst advised me,’ she whispered, before re-arranging the dips to better channel the feng shui.


A lit swimming pool had a glass walkway that allowed heels to totter with a sharpness that could crack ice. It’s true. Beautiful people walk on water. But tonight, the beautiful blew into their hands, zipped up their jackets and turned up their collars. Everyone shivered. The DJ arrived in a flurry, apologised for the delay (he’d been caught in traffic) and began scratching vinyl with oven mitts snatched from the kitchen. The beats jarred loudly through enormous speakers, but dejection soon followed. ‘La revolución es muerto,’ the DJ despaired, pointing to a mirror ball that refused to spin stars across the floor. The entire universe seemed frozen. The crowd stood still as statues. Yet next to Maria, who was lighting a thin cigarette, I felt incredibly warm.


‘Well, how do you like it so far?’ she said.


‘There’s a lot to admire and even love,’ I replied. Maria smiled, thinking I was referring to her country. I followed the smoke as it spiralled into the eyes of the hostess, who lost control of her platter. When the smoke cleared, she cursed and glared at Maria for disturbing the feng shui. Should I have masked my true intentions? I didn’t want to lie to Maria. I alluded to work. I was here to write on cricket in Argentina the way one writes of the surf in Switzerland. Meaning I had come to unravel an incongruity. To make my visit appear legitimate, I said I wanted to analyse the 2001 financial crisis. I think Maria sensed my true raison d’être.


When I departed Europe, a Greek saying spun around in my mind. ‘Return home, doubled.’ It was a common mantra, originally reserved for bachelors, but as times changed it had increasingly been applied to women. It meant to return from one’s worldly travels having acquired a partner (preferably someone you liked). If they were of the opposite sex, then so much the better. Aristotle Onassis had achieved it here in Buenos Aires, having charmed an Opera singer. Steena had achieved it too. Baby Leon, bouncing in her lap, was merely a welcome addition. Well, like Steena, I too had followed my heart to Argentina. I was single, and the more I gazed at Maria, speckled like a leopard beneath frozen disco lights, the keener I was to be doubled. Hope was in the air, and I breathed it in (along with the smoke Maria kindly passed over).


‘Georz, you’re crazzzzzzzy!’ Maria’s boisterous laugh was loud enough to turn heads on the runway, jolt the mirror ball into motion and silence the mechanical ducks. She then curled up on a couch that had been placed outdoors and we spent the entire evening talking. The couch looked ‘fashionable’, a guest remarked sarcastically. After all, it did away with the warmth that only a living room could provide. I couldn’t have agreed less, and told the killjoy to move on. The hostess smiled and thanked me profusely. So did the analyst beside her.


The emerging light of dawn tailgated Maria’s car as we departed. A whirlwind tour ended in Palermo. I was exhausted, but incredibly content, even if my perceptions were becoming surreal. I grabbed my mochila from the boot and sidestepped a dog walker wearing a yellow raincoat. In each of his fingers he held a leash with which he could modulate barks with a sharp pull. The canines that radiated from both his hands appeared to be moving the sun into position.


Once inside, Maria lit an aromatic candle, placed it on a table and then ascended to her loft. I collapsed on a couch and covered myself with a shawl. It was the same shawl in which Maria had cocooned herself throughout India, and was now lodged in my mind as her second skin. Piano chords percolated from next door and descended six flights of stairs. I realised that happiness must be this state-when the dream is no longer synchronised with sleep-and I remained wide awake, wanting to prolong the feeling. The shadows kept dancing on the wall as long as the flames kept flickering, until a gentle breeze finally snuffed out a day I’ll never forget.


[image: image]


I got up early the following morning and ventured outdoors. A waiter loitering at the Monte Carlo was holding a platter across his chest to better blind pedestrians like me. I sought a token of appreciation for my host, and so went in search of flowers. The waiter directed me to the main thoroughfare, Santa Fe. Described by her friends as ‘part trucker/part princess’, the European mind would declare Maria to be a unique synthesis. Opposing gods had descended from Olympus to reside within her, and rather than engage in a duel to the death, had proceeded in lockstep to the tune of an internal tango. None of the roses I spotted along Santa Fe suited Maria’s character, although some smelt of diesel, to bring out the trucker in everyone.


I noted that Palermo was a suburb diced into quarters: Viejo, Chico, Hollywood and Palermo. The true source of Buenos Aires was right here, mused Jorge Luis Borges. As a youth, Borges had roamed cobblestone streets over which cars rattled. Sword fights featured in Borges’ imagination, as they do when you are accompanied by your mother. As an old man, his walks and thoughts had remained the same, and so had the mother beside him. For this reason, it’s been said that if Borges’ brain had been pickled in a jar like Einstein’s, soaked in ink and blotted on paper as in a Rorschach test, it would depict every street in Buenos Aires so precisely that you could never get lost. And Palermo would be at its very centre.


But somehow I did get lost. I double-checked the streets. Fitzroy. Darwin. Humboldt. Those names echoed in history, as they did in cabs, for impatient passengers. But how was it possible to be lost in Palermo when streets were cut at right angles? They resembled a chessboard modelled on Maria’s shawl. I recalled my Pythagoras, and reoriented myself in triangular fashion. There was the Chinese supermarket, diagonal to the gelateria, pointing forty-five degrees to graffiti that led to Maria’s door.


Maria’s house evoked the pre-modern Buenos Aires that Borges had adored. A buzzer may have replaced a knocker, but ‘the arch of a doorway, the long entryway and the almost secret courtyard’ remained. Maria was sipping mate through a steel bombilla and flicking through magazines. A barrage of questions came my way. ‘Why did you take so long?’ ‘You got lost?’ ‘You’re crazzzzzzy!’ ‘How did you sleep?’ ‘Are you jet-lagged?’ So many questions. I scratched around for answers.


We conversed, but like a new arrival, I was focussed on trying to absorb all the details that were new to my eyes. Maria’s courtyard was adjacent to an apartment block that had the decency to throw its shadow elsewhere, and the sun heightened whatever it touched. Her walls thus appeared a cooler blue, and mosaic tiles splintered into purple, turquoise and pink were dazzling to fresh eyes. The hanging plants that Maria watered sparkled like dripping emeralds. I thought of those enclosed gardens in the Middle East where Eden was located, thinking they were wrongly placed. A stained-glass partition separated courtyard from living room. That morning, a rainbow was paying a visit by stretching its limbs over the couch inside.


It seemed only yesterday that the two of us had met. By chance, we had shared a jeep that pierced the mists to reach a Buddhist monastery. In the remote province of Sikkim, the two of us had spent a week together. We had connected immediately, like long-lost twins reunited by fortune. We visited shrines, spun prayer wheels together, drank side by side in teahouses and wandered through busy markets admiring the bric-à-brac. I remembered that Maria had bought a robe stitched with purple dragons that complemented a purple shirt I wore with the ‘OM’ symbol in the centre. Occasionally, we sat and watched the sun emblazon terraced fields in the valleys beneath us. We’d hit it off so well that the locals thought we were married. I recalled that her presence made everyone happy. Pilgrims enjoyed her conversation, the cook gave her extra servings, children smiled for her camera and monks, having taken lifelong vows of celibacy, seriously reconsidered their calling.


Some years had passed, and the sunlight pouring into the courtyard registered changes. I realised that the curves of Maria’s figure had been hidden in India by all those woollen tops, shawls and baggy trousers she’d worn as camouflage. Maria’s hair had acquired a red tint too, as though dyed in the pools of hell and subsequently rinsed by her gay stylist. Perhaps it was a sign? Borges had been infatuated with a redhead from Palermo. He had pursued her throughout this enchanted city, but had failed to nab her. Thankfully, I was no Borges.


But if Maria and I had connected, it was for a good reason. In fact, it was eerie. We’d realised we were exact ‘mirrors’ of each other. Originally, we’d said it as a joke, on seeing that our tastes, attitudes and ambitions were perfectly matched. But the more we enquired, the more the joke was on us. We reflected each other on deeper levels, and it seemed that destiny had drawn us together. Most importantly, we seemed to know intuitively what the other was thinking, like twins reunited because we shared the same DNA. We didn’t bother communicating by phone. Who needs SMS when one has ESP? Our unity bordered on the uncanny, but it was a delightful synchronicity we enjoyed. If she was my mirror, my reflection delighted me. The curse of Narcissus was actually a gift. How can you not love someone who is exactly like you?


We talked at length this sunny morning, but threaded through the conversation was a secondary thought. I was not immune to the mystique outsiders create with regard to the Latin woman. The cliché is easily summoned. The Latina is ready to spring into action at a click of the fingers, to partner you in the rites of seduction or dance, whichever comes first (and it’s usually the first). Stereotypes such as this should be discarded for good reason, since they rarely transmit the truth. Humans are complex, the female especially so. How does one combine a trucker with a princess, for instance? Somehow, Maria did it, and did it well.


Maria tossed back her hair and recounted her recent experiences. Her travels were always insightful. They included revisiting India, meditating beneath an old poster of the Beatles in Rishikesh, and photographing the Hindu pilgrimage along the Ganges-the Kumbh Mela. Having studied under Bangladesh’s Nobel Prize winner Muhammad Yunus, the creator of the Grameen Bank, Maria had transplanted his ideas of microcredit for the poor to the shanty towns of Argentina. I listened to her explanations in the same way I’d listened to teachers I had a crush on. Interrupcion and Intepay were just two organisations Maria had founded. These social enterprises enabled Argentina’s marginalised to rebuild their lives, their economy and their country.


Her organisation grew to employ twenty-five young social entrepreneurs, whose role was to provide a conduit for government, universities and corporations in order to empower the bottom of society. It was a long-term strategy needing patience and passion in equal measure. Small loans gave families on low incomes a chance to launch their own business while avoiding loan sharks and neverending interest payments. Factories soon sprang up throughout Argentina for clothing, textiles, silk-screens, even scarves of the highest quality (I could vouch for that: a purple one Maria had mailed kept me warm throughout summer). The whole process was in the hands of the disadvantaged from conception to design, manufacture, and ultimately to market. Financial tools thus became social tools. A small percentage of the profit was kept aside to fund further programs. Her aim was to reach three million low income families across Argentina.


I asked for more details to convey an appearance of interest (another ploy I’d used on teachers on whom I had a crush). Interrupcion had been created as an alternative, to ‘interrupt’ the status quo from the complacency that dehumanised the poor. As the director of Intepay, Maria and her colleagues were reconstructing dormant knowledge lost over generations in abandoned communities. ‘In each case we created a workshop where we gave people the tools to be autonomous and sustainable,’ she explained. ‘We have a lot of financial and social capital here. We just need the eyes to capitalise on it,’ she said, passing over a warm gourd. The results were immediate. Wages rose from a measly 200 pesos a month to four times that. The candles Maria lit the previous evening were conceived, designed, manufactured and distributed by enterprises she was instrumental in starting. Given Argentina’s economic catastrophe, her remedy was a positive step. Economics that focused on statistics, spreadsheets, or accounting models (things that turned me off ) weren’t real for her since they failed to address poverty, lack of opportunity and social alienation. By empowering the poor, a new-found confidence was spreading amongst those previously deemed to be outside the market. Considering that fifty per cent of Maria’s generation wanted to leave ‘for anywhere’, her contribution to rebuild Argentina was an act of faith. Her efforts were causing a stir, with her face multiplying in the media. ‘Maria’s boundless energy,’ a magazine enthusiastically wrote, ‘reflects a truly dynamic personality. Talking with her is like sipping an espresso.’


‘We’re living at eleven tonight for asado. I invited my friend. She will come. Fabuless!’ I was eager to see why Argentina prided itself on its barbeques. ‘But, mi amigo, first we need to stretch our limbs. Together!’ My breath stalled. My heart pressed my singlet, shirt and jacket into a single garment. Maria could only mean one thing.
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‘Strrrrrreeeeetch your spain along the floor!’ Daniela’s yoga class was just the tonic for jet-lag. Extending the spine was welcome relief. Muscles unknotted with ease. Limbs lost their stiffness. With just a few pupils in her loft, Daniela was able to pay attention to detail. Her yellow walls were scuffed with footprints that climbed to the ceiling. Heaters that were on full blast made it feel like we were stretching inside a boiling egg. I copied Maria’s every move and believed that I reflected her precisely, but to an outsider, I probably looked as deformed as I would in a funhouse mirror inside Luna Park.


‘Jorge! Spread out the fingers of your foot. Now!’ I looked up, cringing, but was saved from embarrassment. Daniela was addressing Maria’s father, and began to adjust his posture. It was a difficult thing to do, given that this Jorge was built like a truck (and had probably instilled one in Maria’s psyche).


‘Now, everyone,’ Daniela took a deep breath. ‘Clear your trout!’ We paused. Maria and I had enacted this before. At a dawn ritual suffused with Tibetan bugles, the Rinpoche had watched me ‘meditate’, and was clearly unimpressed. He strode towards me under his pointy hat to whisper that I would never overcome desire as long as I sat like a stiff lotus next to Maria. If I couldn’t control my passion, I had no right to be in a Buddhist monastery. It was a blunt appraisal. If I was a car, I wasn’t on the road to enlightenment, or even idling in a side street. I have never forgotten the Rinpoche’s words, and have treasured them ever since.


‘And now…’ Daniela thumped a bamboo stick upon the floor. ‘Kink pose!’ Jorge and I sighed with relief. Upper body strength meant we could perform the pose without looking foolish. Face to wall, hands cupped to form a sweaty crown, we pressed against the floor, moving our hips into position and then, with a thrust of the legs, tilted our lower body upwards, our collective heels slamming against the wall. Two up-ended and swaying Jorges thus bookended Maria, who was also upside down. In the classical era, the Dioscuri twins, Castor and Pollux, emerged after having hatched inside a giant egg that protected a divine figure between them. Today, it seemed like nothing had changed, save for ten pesos to enter the egg. ‘Breathe deep, Jorge numero uno e dos. Open your hard!’ said Daniela, encouraging all of us. My hard had truly opened now. It made it easier to clear my trout.


On our way back, we stopped at Caprichi and ordered gelato. A purple glow was smeared above the rooftops of Palermo. Daniela was a foresight of things to come. Argentines stretch the English language as much as their bodies. In doing so, they reveal meanings the English take for granted. My companion was no different. Maria’s fillings were always full of passion. Worker-controlled factories she declared a new fenomeno. ‘George,’ to my eternal liking, sounded like ‘Zorzz’ through pink lips studded with pistachio. Maria added a ‘z’ as though she was infusing an exotic spice to off set a bland meal. It was Indian cooking in a nutshell. Her words revealed a truth far better than anything you’d find in a musty dictionary. When she mentioned that ‘I need to star my own path to trewly be me,’ I could only agree, having no idea what she meant. In any event, I treasured my very own Lewis Carroll. We ambled home as our shadows lengthened behind us, joined at the hip. Chang and Eng, the Siamese twins, had famously made it to the New World. This charmed evening, they were reborn. Our shadows proved it. Except one of them was female, and decidedly better looking.
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Maria’s friend was fashionably late, so I checked out her books. Each book in Maria’s library was identical to mine. Here were gaunt figures from our favourite sculptor Giacometti, alongside volumes by Sigmund Freud. A guide to Indian philosophy leaned beside a dog-eared book on Yin and Yang. Textbooks on political economics I bypassed (as had Maria, apparently, since they appeared unread). On a lower shelf the Venetian explorer Marco Polo was journeying through Calvino’s Invisible Cities. I opened it at a random page. ‘Valdrada is a city,’ I noted, ‘whose lake mirrors the world and doubles every gesture.’ I fantasised about Maria and I as the sole occupants of that city, looking at our reflections with only debris to cut across our overlapping reverie.


Nor did it didn’t surprise me to see The Stranger pitted against Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, like Siamese twins imported from France. Existentialism was a point of convergence for us both. We simply adored Albert Camus. Was it his solar prose that entranced us? The delight he took in describing sun and sea and our place within it? ‘He’s fabuless!’ Maria said, searching for a bottle of Chanel in her cluttered loft. ‘A writer of trew power!’ The more I thought about it, the more obvious it became. Maria possessed Camus’ best traits: she had the same curiosity for the world, an engagement with politics, and her philosophical streak had human dimensions. More importantly, Maria’s earthy sense of humour endeared me to her as it had endeared me to Camus. But could Camus dance the tango as well as La Negra? Maria had been known to glide across the dance floor and dive full length into mud to save a shot on goal. Camus, the goalkeeper of Algiers, would heartily agree that this classy porteña was a formidable portera. Maria’s goalkeeping made hers a formidable team, proving that everyone in South America plays football, including the men.


Maria buttoned her jacket, threaded a belt, zipped up a pair of boots and adjusted the hem of her black skirt. Her friend still hadn’t arrived. She was a half an hour late, which by Argentine standards was early (we would be lucky to eat by midnight, like everyone else). I resumed browsing as Maria texted her friend.


The Stranger contained a compelling photo. In his heyday, Camus had been the epitome of cool, a Bogart look-alike with a Gauloise permanently attached to his bottom lip. Invited to Picasso’s apartment in Paris, he had been introduced to a female with whom he would quickly become obsessed. Her severe Galician beauty was evident, and her fiery nature and passionate embrace of life quickly infatuated Camus. Who was she? Maria Casarès was a famous actress with a severe widows peak, best known for her role as ‘Death’. Camus’ l’amour doubled as la Morte in Jean Cocteau’s Orphée. In this black-and-white classic, Maria Casarès played the ‘Princess’ by day and ‘Death’ by night. But she was not easily attainable. To embrace Death (meaning her), you had to enter the Underworld by walking through a mirror. And there would be Maria Casarès on the other side waiting to nab you.2


When Camus had visited Buenos Aires and Maria remained in Paris, he longed for his mistress. She was someone worth pursuing across land, air, and sea, and perhaps even through mirrors. Camus I understood. But where was Borges, Argentina’s national treasure? ‘Ah Georz, you are so predictable!’ Maria was classically Argentine. ‘Porteños don’t keep Borges on their shelves,’ she said, answering her door. ‘He is the very air we breathe.’ By that logic, Borges breathing the night air of Palermo also had no need of his books, at least on his shelf


A visitor eventually arrived, a man, and he was armed with flowers. This wasn’t a good sign, especially since they weren’t for me. ‘Georz, meet Juan Martin!’ It had been a long day, he apologised, providing graphics to music videos at work. He immediately clambered upstairs and retrieved a jacket from Maria’s closet. Who was this urbane fellow, dressed as if emerging from a catalogue? And where was Maria’s female friend? Right then, as though a seismic shift had occurred, the cobblestones parted beneath my feet. Moving into position like a smart chess piece, Juan Martin gave Maria an extended kiss (I stared at my watch to avoid embarrassment-he certainly took his time). There was nothing half-hearted in his embrace. And then, to add salt to an open wound, they kissed again! Juan Martin was trewly a smart investor. He received Maria’s affections at the going rate prior to devaluation. His stocks had risen, and my heart sank. I would have liked to escape inside a book. I stood still, a forlorn figure. Was there a city I could be invisible in?
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Flames from a hot parilla stained the ceiling, having emerged from the pit of hell. Upended beasts swayed from steel hooks and bumped into each other. They took turns dripping fat into cauldrons, raging fire over their flesh. We had entered a typical Argentine diner. I sat with horns inches from my backside. Fans whirring to displace the smoke made me feel like these beasts were breathing down my neck.


‘Over here, we eat the entire cow,’ Juan Martin said with nationalistic pride, ordering for the three of us. A platter quickly arrived, every organ on it. ‘Georz, eat up. There’s more!’ Maria ate with unbridled enthusiasm. In better times (like one hour ago), I’d have thought that Maria was looking after my health, but this was not the Maria I knew. She had changed in front of my eyes, and now attacked the assorted meats with gusto. Was our Indian encounter purely a mirage? How can the cow be sacred to one culture and succulent in another?


‘Come on! Don’t be shy, amigo! Have some ear!’ Juan Martin plunked something recently deceased on my plate, swimming in a pool of blood. I felt sick to my stomach, knowing that tonight’s meal had been ripped from some other stomach. Little wonder the beast dangling behind me wanted to poke my arse. Intestines, a colon, ribs, not to mention ears and thighs, were all served on large platters to porteños handling knives as big as swords. I visualised the blood splattered inside the slaughterhouse nearby and could practically hear the death screams scattering the pigeons from the rafters. The aroma of beef percolated up my nostrils, whilst the wine coiled in the plumbing of my now upset stomach. My head spun. I chatted over dinner, trying to mask my nausea.


How had everything changed so soon? I had been floating on a cloud until now. Perhaps I wanted to believe that I’d travelled not on a plane, but on the back of an arrow. Cupid was usually a good shot. He probably still was, had his target not moved. And now it had moved straight into the arms of Juan Martin. The investment he’d made was now paying a ripe dividend. Like so many small-time investors in Argentina, I felt as though I’d been swindled overnight.


The night dragged on. Bloody carcasses hung down with mouths wide open. Porteños chewed in similar fashion. The sight of the lovebirds across the table made me wince. Juan Martin went to pay, after I’d declined an espresso.


‘He’s a great guy. I’m sure you’ll like him,’ Maria assured me, taking a final swig of wine and handing me a set of keys. I could stay at her house as long as I liked, and come and go as I pleased. It was the least she could do ‘for my one-der-full friend.’


I knew we’d reached Palermo once Maria’s car began rattling over cobblestones, with Maria’s keys in an upper pocket. It was a bad move. They jabbed my tender heart with the consistency of a jackhammer.










	1


	The film Gorgo (1961) depicted a little monster hauled from the ocean and taken to England for exhibit. The monster’s irate mother turned up in London to rescue Gorgo, elbowing Big Ben into the Thames in the process. The Italian filmmakers confessed that it was based on Borges and his mother.






	2


	For this reason, death appeared highly desirable to existentialists. You got to wear black, smoke Gauloise and ponder the meaning of solitude.
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If the distance from sadness to happiness is a short walk, then Buenos Aires’ avenues stretching to infinity reflected my internal despair. To have come this far and have the prize snatched from my fingers was galling. I was livid, annoyed, upset. I belatedly realised that Maria habitually confused ‘she’ with ‘he’, and ‘him’ with ‘her’. Her use of language, so playful in the beginning, had turned out disastrous. I wanted to erase the previous evening, but that wasn’t easy. As a result, my meanderings became as wayward as my feelings, and I had as much of a handle on the city as on my emotions.


I walked in circles, down dead ends, covering ground aimlessly. Signs that had made perfect sense earlier were now misleading. ‘Englishman’s Tower’-the Big Ben double-chimed three times, its hands pointed to two, and yet it was midday on my watch. The TV weathergirl had predicted that la sudestada would roar in from the south, but the wind blowing in my face said otherwise. To make matters worse, I was nearly run over. I cursed these Fangios driving with one hand, and cursed the lipstick they held in the other! I tried to shut Maria out of my mind. Surely the city could distract me? BA’s architecture always captivates visitors. To stroll beneath balconies held up by caryatids, past sculptures blossoming with steel petals, should have done the trick. Sadly, I walked amidst porteños as discreet as an atom. I kick-started a history lesson to alleviate my mood. As in school, however, I couldn’t fail to be distracted.


What the flâneur is to Paris, flaneando is to Buenos Aires, the teacher in my mind asserted. Argentina’s president Domingo Faustino Sarmiento (DFS, not BHL or CDG!) crossed paths with le poète Baudelaire walking his tortoise! It was ‘Please pay attention mon cher Georges’ to set a gentle pace. Sarmiento (he’s on the fifty peso note) enjoyed these wanderings so much that he imported it to ‘the Paris of the South! Ah, what originality!’ An inner self thus becomes erased when flaneuring; you become a sum of impressions, a mirror reflecting the crowd bustling past… Oh j’en ai assez! Vas-y!


I had come to Buenos Aires with the half-expectation of romance blossoming. I’d visualised myself and Maria in the shade of a jacaranda, our eyes meeting as a milonga drifted from an accordion in a dusty cafe. The jacaranda, the accordion and the dusty cafe all existed, since they were the props of reality. The rest, though, was pure invention. Did I really know Maria? La Negra? What sort of nickname was that? Maria’s skin was the colour of the White House! Nothing tallied. Mirrors are surely deceiving when fogged with feeling.


At any rate, I kept on the move. At Plaza d’Italia the noise of the traffic silenced the zoo nearby. The Bengali tiger was taking a siesta. A tiger in Buenos Aires? Borges must have been a realist. A tiger here appears to be an Argentine absurdity, along with cricket, but then what are lions doing up the MCC flagpole in defence of England? Monkeys were advertised at the zoo. The star attraction today was Maria el mono. I increased my pace in the opposite direction.


My guidebook indicated Villa Freud nearby. Posters with Freud’s penetrating stare lined the walls of every clinic on this route. Sigmund’s smoking cigar seemed ready to burn every passing eye. I glanced at Rodin’s kissing couple through the fence of the botanic gardens and noticed marbled lips locked together for eternity. I changed direction. Minarets now pierced the sky. Where exactly was I?


I found refuge at the Planetarium Galileo Galilei. Telescopes were in position because a lunar eclipse was due. Images from the Hubble Telescope showed Buenos Aires from space, the city appearing to be a monotony of squares and rectangles like a chess board.


Scientific achievements were emphasised. Fingerprint identification? Argentina created it. Cures for jet-lag? The chemical compound sidenfil was given to hamsters to adjust internal body clocks, meaning that Argentine scientists found another use for Viagra. I spotted the exit and fled.


I ambled into MALBA. Surely the museum of Latin American art could sublimate desire? Here, oversized paintings lined the walls, with grand displays of emotion. The Great Temptation pictured a giant female devouring a Cadillac before getting her metal teeth into the men below. Xul Solar’s Couple comprised a head split in two, combining male and female features. I took a side exit to another exhibition.


Peronist graphics were a welcome relief. The creepy ambience of the Cold War was what I needed. Peron and the glamorous Evita were celebrated in images from 1949. With his hair greased back and her tight blonde bun, they appeared the perfect couple, as if Eva Marie Saint had married Dracula.


I was overwhelmed by happy gauchos and friendly factory workers. The fetish for machinery was pronounced: cogs, chains and levers may have suited Sovietstyle propaganda, but it seemed appropriate that Argentina should straddle the political centre. Peron’s ideology Justicialismo was a pendulum striking a balance between Yankee individualismo and red-inspired colectivismo. The veneration of industry under Peron was evident with oil rigs pumping, chimneys blazing and a gigantic sheath of wheat piercing the heart of a nation. It was time to get out.


I sluggishly entered the Monte Carlo and took a seat by the window. The elderly waiter was someone I would learn from. I saw him outside every morning, a polished tray under his armpit, happy just savouring the sun. He took his job seriously, but made jokes at his own expense. Argentines as a rule are the complete opposite. I ordered a pot of tea with a dash of lemon to relax my nerves, and reflected on Palermo’s melancholic streets.


My thoughts strayed to 1949, a pivotal year going by the graphics at MALBA. I tallied up the incidents: counterfeiters in Europe, General Peron in power, and Borges at the peak of his creativity. Albert Camus was in Buenos Aires too, with his collar turned up to deflect the south wind, the sudestada. Camus was a writer widely admired-the complete antithesis to Borges. Sisyphus and ‘the absurd’ were ideas influencing a generation of youth who wore black and coughed on Gauloise. Camus’ South American journey turned to a nightmare. He spent August 12 and 13 of 1949 ‘walking along an uncertain line’. Sleep-deprived and coughing up phlegm from his lungs, death stalked Camus. His inner equilibrium unhinged and trapped ‘in the middle of a psychological debacle,’ Camus was at a loss. He noticed The Stranger advertised on billboards, but it belonged to Orson Welles, not him.


In fact, nothing impressed Camus. As a city, Buenos Aires was ‘exceptionally ugly’ and its women weren’t that tempting either, not even after his third whisky. His inner crisis was made worse by being called ‘Existentialism’s No. 2’. As a thinker, Jean-Paul Sartre’s reputation towered over his, causing El Segundo to bristle at relegation to the second rank. Yet all Camus could think of was his mistress back in Paris (Cocteau was shooting Orphée and Maria Casarès was busy walking in and out of mirrors). The final straw was Maria Casarès’ promiscuity. Her sexual indiscretions were appalling (and so unlike his!). Her brief fling with Sartre positively enraged him.3


How could she be spellbound by that wall-eyed gnat?! His friend had made a pass at his friend! No, he would punch Sartre in the face and smash his tortoiseshells to smithereens. His mistress was a mountain of trouble that even Sisyphus would blanch at overcoming. If women were the only paradise men knew, as Camus put it so succinctly, surely that implied its opposite? He was in a personal inferno licked by flames of desire that couldn’t be extinguished. What to do? Camus thought long and hard. If only he could contain his mistress ‘in the perpetual prison of the mind’ (which for existentialists of the second rank could be construed as love).


I wondered if the tormented Camus ever intersected with the young Che Guevara? Somehow I imagined Camus bumping into him, perhaps near the university where Che was studying medicine. I imagine the two exchanging tips for keeping goal. They could recite lines from a shared love of Baudelaire: ‘Hypocrite lecteur’ one would begin, ‘Mon sembable’ the other would counter, ‘Mon frère!’ they’d recite in unison. Che could discuss asthmatic fits, Camus tubercular ones. Their lungs were their enemies, they’d conclude! ‘And don’t start me with woman,’ Camus might add!


I returned to Palermo, aiming to be home whenever Maria and Juan Martin were out. I inserted a Miles Davis CD into the stereo. Melancholic notes from his trumpet floated above the river. Was blue the colour of sadness? Or was it the murky brown of the River Plate? A Godzilla was said to lurk deep in its depths, but you had to have the eyes to see it. What appears muddy to the visitor is crystal clear to the porteño. ‘It’s a bad time to be in love,’ a young Argentine said as I sat and watched TV alone. She was referring to the crisis, but not just the financial one.
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The next day it rained, even though the TV weathergirl had said it wouldn’t. At the Leopoldo Lugones, Woody Allen’s latest was playing and a queue snaked down three flights of stairs. I chatted to the projectionist after the screening. Miguel hauled steel canisters around his crammed booth after inserting reels inside them. ‘No more grains! Celluloid soon extinct! Very soon!’ he exclaimed, jamming a finger into the ceiling to make his point. That was depressing to hear. Not even Woody’s jokes spooled backwards made me smile.


Miguel smoked inside, even though laws banned it. Every muscle that tensed with each reel he lifted became a cause of complaint. He cursed a sore back, and claimed that adjusting the focus had caused RSI. Where was the Che Guevara of the cinema, Miguel demanded? The digital revolution couldn’t come fast enough.


When I ran a student cinema, it was the double features that enthralled me. Bertolucci, Cocteau and Kubrick were programmed alongside B-grade schlock, Creature from the Black Lagoon, Forbidden Planet and Latitude Zero my favourites. I enjoyed watching monsters with metal zippers down their back, and remembered splice marks scratched in the corner of every reel. That era had disappeared. No longer could you find Kirk Douglas doubling as Spartacus the rebel or sea captain Ulysses. I closed my eyes. Hearing sprockets at twenty-four frames per second made me nostalgic. Celluloid has a unique sound, like a tongue flickering against the roof of the mouth.


An imposing building near La Boca gripped me, on my walks later that day. Built with Teutonic grandeur, it possessed Greek columns reaching skywards and an apex so steep it could bounce raindrops over the rooftops of Paris. It was the Aduana, the Customs House from which immigrants entered Argentina. Architectural critics have dismissed the Aduana as a symptom of the Argentine malaise to copy Europe. On the centenary of Borges’ birth, former President Carlos Menem had denounced ‘photocopying terrorists’, alluding to the Aduana and the peso no doubt. Who were these imitators, I wondered. Police had heeded Menem’s denunciation and narrowed the list of suspects down to thirty-eight million, this being the population of Argentina.


I passed down Calle Maipu, and outside number ninety-four, I visualised ‘Georgie Borgie’ on the second floor of his apartment. Borges glorified in macho displays to sublimate his anger. Sword fights and knife-wielding gauchos were a staple of his fiction. Words that wove were Borges’ forte, but swords that severed were better. A Swiss Army knife in my mochila was waiting for the right murder. Why not use it?


That was the breaking point. What was I thinking? I sat down and reconsidered my options. I had to accept the reality of rejection. I could allow this to be a magical misery tour, or I could take the Argentine bull by the horns and tame it. There was still time to see Buenos Aires from another angle. I had to do what I said I’d do: enquire into the 2001 financial crisis and write about Argentine cricket.4 If I had any time left over, maybe I could locate the counterfeiters. The best tonic for sadness was work, advised Camus, which made me even sadder. My predicament was cloudy, but I had to stay positive. Like the sprightly waiter at the Monte Carlo cafe, I had to savour the shaft of sunlight, if ever it came.
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The Presidential Palace Casa Rosada was barricaded by the riot police. A phalanx of housewives was reflected in visors on formidable helmets. Protestors began their kitchen symphony: whisks rattled, egg-beaters scrambled and saucepans banged against metal bars until there were dents upon dents. The police shielded the Casa Rosada, a barred fence protecting them from the demonstration. Democracy was being protected. Or were citizens being barricaded against democracy? Paint was peeling rapidly off the Presidential Palace, as though democracy was shedding its skin. It was a confusing time in Argentina. Free enterprise and anarchy were in a perverse tango when you considered that saucepans were on sale at nearby kiosks. Since 2001, the cacerolazos had been installed outside banks, financial houses and government buildings demanding lost savings, pension funds or superannuation. ‘CHORROS!’ was sprayed on buildings as a reminder. The student at the back of my mind sat upright. A lecture was commencing.


What were the causes of the 2001 economic crisis?


The Washington Consensus embraced with religious fervour by Carlos Menem.


What did that consist of?


IMF ‘structurally adjusted programs’. The ten commandments of neo-liberalism:
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	Labour law reform: shed jobs in the public sector,

 put unions on a leash
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	Budget austerity: cut spending on education, health and infrastructure
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	Tax reform
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	Privatisation: water, electricity, post, Argentinas Aerolineas (but telephones improved; competition made calls cheaper and cross-connections a thing of the past)
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	Get private industry to run public assets, like the zoo (the Bengali tiger sponsored by Jaguar?)
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	Deregulate financial markets
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	Keep one eye on money supply, the other on inflation
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	Remove trade barriers
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	Abolish price controls
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	Maintain peso-dollar parity.











What was said of the Germans during the war now applied to Argentina. Their greatest flaw was obedience.


But who was leading who in this financial tango?


Argentina filled its ministry with University of Chicago economists. Milton Friedman’s acolytes administered their rough medicine to Argentina in the ’90s, as they did to Chile in the ’70s. Argentina sold off the farm.


Thus the ‘miracle decade’ from 1991 to 2001?


Argentine was living the dream, or else the delusion. It depended on who you spoke to. Maria’s assertion resonated strongly. ‘Menem’s circle got rich very easily. They showed off their wealth, were incredibly superficial and always drank champagne!’ Menem’s Bold and the Beautiful lifestyle was press fodder: mansions, pools and jets on private runways were scenic decor for marital strife in the private sphere and cronyism in the public.


But didn’t Argentina have a history of foreign loans and debt finance?


Peron borrowed heavily from the US. Previously, Argentina was indebted to the UK, with Barings Bank its major creditor. IMF bailouts to Mexico during the tequila crisis of the ’90s meant Argentina’s oligarchies believed it had reliable backup if things went awry. Argentina was the model pupil, and was obliged to stay the neo-liberal course as an example to the post-communist world.


Thus began the crisis?


Argentines, not known for running, stampeded to First Boston Credit Suisse. The ignominy of frozen accounts-corralito-and limited withdrawals arrived. In 2001, capital flight made a literal exit. Three hundred armoured vehicles ferried US dollars from the treasury to Ezeiza airport throughout the night, and those very dollars were given first class seats out of the country. Billions went missing. Argentina went bankrupt.


And the consequences were dramatic?


In those sweltering days of December 2001, spectators at the Teatro Colon spilled out onto Avenue 9 July, ignoring protocols demanding that patrons remain seated until intermission. ‘The times were bad,’ many reminisced. Perhaps the Opera was too? ‘Can you imagine? My mother was leading the protests!’ Maria added, amazed at the thought. I tried picturing Mercedes at the head of the cacerolazos, menacing the authorities with a saucepan fetched from her Prada bag. So dire were the times the Fire Brigade was no longer funded by the State, but by bright buckets passed at traffic lights. The Danaids’ jug did not possess as many holes as the Argentine economy.


With the middle class decimated, a yawning gap between the haves and the have-nots emerged. By early 2002, individual ambition and market confidence shrivelled. Bars opened to no-one, piqueteros closed down highways, streets emptied (for once, Hamlet started on time, but played to ghosts). The Ford Motor Company shut down too, unable to import door locks. When the smoke cleared, the mess was apparent. Two dozen were killed in demonstrations, the peso lost seventy-five per cent of its value, and five presidents passed through revolving doors in eleven days (the Casa Rosada had more transients than a hostel). Argentina’s debt ballooned to $140 billion. Satire merged with truth in 2001. The only thing Argentines called their own was their debts.


Did anything good come about?


Maria saw positives. ‘For the first time we had people in the streets demanding justice. People were mobilised and mixed with others who were fighting for the same thing. Even the bourgeoisie didn’t stay home to drink wine!’


It was late afternoon. I stood waiting for the crowd to disperse. They moved from the Casa Rosada to better attack a finance house. President Nestor Kirchner, peering through the awnings, was treading carefully on a tightrope. One pole was owned by Argentina’s elite. The other pole was shaken by a disgruntled middle class, workers and piqueteros, with a threadbare social net in between. It was hard to believe, but Carlos Menem was making a comeback with solutions as outdated as his sideburns. Argentina was at the crossroads. It saw itself as the failure of neo-liberalism.


Finally, the crowd dwindled. Housewives kissed each other goodbye, with some calling to their maids to get dinner ready. ‘Use whatever saucepans you can find,’ they joked. The riot police slid their batons into their sheaths, unstrapped their helmets and piled shields into a van. A mother and son departed side by side. Earlier, they had been on either side of the divide.
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With so much chaos, I needed a stiff drink. At the entrance to the Tortoni, I was forewarned by a plaque: ‘coff ee’ and ‘melancholy’ were served in equal doses in this ornate cafe. I ordered a cortado, given that I already had plenty of the latter. A flower seller spotted me from afar, only to swerve past me as if I wasn’t there. Was my loneliness that obvious?


The Art Nouveau interior, stained-glass ceiling and marbled colonnades were reflected in large mirrors. If you could pass through these reflections to the other side, you’d find yourself ordering a cafe au lait. The ornate trappings of the Tortoni imitate those of its Parisian counterpart. To sip a cortado in the Tortoni is to place you at the heart of Buenos Aires’ psyche. Serio-comic maps of the nineteenth century, like the one in Maria’s bathroom, depicted Paris as a beacon of hope. Europe was under the thumb of the Kaiser, or else ruled by Ottomans under a fez, but impoverished citizens extended arms towards a radiant Eiffel Tower. The tango was initially dismissed as being as seedy as the docks in which it took place, and didn’t acquire value until Paris approved it after the Great War, exporting it back to its source with a stiff -armed embrace.


Borges’ wax dummy sat in a lonely corner of the Tortoni, reflected in all the mirrors. It was a fate the writer would have abhorred: an endless repetition of the self. Hell was oneself multiplied infinitely, like Pascal’s God: everywhere, but curiously nowhere.


I munched on a media luna and pondered, as one often does when alone. Where had Borges acquired these fears? His father had bestowed two things on him; a vast library and a degenerative eye disease. It was in this library that Zeno’s paradox had mesmerised Borges. His father used chess pieces to illustrate Achilles’ pursuit of the tortoise. With a head start, the tortoise was always a fraction ahead of Achilles, however much Achilles sought to close the gap. This was an allegory of an eternal chase that perplexed Borges, and caused Camus to choke on his Gauloise whenever he analysed it. Since this image was reflected throughout his father’s mirrored study, there was no limit to how many images could be produced. Infinity and eternity were combined, which is surely death by another name. Borges’ fear of mirrors ‘and their mahogany’ was thus consolidated.


Aproned waiters strolled over. Was I waiting for someone? I escaped into the snooker room and played billiards against myself. Somehow, I still managed to lose. There was nowhere to hide. Even the toilets were walled with mirrors. I returned, bypassing a throng of Japanese tourists. They raised the room temperature with each shutter clicked, and multiplied Borges with each flash. Borges’ double was gallantly resisting meltdown.


It’s a posthumous irony that Borges’ double should be blinded. I looked around and saw his blazing reflection in each mirror, as bright as an icon in a medieval church. England’s patron saint was in exile. I found myself temporarily transported to St. George’s Cathedral. How Borges’ double would love to flee and live anonymously, like the invisible man. The existential problem that Borges had pinpointed was that ‘he was not someone else’. The tourists evaporated. I gathered my thoughts. I could see things needed to be unravelled. Maria’s comment provoked me; ‘If you combine Jorge Luis Borges and Che Guevara you will have a unity of the difference within our society, and also its inner conflict.’ Borges is revered in Argentina because he doesn’t upset the social order. Not so Che. His ideology is still reviled-the repercussions of his insurrection in Bolivia during the 1960s threatened to fan across Argentina. Whilst it’s fine for foreigners to pay homage to Che by posting jpegs on the web, Argentina’s own citizens were deterred from accessing his writings. Voyage à Motocyclette, for instance, was readily available in bookshops, but solely in French. Significantly, postcards of Che were not of the revolutionary, but of the golfer at the eighteenth hole.


The two Argentines were black and white, if not yin and yang. One was an icon of the Left, the other an apologist for the Right. One gazed at Europe (including England), the other at South America (including Buenos Aires). One was tone deaf, the other practically blind. One was introverted, the other communal. The urbane Borges drank mate from a tea bag, while Che sipped his from a rusty gourd. One smoked cigars, the other didn’t. One was born on June 14, the other died on that date. Forget Rome. Argentina possessed its very own Janus. The only thing that united them, before the beret and the fedora signalled their divergence, was the Panama hat (by 1949 porteños claimed it was difficult to distinguish which of the two was under it).


From the commotion outside, the city was under siege: helicopters chopped up the air and sirens wailed continuously. The waiter informed me that Boca Juniors were playing River Plate in the superclassico. To avoid the fuss, I was led to a back door, where I immediately entered another world.
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