

[image: ]




PRAISE FOR ON MEXICAN TIME


“What Peter Mayle has done for Provence, and Lawrence Durrell for Cyprus, Tony Cohan has now done for the lovely Mexican town of San Miguel de Allende. He has taken the time, measured in years, to go beyond the simply exotic or picturesque surface, in the process transforming the Other into an Us. A fine book.”

—Pete Hamill




“Not just a story of one expatriate's attractive lifestyle. Cohan picks up—and passes on—a lot of Mexican history and culture. His prose is appealing. Chapters read like carefully crafted short stories.”

—Washington Post




“On Mexican Time captures the sabor of expatriate life in San Miguel de Allende. [Cohan's] work and feeling for the place and its people are deeper than the standard new-life-in-yet-another-paradise books. Remarkably engaging… at once vivid and quiet and often elegant, On Mexican Time is more intimate and far better written than most memoirs of expatriation.”

—Santa Barbara News Press




“Like Mexico itself, On Mexican Time is a spectacle of sights, scents, and sounds. Shaped by Cohan's imaginative and vivid prose, colors, aromas, and sounds leap, waft, and resonate from the page. Want to take a trip without packing a single box? Without leaving your chair? Read this book and be swept into the cosmic heart of Mexico.”

—Sandra Benítez, author of A Place Where the Sea Remembers and Bitter Grounds




“On Mexican Time… details with a sensitive eye and self-directed humor the process of falling in love with a foreign place and of making it home. Cohan's command of the language is that of a maestro… he draws his metaphors like an artist.”

—Atencion San Miguel




“Cohan is a gifted writer, and Mexico soon reveals itself to him. He balances lyrical descriptions of the land and of the characters of the village— reminiscent of Harriett Doerr—with other musings that add grist.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Cohan is poetic in his descriptions of the vibrancy of life, the serenity of the pace of activity, the simplicity of priorities, and the attentiveness of human relationships in Mexico… [his] account is humorous and enviable for the adventure and sheer joy of adopting a new language, culture, and lifestyle.”

—Booklist




“Cohan writes poetically and evocatively about the world around him. He is enchanted by color, by sound, by language. He is mesmerized by a new perception of time. Through it all, Cohan develops a comfort with mystery. Mystery, he finds, is not something to be solved, but something to be savored. With this understanding comes acceptance—Cohan's and his neighbors'. And we've gotten much more than a story about a charming Mexican town.”

—San Francisco Examiner




“Cohan's book provides a picture of the country as a whole, well beyond the life in provincial San Miguel. The most memorable aspects of the book are the psychological ones. In Mexico, Cohan says, ‘you laugh until the tears take over.’ This book gets to the heart of a country remarkably difficult to penetrate, and brings a shaft of Mexican sunshine into the northern smog. One should not ask for more.”

—Times Literary Supplement




“One of those rare, delightful books that allows the reader to enter the author's mind and float effortlessly from place to place and thought to thought.”

—Albuquerque Sunday Journal




“Cohan writes with elegant and polished prose about the sensual delights he finds in every corner of his adopted home… You get to feel you have been there.”

—Austin American-Statesman




“[Cohan is] a clear-eyed chronicler of the daily life of San Miguel, a history-rich town in a country that few Americans have known… Much better-written and much more illuminating than the usual travelogue.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Cohan explains with sensitivity and care the experience of learning a new language and exploring a new country. The reader is left with a clearer picture of our southern neighbor, absurdities and enigmas intact. This is not a paean to paradise, but an honest look at a multilayered society too little understood by norteamericanos.”

—Virginia Pilot




“Cohan has the novelist's eye for detail and for nuances of relationships… an eloquent, heartfelt plea for admiration of Mexican culture and a warm and polite people. To describe this complex society, Cohan invokes the Spanish word for flavor, sabor, meaning not just flavor in food, but in all things, music, art, speech and dance.”

—Mexico Connect
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Over there everything is going to be different; life is never going to be quite the same again after your passport has been stamped and you find yourself speechless among the money changers.… It is like starting over again.

—GRAHAM GREENE, ANOTHER MEXICO







Contents

I  ON MEXICAN TIME

1  Twenty-One-Day Ticket

2  The Return

3  Lost in the Day

4  Larga Distancia

5  The Visit

6  El Temblor

7  Day of the Dead



II THE HOUSE ON FLOWER STREET

8  Between Worlds

9  The House on Flower Street

10  Red Refrigerator, Blue Stove

11  Casa de Misterios

12  Mango Mousse

13  Voyages



III  THE EMBRACE

14  The Pink Comb

15  The Man Who Was Killed Twice

16  Faith and Fiestas: The Magic Waters of Tlacote

17  Obra Suspendida

18  Año Loco

19  Sabor

20  The Embrace



Acknowledgments





I

On Mexican Time





Chapter 1

Twenty-One-Day Ticket

JANUARY 1985. THERE IS NO AIRPORT directly serving San Miguel de Allende. Boarding a midafternoon bus from Mexico City's north terminal, I watch the clotted capital become desolate factory outskirts, then dissolve into cultivated swaths of agave cactus, sorghum, bean. The air softens. Música estereofónica raises sweet laments. A Virgin of Guadalupe pendant sways from the driver's mirror between decals of Che Guevara and Rambo. A tossing reverie must have become sleep, for when I next look out the shadows are long, the hills closing in. Along the roadside, farmworkers materialize out of the air, then recede back into dusky earth. Little roadside shrines whiz by, candles lit within. Old stone walls run to nowhere. Clusters of black birds wheel, then swerve toward the horizon like iron filings to a magnet. I look over at Masako, her head pressed to the window.

A sudden sharp descent causes me to grip my seat. A dying sun sets ablaze a little town nestled on a hillside. We debark in a dusty clearing among stray dogs. A half dozen scruffy kids vie to carry our luggage; I wave them off. A taxi driver in a clean white shirt offers to take us into town. Anxiously I counter his figure by half; nobody's going to rip me off. Shrugging, he agrees, as if to say: If it's that important to you.

We step through a canopy of bougainvillea into a cool, flower-flooded patio. I enter a hotel office where earlier I'd called to ask, “Do you have a room?” and been answered with “Maybe.” I'd bridled at the insouciance, with its echoes of being put on hold; but as our luggage slumps onto a tile floor in a high stucco room overlooking a shady garden, I ease, forgive.

We walk through a dimly lit town of roseate Moorish walls. A tuneless band plays somewhere. Church bells stun the air. I see a ghost or a barefoot woman walk by smiling, a bucketful of calla lilies on her head. Through the open door of a church, I glimpse a wooden Jesus in a wine-colored velvet robe. Cobbles and narrow, raised sidewalks force me to notice where I place my feet, imposing a minuet with each passing person.

In a small, thronged plaza, we sit on an iron bench gazing up at a quirky pink church, its serrated spires embedded in a full complement of stars. These strolling, chatting, laughing citizens don't seem to realize the TV they're missing at home. I war with the evening's sweet lassitude, trying to keep it all outside, avoiding eyes. I feel repeatedly for my wallet, my passport. Vainly I fish for the summarizing blurb, the snapshot, the quick hit.

Drop it, something whispers. Just let it all go …

Our Spanish-style house was in an area south of Hollywood known in real estate parlance as “Hancock Park adjacent,” an attempt to bind it to the million-dollar neighborhood close by. We'd bought it with money made writing words and music, designing clothes, and making art. We were busy, successful, tired.

An uncharacteristically cold January, and we kept the heater on all day. A book of mine had just come out and I was trying to get a grip on the next one: a story about a dwarf writer in a South American prison and an American lawyer attempting to free him. I was spending afternoons at the Amnesty International office downtown, poring through prisoner files, reading about the dirty war in Argentina, atrocities in West Africa, slaughter in East Timor. I was bringing home books with names like Torture in the 1980s. Masako would look at me oddly. She herself was painting large, grim self-portraits, acrylic on canvas.

At dinners I listened politely to friends' conversation about the price of real estate, projects in development, notable recent crimes. After a cultural night out I lay in bed reviewing the drive there and back, the parking experience, where I put my keys—the event itself barely recalled. I left messages on machines; they were returned in kind. Surrounded by art, music, information, and food, I saw, heard, thought, and tasted little. A series of robberies and killings had erupted in our neighborhood: first the Bob's Big Boy murders, in which the victims were executed; then a robbery at a favorite restaurant two blocks away, the customers mugged and herded into a freezer; then a break-in at the house next door. In a moment of grave personal defeat, I installed a house alarm system with an “Armed Response” sign stabbed into our lawn, a blinking “command center,” “perimeter defense,” “panic button,” and roving patrol cars. We were wired for apocalypse: Blade Runner was no longer a metaphor.

There were days when I'd find myself hurtling down freeways toward receding destinations of evaporating worth, suspended between the fantastic and the mundane, between wide acclaim and abject defeat. Somewhere, I'd missed a turnoff.

Cold, anxious, trapped inside our house, we'd taken to bed early one night to keep warm. Masako was leafing through an issue of Gourmet, a Christmas subscription from a friend. I was with Bruce Chatwin in Patagonia. The Gourmet magazine represented to me the very complacent consumerism we'd once scorned, now breaking through our “perimeter defenses.” In youth we'd both traveled widely on shoestrings, lived in Europe, North Africa, India, Japan. Now we had the money but no time. Instead we read about it, recounted old experiences, festooned our dwellings with Third World artifacts, talismans of trips once taken.

“Look,” Masako said, holding open a double-page color spread.

Warm rose-colored walls, azure sky, red bougainvillea. A scalloped fountain, a courtyard restaurant, a sandstone church spire.

“Isn't that where Mina and Paul go?”

We'd known them separately in Berkeley before we met, then again in Los Angeles together. Mina makes and teaches independent films; Paul is a painter best known for his surrealistic record cover paintings for avant-garde rock bands. Years earlier they'd fled bad marriages and run off together to Mexico. They still returned there every summer. When asked about it, they always grew vague.

“San Miguel de Allende,” the caption said, “in the mountains of central Mexico.”

I knew the border towns, the west coast, inland as far south as Guadalajara. Masako had visited Mexico City and Oaxaca as a teenager.

“Do we have a map?”

I slipped out of the blankets, scurried through the freezing house, and returned with Rand McNally. The town wasn't on the map, though we did find Guanajuato, mentioned in the article, some distance north of Mexico City.

I glanced again at the magazine spread. “It looks warm,” I said.

We've taken a room in the Hotel Ambos Mundos, a decaying ex-hacienda a few blocks from San Miguel's main plaza. Its name means “both worlds.” The rooms are ridiculously cheap, about five dollars a day: a steep peso devaluation three years earlier had emptied Mexicans' pockets and chased a generation of foreign retirees, their peso accounts now worthless, back across the border. Our little room in back, once part of a stables, faces an overgrown patch of earth, an abandoned swimming pool, the hotel washing.

The days are sunny and warm, the skies the sharpest blue I've seen since Marrakech. January nights, at 6,300 feet, are cool. We sleep in jeans and sweaters, as the blankets are thin and sometimes the heat doesn't work. Each morning a brigade of young girls swabs the tile floors and makes the bed. The hotel's dissolute, low-intensity ambience, reminiscent of youthful travels, suits us. We are content.

Most of the rooms are occupied. A barefoot Huichol Indian couple in white and red costume, visiting from Nayarit to sell their beaded masks, stays in a room facing the central courtyard. A half dozen earnest norteamericano students, en route to Managua to work with the Sandinistas, occupy rooms up front. There is a white-haired Canadian painter who has been coming since the sixties, an Argentine restaurateur with hopes of going into business in San Miguel, a Mexican-American couple from Oaxaca dealing Guatemalan shirts, beads, and presumably dope. Mexico City visitors check in and out. Each night a haggard American remittance man in a sombrero stumbles home, dead drunk, from a bar called La Cucaracha.

In a lobby off the entry, Rafael the proprietor sits behind an old wood reception desk, contemplating a flickering black-and-white television, accepting or turning away guests seemingly at whim. María, an Indian cook, delivers simple meals in a cavernous dining room: eggs, tortillas and beans, rice and vegetables. For the midday meal, the comida, she foments interesting stews. Evenings we eat out.

We sleep and wake at odd times: our tiredness, we discover, has many layers. We wander the town endlessly, speaking only to exclaim at something that interests us. While Masako goes off to explore the markets, I pace the cobbled lanes, which after some blocks become hilly dirt paths, then dissolve into raw countryside. Though the little green and white taxis are just a few pesos, I walk everywhere. When the mountain air tires me, I pause and take in a view.

From a scenic lookout above, San Miguel de Allende most resembles Spanish and Italian hill towns, its steep lanes and old houses gathered around churches and squares. Tumbling down its slopes, the town fades off into trees and scrub, a narrow lake that is a dam, then a wide plain and mountains beyond where the sun dies each day. The land is pale, dusky, dry, though I'm told daily rains turn it verdant, subtropical in summer.

Descending winding paths, I peer through open doors at courtyards, gardens, fountains: that old North African trail from the Saharan mud towns and Arab medinas up through Spain, then to Mexico and California, patterning the conquered lands, modeling the earthly paradise. The aged walls I walk beside seem like great blotters of human desire: four and a half centuries of dreams and tragedies lived in their shadows. Churches anchor almost every block—simple wood and stone, ornate baroque, severe Franciscan stucco, riotously churrigueresque—their bells tolling dolorously or sweetly, depending upon my mood. I linger around the markets off Calle Insurgentes among swaggering cowboys in new boots and hats, mothers with babies swaddled in woven cloth shawls called rebozos. Indian women sit in rows selling flat, handmade cornmeal tortillas in baskets. Cowboy ranchera music, rich with feeling, bleeds from radios in the stalls. Absently I fish in my pocket for my car keys; I find only loose pesos.

People seem calm, soft of demeanor, parting in the streets to let each other pass with a whispered “permiso” answered by “pásale.” Children seldom cry. Everywhere my blighted Spanish is tolerantly endured. After a meal in a small restaurant, I realize I have no money; the proprietress laughs and says pay me later, though she's never seen me before.

Masako and I meet up in a courtyard restaurant, our eyes shining. The words tumble out, our recountings taking longer than the trips themselves. I saw a man with a stack of chairs on his back for sale, another piled high with tropical birds in cages. She saw mariachi musicians serenading the Virgin of Guadalupe under the portals off the plaza. In a hardware store I saw faces right off the codices. She followed a funeral to the graveyard, spent two hours there sketching.

How long since we've talked like this? Married a decade, we've mostly worked. Recently we've endured a succession of family crises: my mother's illness and death, my father's subsequent neediness, strains in Masako's family's business. Tangled in adulthood's web, pumping out the tasks: we've barely had time to look up.

Masako is ravished by the art, handcrafts, and clothes— things she loved in early travels in India and the Middle East. A Japanese American, child of the World War Two internment camps, she's comfortable in Mexico in ways she can never be in the States (before we'd left, angry Detroit autoworkers had beaten to death a Chinese American they'd mistaken for Japanese). Mexicans are curious at most, never hostile. On my side, I feel released from L.A.'s flat, paranoid impersonality into clean bright air, sensory richness, unforced gaiety. We've traveled together before, but this is different: in Mexico we hear the music of surprise and revelation that first drew us to each other.

Food arrives. In our nightly investigations we've left behind the California taco, the enchilada combination plate, and entered the domain of real sabor. We've discovered a soup called either sopa azteca or sopa de tortilla: fried tortilla strips and a smoky, dark red chile called chipotle combined with a crumbly local cheese, chicken stock, avocados, and sometimes pieces of chicken; with each spoonful the chipotle taste grows stronger. Masako has unearthed a dish called tinga con chorizo, spicy shredded pork with Mexican sausage. We try dark, redolent mole sauces spread over meats, blending dozens of spices and cooked in seemingly infinite combinations—sweet, hot, mild—different in every region, every home. The elusive, oily taste of ensalada nopal, cactus salad—from the same plant found in southern California but there considered inedible—grows on us. Mexicans seem to squeeze the small green lime they call limón over everything, a universal solvent and cure-all. Salsas, or sauces, are proprietary to each establishment, no two quite alike. From fresh corn tortillas we move on to the thicker, chewier sopes. In a bakery on Calle Reloj, Clock Street, we pass through the turnstile, grab aluminum tongs and tray, and pluck glazed donuts and bolillos, the all-purpose bread roll. We find chiles of varying colors and intensities—serrano, jalapeño, poblano, habanero, ancho, chipotle— hanging from beams, spread out on blankets, ground into sauces and soups. Tonight Masako has ordered a squash flower soup, flor de calabaza, which arrives in a deep brick red bowl, a color as pure and soft as the soup's flavor. My chocolate brown chicken mole sauce is sweeter and hotter than the mild yellow one in the restaurant off the central plaza; and the syrupy, deep brown dessert flan entirely unlike the pale spongy one I had two nights ago.

Some evenings after a long meal, or a detour through some street festival, we arrive late and find the hotel doors shut. Our pounding awakens sad-eyed Rogelio the velador (he who keeps the candle burning), who sleeps under a horse blanket on the office couch. He opens the massive creaking door a crack and lets us scuttle through. We fall asleep in the tiny room to church bells, devoid of thought, our “perimeter defenses” disarmed.

One night near the end of our first week I awaken from dreams, sobbing, passing off griefs I didn't know I had.

I've stopped shaving. I wear huaraches, cowhide sandals bought in the covered market, though my feet bleed at first. Masako arrives back at the hotel one afternoon wearing a shiny blue blouse she's bought literally off the back of a braided Otomí lady who sells dolls in front of San Francisco church. She's beside herself with delight. “But doesn't she need that blouse?” I ask.

“No, she has a new red one. She's happy. Look, this one's faded anyway.”

We are naive visitors, in a state of grace, taking the cure, using Mexico for catharsis. We've come for the warmth: now, warmed, I want to know where I am.

In a little bookstore off the main plaza run by a Mexican woman and a silver-haired American woman, I buy a couple of books by the writer Octavio Paz, and Madrigal's Magic Key to Spanish (with illustrations by Andrew Warhol—simple line drawings of a shoe, zapato; a blouse, blusa). Later I come back for a novel by Carlos Fuentes, a book on Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. I discover a little bilingual library a few blocks away with inscribed copies of novels by passing authors, back issues of a National Geographic–type magazine called México desconocido, books on Mexican history. I read in Bernal Díaz's chronicles of the Conquest, a biography of the eighteenth-century nun-poetess Sor Juana lnés de la Cruz. New names enter my consciousness: the artist Covarrubias, the politician Cárdenas, the architect Barragán.

It dawns upon me that, arriving as a tourist, I've blundered into a civilization. No, three civilizations overlaid upon each other: Mesoamerican (Aztec, Mayan, Toltec, Olmec, Zapotec), Spanish colonial, contemporary. How could I have lived so close by all my life and neglected to realize? I vaguely thought I already knew: a trick of perspective because of the border towns, the coasts, the migrant workers. Passing through Mexico City, we'd seen the open excavation at the Templo Mayor next to the great cathedral downtown: sun-stone calendars, massive human and animal statuary, entire sculpture walls. We'd visited the vast Anthropology Museum with its jade masks and ancient calendars. Civilization. Had I been oblivious to the great territories to the south, my own hemisphere? Inadvertently we've landed in the cradle of Mexican history, the very towns where the revolt against the Spaniards began: San Miguel, Dolores Hidalgo, Guanajuato. The emperor Maximilian was slain in Querétaro an hour away.

We begin to excavate our scant Spanish, buried cities: Masako's from school days, mine from Barcelona decades ago working as a musician. Nouns bob up: puerta, cielo, edificio. Door, sky, building. Verb forms resurface in clumps, with their euphonious conjugations: amo amas ama amamos aman. So many ways to love. We try speaking only Spanish to each other. We decode menus and signs: exquisitos are hot dogs off a vendor's truck, carnage is one menu's attempt to render the meat selections in English. Limited to the only tense we know, we exist in an unbroken, sensuous present.

I read of San Miguel's Chichimecan and Otomí antecedents, of its founding in 1542 by the Franciscan brother San Miguel, its boom years as a link on the silver route. Ignacio Allende, a hero of the War of Independence—that man astride the bronze horse in the plaza whose name adorns schools, museums, reservoirs, the town itself—was born here, sanctifying the town as a national monument, a kind of Mexican Williamsburg. A succession of fervent religious movements since its founding has left the town with twenty churches, countless chapels, and endless holidays and fiestas. The population is composed of a stable bourgeoisie; a cowboy culture from the surrounding farmlands; educated, affluent refugees from Mexico City; and a smattering of gringos, American and European foreigners who've settled here since World War Two to retire or study or make art. I see them in the central plaza, the jardín, each morning, clustered among the iron benches, awaiting the arrival of the Mexico City News. If I walk a few blocks north or east they disappear.

One morning, full of new energy, I decide to walk down to the lake at the bottom of the town. After half an hour in huaraches that no longer hurt my feet, I arrive at the railroad tracks where the Mexico City–Juárez train gives off the whistle we hear late at night in the hotel. This is where Neal Cassady, real-life hero of Kerouac's On the Road, was found sprawled dead on the tracks one morning in 1968, after setting out from San Miguel the night before with the amphetamine-fueled intent to count every railroad tie between here and nearby Celaya with his nose—or so goes the account. I watch a local train take on water. Pulling out, it reveals three brightly painted cabooses on a siding, home to teeming families, their tattered washing hung out like news. The squatter kids run across the tracks with buckets to catch the last drops from the pump.

I walk on through rich agricultural fields, past boys herding oxen, braided girls tending pigs. By the lake, an old chapel spire sticks up from the receding water. Tall organ cacti grow out of the slumped walls of a doomed resort hotel. I sit on a piece of driftwood, watching egrets follow net-casting fishermen in wooden pirogues. Turning, I look back up and see San Miguel de Allende, glimmering on its hillside.

Back at the hotel, I read in the sun, doze off. I begin postcards home but never finish them. I'd planned to write every day but so far haven't gotten to it. At sunset, hiking to El Chorro, the old waterworks at the south end of town, I realize with a start that I've been standing on a corner for a good fifteen minutes, staring at the exfoliating pentimenti of an eroding wall, my mind bleached of thought or language, lost in traces of history, the passage of time.

Some deeper process is being addressed here. I've become the unthinking minder of my own renewal.

Walking home after dinner one night, we follow music and arcing sparklers to a fiesta off Calle Mesones. A rickety wooden tower of fireworks has been erected in the middle of a plaza. A man lights a cigarette and holds it to a fuse: wheels of fire erupt, one after the next. Children scream with delight. Little boys dance beneath the showering sparks, pieces of cardboard over their heads. The finale is a hissing, spinning circle of fire that suddenly breaks free of its armature and mounts into the air until it disappears. I look over at Masako, her face upturned in wonder like a child's. We munch fried sugar twists called churros and watch couples dance to a local band. Somber in the Indian way, they don't clap when the number is over; yet their brimming pleasure washes over us.

I often hear the word milagro, miracle, as in the expression “Qué milagro!” when one encounters a friend after a long time. It also refers to the tiny charms of junk silver affixed to the bodies of saints in churches as prayers or thanks for blessings received, which Masako has been collecting and which now decorate our room at the Ambos Mundos.

We've begun taking our breakfast in the covered market, among the food and flower vendors. Working Mexicans, we notice, will have soup, menudo, to start out the day, or steamed tamales and atole, a thick, variously flavored hot corn drink, sometimes swilling a glass of powdered Nescafé in hot water at the end. We've found a favorite stand that serves fresh fruit drinks called licuados in fat soda glasses, blended to order. Afterward, wandering past the flower sellers' fragrant array of tuberoses, carnations, and gladioli, we come upon an announcement that a religious peregrination leaves for San Juan de los Lagos, a holy site several days west on foot.

We eat everything we see on the street: strawberries and cream; corn on the cob slathered with chile, lime, and mayonnaise; chicken and enchiladas from the outdoor grill under the portals off the town square. We sip fresh juices through straws from plastic bags tied with rubber bands. We munch slices of white, crunchy jicama, a root vegetable, with powdered chile and a squeeze of fresh lime, sold from fruit carts. Every few days one of us is ill with the turistas; even this seems to be part of the catharsis. Lomotil, Imodium, and Pepto-Bismol crowd the toothbrush and comb on the cloudy glass counter above the sink.

With the passing days I note the gradual departure of the frozen, strained glare in the mirror. Some vaguely human apparition gazes back.

Early in the second week we run into Mina and Paul in the market, their shopping bags bulging with provisions. We hadn't looked them up as we didn't know where they were staying and we felt shy about invading their precincts unannounced. Bemused at our unexpected appearance, they invite us to follow them home.

Paul works a key in the lock of an old colonial building a few blocks down from the jardín, and swings open a massive door. We follow him into a high, beamed entryway with yard-thick walls. We cross a stone patio with a fountain in the center and enter a tall interior room where furniture, art objects, and books commingle with film equipment, frames, paints: a disarray familiar to us. In the kitchen we examine an oval griddle Mina tells us is a pre-Hispanic comal. A necklace of garlic hangs from a nail. A bowl full of dried red chiles sits on a tiled counter, another of wooden spoons and whisks. We notice a water purifier affixed to the faucet. Mina pours bright vegetables, fruits, and tortillas out of shopping bags onto a long oak table. In the dining room, yellow-stamened calla lilies fill a blue blown-glass vase, right off a Diego Rivera painting.

Living in an old colonial house in a sixteenth-century town. Cooking, shopping, waking up in your own room. Wandering back through town late at night, hearing a tall mesquite door slam behind you. What would it be like?

Mina is a veteran of the old Bay Area underground cinema of the 1960s, her work now collected by the Museum of Modern Art. Tall and dark, her long black hair parted in the middle, she has a near-Indian bearing. Only now she tells me that a film of hers about a Mexican trumpet player was shot here—the same man I'd heard in the Sunday night band serenading the strollers in the jardín. Paul, moon-faced and plump, is weird, witty, oblique—like his comic, hallucinatory paintings of animals and humans blending surreal cartoon and high art. I think of Mina and Paul as links to an earlier Mexico that bore currency among artists and expatriates: the Beats, and before them Diego and Frida; the muralists Orozco and Siqueiros; Artaud and Breton and Lawrence; the photographers Weston, Bravo, Tina Modotti.

“So how do you find Mexico?” Paul asks me.

“If I smile, people smile wider. If I say ‘buenos días,’ they say it back, stronger. Sometimes they don't even wait.”

“In Mexico,” Paul says, “you put out a little, you get back a lot. In human terms at least, you could say it's a functional economy.”

I look up at the domed ceiling of red bricks, arranged in an oval pattern converging at the center. Only a thin layer of cement seems to hold them together.

“It's called a bóveda,” Paul says. “I keep waiting for it to fall down.”

“And if it does?”

“Ni modo.”

“What does that mean?”

“It can't be helped. Nothing to be done.”

Like the Japanese shikatta ga nai, I think, which I used to hear in Kyoto. Or the Arabic Insha'allah. The idea that fate is ultimately larger than human will.

“A Mexican artist named Chucho Reyes called it ‘the adventure of disorder,’” Paul says.

Mina says, “There's a Mayan poem that starts out, ‘The day set out from the east and started walking.’ The day is on a journey. We're woven into the design of that day, though we're not inventing it.”

That afternoon we drive with Paul and Mina to a holy penitent shrine twenty minutes outside of town. Leaving the two-lane highway north, we inch down an unpaved road, cross a narrow stone bridge, and enter a dusty, abandoned square. Steep shadows hang along a towering, weathered church facade. We step out into the expectant silence, our footsteps echoing on the worn forecourt stones. Three crones unfold from their rags and outstretch skinny, leathered arms.

“Atotonilco,” Paul says. “It means ‘place of hot waters’ in Náhuatl. There are underground springs all around here.”

Atotonilco, Mina explains, is a holy penitent sanctuary for rites of flagellation, automortification. When they first came to Mexico, she says, they'd see thousands of flagellants crawling in the dirt for miles, organ cactuses strapped to their backs, skin torn to the bone; women flaying themselves with scourges, tears and blood mingling in the dust. Nowadays the spiritual exercises take place inside the vast walled precincts behind the sanctuary. It was here, Paul says, that the priest Hidalgo hoisted aloft a painting of the Virgin of Guadalupe and cried “Death to the Spaniards!” igniting the revolution against Spain and launching the Mexican cult of guadalupismo, the worship of the indigenous Virgin.

Inside, the walls are covered with fading frescoes, fantastical biblical visions entwined with mystical poems and inscriptions. Statues of martyrs, draped in loincloths of colored velvet, hang like broken dolls. Mortified, bleeding Jesuses in glass cases drip with little tin milagros. Faint light leaks from invisible shafts, bathing faded colors in sudden, heightened brightness, as if seen under peyote. Everywhere, robust pre-Hispanic death fixations blend with the European Catholic baroque in some phantasmagorical alliance. Adoration, fate, mystery: we have left the endless rectilinear suburb. Wandering through this bizarre object of art, I begin to glimpse more of Mina and Paul's mysterious bond to Mexico.

An old priest shuffles to his place and commences Mass in Spanish for the benefit of a few huddled figures. Candles burn in metal racks at the foot of black, burnished wood crosses in the half-light.

Back outside, the air is pink, the shadows steep. A lone dog skulks across the square. A car accelerates in the distance, portent of return to a “normal” world.

We drive on through a grove of sorghum to a narrow, muddy river. Mina is making a film about a family who lives there. Their dwelling is little more than a squatter shack, yet they welcome us warmly, invite us in among pigs and chickens, offer food.

On the road back to San Miguel, we pass an old green pickup truck piled high with bright orange blossoms. “Marigolds,” Paul says, “to feed chickens so the yolks of their eggs will come out a deeper yellow.”

We arrive back at sunset, enter a town afire. Salmon skies over the plain below. Crying, circling birds. A cacophony of bells. In a flickering courtyard, Peruvian flutes and guitars. We sip margaritas, eat filete and flan. Beneath a diorama of stars we talk until late.

Masako is harvesting her hair. She sits on the ledge of the abandoned hotel swimming pool after a shower. Her hair is very long, very black; she collects it to embroider with. I watch her from inside the hotel room, which has lately filled with fresh callas, gladioli, and white agapanthus bought from the barefoot lady we'd seen our first night, the one who bears buckets of flowers on her head.

I sit at the desk, noting colors I've seen: green of cactus, lime, cornstalk; red of tomato, watermelon, bullfighter's cape; yellow of corn, cerveza, sunflower. Blue of indigo, water, sky. Brown of adobe, chocolate. Mango orange, eggplant purple, white of plaster wall. Gold is the sun, an Aztec calendar, a church icon, a brass band in the plaza. Silver is Taxco jewelry, a soldier's bayonet, fish scales, an ingot from a Guanajuato mine.

The novel pages I've brought down sit beside me on the desk untouched.

This morning I woke up laughing. This is suspect. Am I losing it? From my window I see sun-splashed stones, a butterfly the size of my hand respiring on a jacaranda branch, a smiling girl with a bundle of fresh, sun-dried sheets in her arms.

Bright sunlight, sharp shadows. Unfiltered air, knife-sharp. The sky immediate, clouds within reach. At night, star-smeared galaxies just beyond the tip of my finger.…

Today a twin-engine Cessna buzzed the town. Everyone ran out to look up. I realize I hadn't heard a plane since we arrived. This rude emissary from the world I'm truant from brought panic. Less than a week left on our twenty-one-day ticket.

During our last days, we range farther away from San Miguel. Crossing an hour of farmland, we hike a ghost-strewn silver mining site abandoned after the revolution. The next morning we set out for the tiny village of Xichú, the westernmost outpost of Veracruz-style huapango music, but turn back when the car overheats. We spend an afternoon wandering the colonial redoubts of the city of Querétaro, an hour away, talk over dinner about the human costs of the hacienda culture that once thrived here.

The town of Guanajuato, moody and faceted, is a collage of dreams, a collapsed geography, a crumpled map of the soul. Lining a river valley gorge, above a cool stone labyrinth of subterranean roadways where once the river sluiced silver, it seems to shove its history in our face: as if its pale green and pink stone had been cut away to expose striated layers of memory. We shoulder through a bobbing sea of white cotton-clad campesinos shouting support of the governor who promises food and salvation on the steps of the Teatro Juárez, a jeweled fin de siècle opera house rising improbably out of the provincial dust.

Guanajuato's bizarre architecture, chiaroscuro streets, and somber gentility remind us of other places all at once: Toledo, a Tuscan town, a baby Fez. We stroll its stacked, serpentine lanes and little squares, idle along its pastel walls and collapsed monuments, browse its university bookshops and museums, drink espressos in a student café hung with Diego Rivera posters. We're falling in love with another Mexican town.

“Home tomorrow,” I say. The words sound tinny.

“You look like yourself again.”

“Is it Mexico or just being away?”

She looks out the window. “What would it be like to live in one of those odd little houses hanging over that plazuela? Or in one like Mina and Paul's?”

How could we? Our professions are portable, to a point. Years of work have taught us that the market's memory is measured in months if not weeks, and absence is invisibility. My daughter has left for college in New York; but now our surviving parents grow elderly.

On the way back, following a tip from Mina, we take a small dirt road on the outskirts of the town of Dolores Hidalgo in search of an obscure chapel called El Llanito. Farmers wave us onward. Finally we come upon it, in the middle of stark farmland. A lone, wizened caretaker lets us in. Piles of fresh lilies adorn niches. Simple illustrative panels of biblical scenes seem to lift off from the stone walls. Built in 1559, the same year as Guanajuato's founding, a simple purity hovers about El Llanito. Nearing the altar, we see them: life-sized effigies of favored saints in white wax, carved each year afresh by local artisans.

Our bus to Mexico City leaves at noon, our L.A. flight at six. While Masako finishes packing, I head out for a last walk. We agree to meet in the Parque Juárez, a few blocks south of the jardín, in half an hour.

Passing a luridly painted restaurant called El Infierno, where chickens turn slowly on a spit, I see a blind couple talking animatedly, plastic cups dangling loose from their fingers, begging momentarily forgotten. In front of the San Francisco church I come upon an Indian woman in a turquoise blouse and red shawl, a bucket of pink roses on her head, pausing to look at riotously colored wooden folk toys—tops, snakes, skulls—colliding on a market seller's blanket.

I take a seat on the bench in the jardín, riffle through my lone copy of my novel, rescued from a crashed diskette. I've barely addressed my story about the imprisoned dwarf this trip. I'll bring back nothing to show for my stay. Somewhere my mind bleached out; the words died in my mouth.

Bells chime. Time to meet Masako. As I head down Calle Aldama to the Parque Juárez, I feel my inner compass turning northward, the renewed pulse of return. Approaching the park, seeing Masako coming from the other direction, I suddenly realize I left my manuscript on the bench in the jardín.

Panicked, we turn back, retracing my steps. Hurrying toward the jardín, I try to embrace the idea of two years' work lost, down the drain. An obliterating thought. How could I have been so foolish as to have taken my only copy out?

We arrive back at the jardín. I rush to the bench where I'd left it. It's gone.

I have no idea where to begin looking. I rummage through nearby trash cans. I rush to the only place I can think to go, the bookstore off the plaza. Maruja, one of the proprietors, suggests I go to the radio station. This makes no sense to me. People take lost things there, she says. Why not the police station? I ask. She shrugs. As you like.

I cross the plaza to the station, where three armed youths in blue outfits with carbines regard me blankly. A stack of papers? No, señor. I make another fitful tour of the plaza. Finally I head for Radio San Miguel, a block up from the plaza in a courtyard off Calle Sollano.

Inside a glassed broadcast booth, a man with thick black spectacles and a fifties-style crew cut is talking into a microphone. The call letters on the window read XESQ. There's nobody else around. I turn to walk away when the man sees me and waves. He punches a cassette into a player, takes off his headphones, and comes out. He eyes me expectantly.

“Me olvidé las páginas de mi libro,” I blurt, deploying my rehearsed phrase.

He strokes his chin. If I have them, he says, it'll cost.

Here it is: the bite, the mordida, the baksheesh. “No importa,” I say. “I'll pay what you ask.”

The man laughs, extends his hand. “Señor Francisco Zavala, a sus órdenes.” He is at my service. I'm growing irritated.

Sr. Zavala turns and walks back into the broadcast booth. He brandishes my manila folder through the glass.

Grinning, he comes back out with it in his hand. Someone had found it on the bench and turned it in, he says. The loss had been broadcast throughout the entire community fifteen minutes ago. What took me so long to get here?

“Mil gracias,” I gush, overcome with gratitude, reaching for my wallet. “How much do I owe you?”

Sr. Zavala waves me off, his eyes crinkling. “Una broma, señor. A joke. Be careful. Literature is hard to find, easy to lose.”

Late that day, as the Flecha Amarilla bus rumbles across Mexico City's quake-riven landfill taking us to our plane, I feel myself tightening, donning a mask, girding for return to my homeland: that place where, in Octavio Paz's words, people “wander in an abstract world of machines, fellow citizens, and moral precepts.” I feel dismayed yet newly awakened.
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