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Our little red car rattled along the back roads of the Yucatan
Peninsula, our children's feet dangling out the windows.
Although the heat and humidity were suffocating, we'd rented
a no frills model, I'd explained to them, so we wouldn't look
like tourists, cocooned in expensive air conditioning and isolated

from the "real" people.
My daughter had glven me her most withering look' "Right,
Mom," she'd said, "You're white and Daddy's Chinese - we'll
blend right in."
She was right of course. But it didn't seem to matler'
In Akumal, on the Caribbean coast, I sat under a palm tree
pettingtwo stray dogs the color of sand' Bathers splashed in the
shallow water. The older ones, men and women, overflowed
theirbikinis in an exuberant show offlesh. The younger women
seemed to have misplaced their tops,
AyoungMayan father sat down in the shade beside me' He
had been a laborer, he told me, until he started a business selling
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bottled water in his town. At first he went from door to door,
persuading people to drink his bottled water instead oftap water.
How do you do that, I asked, convince them they need
somethingthat they never seemed to need in the past?You make
things up, he grinned. Now he has three trucks.
Just then, his son hit his head on a rock and started to cry.
The man held him, murmuring, "Cry cry", until the boy was
quiet. "Crying makes the pain go away," he told me. I was
touched by his sensitivity, especially in a country infamous for
its machismo.
But then he stood up. "Let's go look at the girls, " he winked at
his son, lifting him onto the handlebars of his bicycle. A pain
killer of another sorl, I decided, feeling inadequate in my
"flattering" one piece suit. He waved good-bye and pedaled
away, across the wet sand.
Dzrbalch6n, a small archeological site, lies deep in the
peninsula, hidden from the road by fie1ds of swaying corn.
Weedy mounds of squared stone surrounded us, betraying
themselves as ruins untouched for five hundred years. Under a
relentless sun, ourquide flawlessly misunderstood my curiosity
about human sacrifices that had taken place there. I thought
my fractured Spanish might be responsible, until at last he
acknowledged that the ancient Maya did make 'offerings' to
their god, Chaac,
The prettiest young girls were rounded up and kept in
convents, where they were educated until it was their turn to be
offered, usually into the nearest cenote, or well. And there was a
mysterious ball game played by young men. Although most
people believe that the losers were offered, this guide pointed
out that you don't give God your second best. And if this was
the case, he wondered, what was the incentive to win?
In Merida, the largest city in the Yucatan, we drove down a
boulevard lined with Spanish colonial mansions and parked by
a square in the heart ofthe city. A young man stopped us, asking
ifhe could talk with us in order to improve his English. ("I am a
student. Do you want to see my uncle's shop?")

Ignoring my husband's warning looks, I hustled along beside
the nice young man, pumping him for information, He had been
born in Merida, not a picturesque Mayan village like those we
had driven through. No, he didn't speak much Mayan. And
no, he had never been to an archeological site. In fact, he couldn't
understand why tourists took such interest in old piles of stones,
when there was so much to do in the city.
By the time he had manoeuvred us up a rickety flight of stairs
and into a tawdry room filled with overpriced trinkets, even I
reahzedthat I'd been had. I don't know ifthat hurl more, or the
look of pity in my children's eyes.
That evening, in a smail Mayan restaurant, I couldn't
rememberthe word forYucatecan style breaded pork chops and
found myself pantomiming the way of preparing them to the
waiter. Instead of throwing up his hands in disgust, he led me
into the kitchen - possibly, I thought at the time, to separate me
from the sane customers
There I repeated my performance for the cook, who looked
mystified but grinned encouragingly, the silver rims of her front
teeth glinting in the light, until she guessed what I wanted. I
believe we bonded in that mornent, although my husband insists
that part of her job is to be nice to tourists, no matter how
unstable.
I decided that she might as well think I was a complete fool,
and asked her for a grain of corn to show a friend back home. I
knew my friend would be fascinated by the shapes, which look
like human teeth huge yellow cuspids, bicuspids, molars and
canines. The cook glanced at the waiter, who shrugged ever so
slightly, and poured a dozen kernels into my cupped hand. I
touched each one and wondered at the grain that has kept the
Maya alive through famine, war, slavery and neglect.
And perhaps the greatest wonder of all. "Look," the cook
pointed to the tip of one ofthe desiccated kernels. "If you plant
this one, it will grow. Take this one to your friend."
Near the end of our trip, we stopped for breakfast in a remote
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village that can only be reached by dirt road. The restaurant
was across a dusty plaza from a crumbling church with a
basketball hoop off to one side and a lone horse munching on
weeds. Inside, we found intriguing evidence of the diversity of
the Maya, many of whom closely resemble carvings done a
thousand years ago. The restaurant owner proudly showed us
pictures drawn by a woman from the village and displayed on
the pink cement walls. One of them had a tiny Star of David in
the bottom corner.
Incongmity abounds in the Yucatan. Tourists fl ock to markets
selling traditional Mayan goods, such as embroidered dresses,
jewelry and leather work, while the Maya crowd markets selling
blue jeans and plastic housewares. And it is hard to reconcile
the poverty of the interior, where people still live without
electricity, with the careless wealth palatial summer homes
and exclusive import shops along the coast.
The culture of the ancient Maya has been 1ost, probably
forever. Parents tell their children stories ofthe old days, but no
one knows if they are myth or if they are salvaged remnant of
the past. Many of the pyramids can never be rebuilt, because
over the centuries the Maya have taken the stones to build their
own homes.
In the Yucatan Peninsula, I learned that people, even 'real'
ones, are never quite what they seem. That looking back is a
luxury that much of the world cannot afford. That the past,
whether in the shape of culture or stone, is often sacrificed to
the present. But when the present contains seeds from long
forgotten roots, the past will never die.
I learned something else, too. Next time we'll rent an airconditioned car

Janet

Aird Choi

41

