
LATIDO: Latido I

Steven had not realized that the village was never quiet 

until friends came to visit him there.

 It was roosters cackling in the early hours, children 

shouting next door at the school, the stop and start of the 

Mexicans’ rattling, old pickup trucks, the gringos’ diesel 

4x4 tractors, and the loose-bodied men in stretch shorts 

testing the engines of the fishing boats before pulling out 

every morning at dawn, they told him. Mexican ranchera 

music blared from the sheet-covered doorways of each house. 

The guffawing, crafty woman next door who lived alone with 

three children by different men screeched Puta madre, puta 

madre, pendeja! at her doe-eyed eldest daughter from the 

time she got up til the time she went to sleep again. 

 You could hear people dragging their feet through the 

dust of the only road, and the saws whirring in the jungle 

up on the mountains behind the village. 

 And there was always the cadence of the ocean, gentle 

and fierce.
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 Steven did not hear any of it; he sat watching it go 

by in the lush, overgrown front courtyard of his turquoise 

concrete house. The hens from across the road scurried to 

lay their eggs behind the palm trees near the outer wall, 

hoping that they would be allowed to hatch into the next 

generation of cacklers, but the burly rancher who owned the 

chickens chased the eggs down and carried them back to his 

fat wife in a sling made of his stained shirt-tails.

 The doe-eyed girl next door watched Steven through the 

wire fence dividing the two yards for days and days before 

she ventured through the gates. She waved a disapproving 

finger at the old paint canister filled with empty beer, 

pulque, and tequila bottles and the full ashtray. Brushing 

away the fire ants crawling over the dirty dishes in the 

concrete tub out back, she washed and stacked them 

efficiently. Finally, she deigned to sit down in a white 

plastic Coca-Cola chair next to Steven’s. 

 The next day, her cousin came with her; chubby and 

wild-haired, eyes slightly crossed, and two front teeth 

missing. And the day after that, her naked, bald baby 

brother, clutching her hand.
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 Soon, the house was filled with children day after 

day. They lay face-down and akimbo on the cool of the coral 

tile floors in the bedrooms; they shook their heads in 

amusement at his cooking and brought him tiny fresh fish 

begged from their fathers on the boats. 

 They understood quickly that Steven could not hear; 

they ran in, twirling their hands, to warn him when the 

police cars were lined up on the street outside with sirens 

blaring. They pointed and summoned with the fingers of one 

hand turned palm-down, and their bright eyes met his 

directly. 

 Always the doe-eyed girl was there; the rest of the 

group varied from day to day.

 Often, Steven sat in the middle of the children, 

looking out on the blue of the rippling, writhing ocean and 

the peninsula of palm trees that stretched into it a few 

miles down. He felt the beat of his own heart in his chest 

and it seemed to play into the rhythm of the water in front 

of him. That heartbeat, and the faint electrical current 

that fuzzed steadily beneath his eyes, making him slightly 

queasy; that was the soundtrack of Mexico for him.
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 What did it matter, he wondered. It was only a record 

taken out and another put in; a change of mood, but not of 

substance. He had mostly stopped feeling anything past a 

twinge of yearning to understand what grown-up people said 

to each other. 

 One humid afternoon, the long, black curls of Maria 

from the next village were spread over the blue-and-white 

diamonds of his sheets as Steven pulled his body off her. 

The ceiling fan was shaking slightly as it spun above them, 

and the pink curtain over the only window in the room 

glowed with the ever-present sun. 

 In the contortions of her body, pale and gentle in the 

dim light, he saw all he needed. It was feeling and 

material both. It expanded into humour and flesh, and 

contracted into subtle fragility; he hoped he was the same 

for her. 

 Surely no more could reverberate through the air; or, 

if it did, it must be diluted by its starts and stops, he 

thought. 

 The white metal bedroom door opened. It was the doe-

eyed girl, come to do her routine inspections of the house 

and grounds. 
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 Steven rolled on top of Maria and hastily pulled the 

sheet up, but the doe-eyed girl had seen him limp and 

sticky. 

 The next morning, the doe-eyed girl’s bawdy mother 

chortled as she rotated her hips back and forth from her 

side of the fence. 

 And a balloon-stomached man, bowlegged in pointed 

cowboy boots, was waiting for Steven when he opened the 

door, the doe-eyed girl’s mother watching fervently over 

the fence. Mi nombre Pepe, Maria’s ex-husband, he wrote in 

large square letters in a wire-bound Scribe notepad with a 

horse on the front. Pepe knew a bit of English, having 

lived in California for some years.

 There is a man like you where I live, he wrote. You 

meet. You will come to the fiesta in Lazaro tomorrow night.

 Pepe’s red eyes were hard above his pitted nose; it 

was his home territory and it was an order.

 The doe-eyed girl clutched the wire of the fence and 

watched as Steven pulled on a clean white vest before 

leaving for the fiesta. She did not visit any more, and 

neither did any of the other children. Her eyes were as 

full of promise and generosity as ever. The house lay quiet 

and empty.
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 The pickup trucks banged over the ruts and ditches and 

lined up in the overhung, shadowed curve before the river 

that lay in front of Lazaro. The truck that Steven was 

riding in neared the front of the queue and then splashed 

onto the rocky bottom of the river, spotted black and pink 

pigs running from them in the headlights. Steven saw the 

lights caught in the first houses of Lazaro on either side 

of the road. 

 All he wished of, all he dreamed of; it was there 

still, just. It lay tender in the shadows of Lazaro; it 

pooled in his innards.

 He got out of the truck and stepped into the dusk that 

surrounded the central square of the town. Music pounded 

through his feet, and a screen above the square played 

outdated but still infectious music videos, neon colours 

gathering and dividing behind the dancers.

 People were seated several rows deep all along the 

perimeter of the square, in the doorways of the houses and 

in front of the stores.  Steven sat down alone on a low 

cement wall along the back. He did not look for Pepe, not 

yet.
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 But here Pepe came, weaving through the crowd, leading 

with the bloated belly. His eyes were even more bloodshot 

than usual. 

 Using the same gesture that had been hospitable when 

the children used it, Pepe summoned him. Palm down, fingers 

forward. His callused fingers were abrupt and impatient. 

They left no room for argument.

 Steven followed Pepe obediently down an alley between 

two houses. An old woman lay curled up like a cat in a 

hammock, and beside her in a blue and green rope chair sat 

an empty-eyed, slack-mouthed man in a stained vest. His 

head turned when Pepe brought out the notepad; turned in a 

way that showed he did not have the cushion of sound 

beneath him. 

 He looked around him in need, to form an essential, 

shifting understanding of what was happening. 

 But when Steven pointed to him and held his hand palm 

up, to ask who, what, why, the man got to his feet and 

danced a series of disjointed, jerky moves, drawing his 

arms up and down in wavelike gesticulations, then ran to 

hide behind the doorway of the house. He emerged a moment 

later to lift an open, greedy mouth to the silvery moon 
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that hung above them and raise an accusing forefinger to 

Steven.

 Steven speculated on what the man’s soundtrack was. 

The beat of his own heart also, maybe; but it was more 

satisfying to imagine an incomprehensible mass of 

splutterings, gasps and tiny explosions that drew him 

inward and disconnected him from everything else.

But now Pepe had been disregarded too long. The clap of his 

hand was insistent on Steven’s shoulder, and he pulled 

Steven to look at the notebook.

 You are like him. He is like you. He is your new 

friend. Do not come near Maria again. 

 Pepe’s eyes were mocking and condescending. He lowered 

pen to paper once again.

 You stay with your friend. I go back.

 He turned on his heel and strode back down the road, 

grey wavering around him. The bulls on the back of his 

metal spurs held their horns aloft on Steven, ready to 

charge, until Pepe disappeared into the dark. 

 Steven turned back to his new friend. He had been 

lowering himself into the rope chair again; but when he 

sensed Steven’s eyes on him, he got back to his feet and 

walked to Steven. 
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 The children appeared in one large, quivering knot at 

the head of the road, in the very spot Pepe had just gone 

from. 

 Seeing them, Steven was suddenly afraid.

 As the knot neared, it loosened, and the doe-eyed girl 

emerged in the lead. 

 Then they were beside him, and alongside the other 

man. He did not run away; he stood still, and all looked at 

one another and said with their eyes, ‘Are we really safe? 

But if we are not, I don’t expect you to lie.’ 

 And in all eyes was the answer, ‘Yes, you are safe, 

but I don’t know for how long.’

 The doe-eyed girl pointed at the other man and asked 

with one palm held up, How are you? Are you okay?

 He pointed at the house and the old woman, then at 

himself. That my house, that my people. Then up at the 

moon, and again to himself. 

 Then the knot opened up even more to admit Steven and 

the other man, and they took another, darker road back to 

the outskirts of the fiesta. Steven stumbled over some 

pebbles, but kept up with them. More people were dancing in 

the square, and fast Steven spotted Pepe in the very 

centre, jean-covered hips rolling his body insistently 

front and then back again.
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 The doe-eyed girl pushed Steven and the other man 

towards Pepe; her forefinger swept down and towards Pepe in 

a gesture Steven had particularly loved in Mexico, but had 

mainly seen on grown men. Go, go! The other children smiled 

conspiratorially.

 Steven and the other man obeyed; they zigzagged 

between teenagers in neon jeans not daring to look at one 

another, and the rancher from across the road, in a cowboy 

hat for the night and putting his weight first on one side 

and then the other. Soon they were next to Pepe, and Steven 

kept his eyes on the other man as they flailed their arms 

and hopped erratically. Out of the corner of his eye, he 

saw the satisfaction that entered Pepe.

 After enough time had passed, he wandered out of the 

crowd, leaving his new friend dancing gleefully by himself, 

in the very nucleus of the square. On the borders of the 

shadowlands that lay outside of the fiesta, he saw what he 

had felt he would: Maria with the long curls.

 She smiled slowly and easily and snapped her head 

towards Steven’s turquoise house.
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 As they waded across the river, the water reaching 

their thighs and the pigs running alongside them under the 

luscious, ripened moon, everything was perfectly intact, 

and Steven felt his heart beat regular and steady in his 

chest. The buzzing under his eyes was gone. 
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