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				Prologue

				It was 2.46 pm, Wednesday, 7th February 2007. Iwas sitting at my desk at home in Sydney when an SMS rang through from my close mate Tim. It read:

				Mum passed away last night.

				It had already been a draining day. Earlier, I’d withdrawn from a book deal that had been simmering for months. Ihad really wanted to do the project. It would have been the most demanding yet potentially rewarding of my career. Ihad put many areas of my life on hold, but negotiations had taken too long, and not being the most patient of people, I’d become tired of waiting.

				Tim’s mum had been waiting too, for an altogether different reason that suddenly made my single-mindedness about the failed book seem very selfish. After fighting cancer for more than three years, she was told in late 2006 she had only a few months tolive.

				I rang Tim immediately after Ireceived his message.

				‘Mate, the last two weeks have been bloody awful,’ he’d said, tiredness weighing on his every word. ‘We were all just waiting.’

				Minutes, days, hours, weeks, years...

				Waiting.

				In the days after the death of Tim’s mum, Ithought deeply about what was important to me. Two people rose above everyone and everything else. There was Clare, my beautiful wife. In 1998 she arrived in Australia as an English backpacker, and fell so in love with the country she decided to stay. She swept into my life in 2004, and since then we’d spent few days apart. She, a rational person, had taught me, an often independent, egocentric bloke that ‘two plus two equals five’ or the ‘answer is greater than the sum of two equal parts’.

				Ours hadn’t been a conventional relationship. We first crossed paths on an internet dating site, and after a couple of e-mails and phone calls, we met over a milkshake and a cup of tea at a Sydney café. From that sunny spring afternoon there was an unfathomable force that dug its elbows into me while whispering: ‘Wherever it leads you, go for it.’ Seven months later, we were engaged, and a year to the day after that we were married. Our wedding vows, written in the shadows of the Taj Mahal, and spoken with a few stumbles and tears at a pub in the English Midlands remain a portrait of the way we live:

				This is the start of our journey together.

				We will share each and every experience.

				We will laugh, and sometimes we will cry.

				We will always gain great strength from one another. 

				As we grow and learn, we will keep moving forward together.

				Life is precious and Iam so excited about the roads we will travel.

				The second person Ithought about was my mum, who’d come to call herself OMK, Old Mother Knight. Nearly eighty years of age, she lived in the New South Wales bush town of Gunnedah, in the same weatherboard house in which I’d grown up. She had the curiosity of a child yet the wisdom only age and experience can bring. Ihad neither respected her nor listened to her as much as Ishould have, but she still remained my most revered teacher. I’d caused her much worry, and perhaps there were a few more furrows on her forehead than there should have been. Her love for me and my brother, Lewis, was unconditional.

				Old Mother Knight and Clare: I’d already won the lottery twice.

				I also thought about my father who grumbled out of our lives twenty years ago, and then re-married. We didn’t have a close relationship, but he often crossed my mind and we occasionally exchanged e-mails. He was eighty-two.

				And then Ithought more about Lewis, who was four years older than me. He lived with his wife and two children in the USA. From our early teenage years we headed in our own directions, and our contact had remained sporadic ever since.

				My friends came to mind as well. Some had endured all the twists and turns of growing up with me since we shared building blocks in kindergarten. Others entered my life in university dormitories, sporting fields, radio studios, offices, media conferences, planes and buses, reminding me of a rounder song Ilearnt long ago:

				Make new friends and keep the old.

				One is silver and the other’s gold.

				I also pondered about my health. Several years ago Iwas diagnosed with severe depression, and was later re-diagnosed as being bipolar. Ihad occasional highs during which Ibounced along for days with little sleep. Ifelt confident, cocky, and knew Icould take on the world and win. But it was different when a low hit. This was a cruel master of stealth and ambush. It didn’t strike every day, week or month, but when it did, it flung me into a deep hole that ensured the fall was painful and the climb back to stability exhausting. At my worst I’d run in a drunken state along a cliff’s edge and contemplated taking the final step. I’d shattered some relationships, damaged others, and the strain I’dput on those who’d supported me was immeasurable. Depression had taught me to be more tolerant, because you never know what hardships and emotional battles anyone may be hiding. This tolerance increased my curiosity about everyone everywhere and how they lived. Iwanted to learn from them. 

				Beyond all of this Ithought about day-to-day experiences. Ireminisced about my childhood: long shorts, freckles, backyard centuries, pancakes and sugar on Sunday nights, sleep-overs ... And then Icame back to the present: suits, mortgages, contracts, keeping up with the Joneses, turning on the box and flicking between the bare breasts and weigh-ins programmers absurdly call ‘reality’.

				It was at this stage Irealised Ihad a problem: Iwasn’t living any more. Iwas doing nothing more than existing. Iwas trapped in the grind of making ends meet and wondering if Iwould be able to support myself and Clare, and perhaps a family in the years ahead. Iwas concentrating on tomorrow, while today was passing me by.

				Upon further analysis Irealised a considerable part of my problem was due to my loss of respect for one of our most precious resources: time. The seed from which everything grows.

				A moment passed is a moment lost forever. No one can be certain when or where the moments end. The death of Tim’s mum underlined this to me. Fran was only sixty.

				Clare and Ispoke about all my thoughts, and considered what to do. Clare had just finished studies in nutrition and was preparing for a significant career change from IT sales, while I’d been offered a job with a six-figure salary, potentially my first full-time work since entering the freelance market eight years earlier. It would have been very easy to have settled into our new roles, and turn onto Sydney’s ‘Highway Suburbia’, caught somewhere between worrying about interest rates, complaining of tolls, and waking to a baby’s cry in the middle of the night. It wasn’t appealing to either of us. Iwas thirty-nine years old; probably halfway through my life, yet felt as responsible as a university O-weeker. Clare was thirty-four but wasn’t yet hearing the tick of the maternal clock that had affected the lives of so many of our friends in so many different ways. Perhaps our views would change in a year or so, but that was in the future. We decided we weren’t going to wait for that time to arrive.

				No matter which way we examined our lives, we came to the same conclusion: If we were lucky enough to reach old age, we didn’t want to be sitting in our rocking chairs with regrets. There is no greater classroom than the world itself, and there are few better teachers than travel. The experiences we have on the road can be carried through life, and the lessons learnt from the people we meet can be revisited time and again. So, we decided to take one year away from our ‘normal’ lives. The decision came easily.

				Within six weeks we’d put our house on the rental market, sold our car, strained our credit cards, gone for medical checks, and said to friends ‘see you later’ as opposed to ‘goodbye’. We were digging into our mortgage to fund the trip, and although we acknowledged the fact we were lucky to have the money to begin with, we also knew that self-fulfilment and happiness is priceless. 

				And so it was that on a Tuesday morning in March 2007 we headed for the airport with our backpacks towering over our one-person farewell party, OMK, who held our hands.

				I hugged OMK and cried.

				‘You know we have to do this. The time is right.’

				My mother squeezed my hand. ‘Make sure you look at everything twice: once for you two and once for me.’

				Then Clare and Iwalked through the doors to immigration and disappeared from OMK’s sight.

				Our destination was Quito, Ecuador, via New York, USA.

				All our plans fitted comfortably on a Qantas economy class napkin. We would spend a month in Quito attending a Spanish language school. After that, we’d seek adventures and volunteer work wherever the breeze blew us. Ayear away with travels spanning South America, Africa, the United Kingdom and HongKong.

				There was no looking back.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				When Idance Ibear more than a passing resemblance to a giraffe playing hopscotch on an ice rink. Ihave never had a good sense of rhythm. My only remotely musical accomplishment is my ability to spell ‘rhythm’; itself a dance that has tangled many thoughts and fingers as the hs and the y trip over each other in their haste to lead. Which one comes first? 

				Sadly, my left and right feet aren’t so easy to arrange. So why would Iwant to travel the world with Clare and frequently infuriate her with my wish to swing, salsa and samba? Over borders, up mountains, through deserts, on beaches, and even in jungles where chorus lines of mosquitoes ensure slap-dancing is the only possible style. Again Iask, why? Well, despite all the trodden-on toes, the hands thrown into the air in despair, the insults, frowns, head-shakes and headaches, it is a magical feeling when everything clicks and you and your partner are together as one. Put simply, dancing is fun: you enter your own world and as your body melts into the beat, nothing else matters. Nothing at all. You just get lost in the moment and dance.

				And so it was that less than a week after leaving Australia, Clare and Ifound our own space on a floor that was crowded with shuffling feet. The chilly evening flushed our cheeks, and our first few movements were stiff, but we soon gained momentum.

				Basic turns, advanced turns, hand-slides, sweetheart, walk and point. We did all the moves, admittedly not very well, but at least we managed a brief routine without mishap. We finished with a hug and a kiss, stepped forward and stared out at the magnificent towers of honeycombed light of downtown Manhattan. We may never be the best dancers under the mirror ball but how many people can say they have performed the swing on the observation deck of the Empire State Building?

				When Clare and Ifirst told our friends and colleagues of our decision to go travelling the responses were varied. Some views were undoubtedly influenced by western society’s accepted doctrine that people in their thirties and forties should build and consolidate their empires:

				‘What the %^&* are you doing that for?’ asked one friend.

				‘You’ve got more money than sense,’ said another.

				‘But you’ve worked so hard. What will you do when you come back?’

				‘Why go to third world countries when you can live in Australia?’

				But there were some positives mixed among the negatives:

				‘Great stuff. If only Ihad the guts to do that.’

				One of the most encouraging responses came from a complete stranger: Frank, an Irishman we met in a pub in Manhattan’s East Village, a veritable ant’s nest of bohemia. We told him of our travel plans while having a drink with him. He raised his ginger eyebrows, leant back, patted his paunch, and spoke with a musical lilt:

				‘I am one of those people who sit in bars talking about wishing Iwas doing what you two are. Good luck to you.’

				Bridges, museums, Times Square, Broadway productions, Central Park, the Empire State Building; it is almost impossible for a visitor not to fall in love with some part of the Big Apple, despite the exorbitant prices for accommodation that swirl beyond many hundreds of dollars for the most basic. Adecidedly cheap ninety-two bucks a night bought Clare and me a stay at a midtown YMCA. The room was sparsely furnished with a cantankerous heater that groaned in the morning’s earliest hours.

				Our time in New York was so short we were never going to do more than visit the main attractions and it was generally the sights on the journeys to and from these places that left us with the greatest impressions. Like the ice that was tinted with the grime of city life and lay piled in gutters like shaving cream full of whiskers in a dirty sink. There were the garbage bags huddled together and shivering on the pavements in the wind at night and the roads with holes that belched steam. There were the bagels with raisins. There was the group of five black rappers cum gymnasts who insisted: ‘There is only one race – the human race.’ There were the dog-walkers who took four wagging tails at a time to a fenced area in Madison Park where legs could be stretched, bottoms sniffed, and phone numbers exchanged. (The latter only by the walkers.) There was the scent of garlic in Little Italy, and the wafts of marijuana in the East Village. There were the bagels with blueberries. There were the teenage girls whose eyelashes laboured under the weight of mascara. There were the teenage boys whose jeans were so baggy the crotches tickled their knees. There was the elderly couple who detested George Bush. There were the plain crusty bagels. There was the epidemic of Starbucks cafes. There was the dreadlocked hairstyle leaning under the beanie of a Rastafarian man; the first Manhattan skyscraper we saw. There were also the security contraptions at Liberty Island that were crossbred with X-ray machines, pest fumigation pumps and traffic lights. Each visitor had to stand in one for several seconds during which they were squirted with air and told by a recorded voice to stand still until they saw a green light. Only once deemed free of broken bones and termites (and presumably explosives and weapons), was the visitor allowed to become intimate with Lady Liberty and look up the old girl’s robes.

				To me, the most appealing of all sights and experiences was travelling on the subway, where personal space was hurled from the sliding doors in a collision of noses, armpits, briefcases, hats, perfumes, umbrellas, backpacks, high heels, construction helmets, stock reports, university assignments, and certainly not the least of an infinite list, a recording of a male voice that boomed in typical Americanese: ‘We are temporarily being held by the train’s dispatcher.’

				If the super-rich social set, caught in the rut of limousine travel, would swap their preferred mode and take a ride in the bowels of their city then the subway would be the definitive biographyof New York.

				In its busiest parts, chiefly its commercial district, New York rushes along like a person late for their first day at work. In its quietest spots – under a Central Park elm or in a pew at St Patrick’s Cathedral – it is possible to forget you are in one of the world’s most vibrant cities. ‘The city that never sleeps’ is a high voltage delight and should also be known as the ‘city that always speaks’. Its inhabitants tend to talk, like, you know, LOUD. They have to if they are to be heard over the sirens, horns, buskers, boom boxes, and, most importantly, other New Yorkers who talk, like, you know, LOUD!

				Not all speak with a command of the language that matches the volume. 

				A Broadway camera salesman, a right Mr Malaprop, asked me: ‘Hypotherally, how much would you pay for the lens if you had the money?’

				He also quizzed Clare if she was on her honeymoon because, ‘You look tired, and all people on their honeymoons are tired!’

				We’d actually only had our wedding ten months earlier in England, and our honeymoon had ended somewhere between us having a few too many mouthfuls of rum-and-raisin ice-cream on our last night in Marrakech, and me having a few too many heaves into a British Airways sick-bag on our first steps back into London.

				While that trip signalled the start of our lives together, the journey to New York and beyond would go a long way towards defining us as a team, and our aims for the future. 

				The full realisation of what we were doing didn’t strike me until we were enjoying our one and only Saturday night in New York. The moment came as a complete surprise. Lucky enough to win discounted tickets, we’d just seen the blockbuster musical, Wicked, an ingenious spin-off from The Wizard of Oz about the life of the Wicked Witch of the West. As we walked out of the Gershwin Theatre the words above the exit doors made me tingle:

				YOU ARE NOW LEAVING OZ. REALITY STRAIGHT AHEAD. PLEASE DRIVE (OR FLY) CAREFULLY.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				The immigration officer was slumped in her chair behind a glass panel at passport control. In her mid-twenties, she was more interested in sifting through her handbag than being sociable with us. Unable to find a smile anywhere between her lipstick and nail file, she processed our documents with as much enthusiasm as that of a road worker twiddling a stop-go sign. Thankfully the procedure was quick, and half an hour after landing in Quito, Ecuador, Clare and Iwalked out of the airport into a fresh mountain evening at 2,850 metres above sea level. Fresh yes, clean no, as an arthritis-riddled blue station wagon gave us a hint of what we’d experience in South America’s second highest capital city. At first the wagon refused to move, but then it hiccoughed into life thanks mainly to the small scrum of people pushing it from behind. With their backs arched and heads down, three teenage boys and a middle-aged woman took a few steps, sucked in a lungful of exhaust smoke, then dashed to the wagon’s open doors and dived inside to join a crowd of passengers. As the blue rattler pig-rooted out of our sight it bid its farewell by farting a filthy black cloud.

				Our car, a comparatively new sedan, was in a much healthier state as its driver took us without incident to a three-storey apartment block in Floresta, a sector twenty minutes away from the airport. One gate, two flights of stairs, three concertos of dog barks later, and we were standing in front of a woman in her sixties who had a black eye, her right arm in plaster, a green poncho hanging loosely off her shoulders, and a billowing red hairdo that deserved to have its own storm warning.

				‘Hola, hola, welcome, welcome. Ustedes cansadas? Ustedes tienen hambres? Are you tired? Are you hungry? Necesitan un sanduche? A sandwich? Welcome please.’

				She was Ruth, our host. We’d arranged a home-stay via the internet through the Simon Bolivar Escuela, as well as booking a month of Spanish lessons and three weeks of volunteer work at a childcare centre in San Roque, a very poor area of Quito.

				Ruth’s apartment was much grander than we’d expected in this poor country. It had four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a modest laundry and kitchen, and a sizeable lounge and living area that included a bar, a four-piece blue and gold brocade lounge suite, a dinner table that could comfortably seat eight, and a fully-equipped entertainment unit. There were flowers and figurines of dolphins on tables, and the cream walls were shocked by still-life reproductions. At one end, a window looked out on a balcony dotted with pots of petunias, pansies and red geraniums. From here it was possible to see the neighbours’ flat concrete rooftops, many of which were patrolled by Dobermans, alsatians, and boxers, all seemingly cross-bred with anger. They snapped, snarled and spat at the slightest sound or movement on the street, and one dog’s bark was all it took to trigger whole blocks of growls; for every second of the day or night there was surely a dog making a racket somewhere in Quito. They were an extra line of security in a city with an infamous crime rate. While buenos (good) was the most spoken word here, peligroso (dangerous) and cuidado (careful) followed regularly in the same breath. Just weeks before our arrival two western women were robbed at gunpoint in broad daylight on the street outside Ruth’s apartment. Many of the houses in this area were surrounded by fortress-like walls whose tops sparkled with jagged edges of broken bottles and glass that were set in concrete as another security measure. To the locals this was simply the way it was: ‘Es la vide!’ (That’s life.)

				Although Ruth was a widow whose son and daughter had grown up and left home, she didn’t live alone. Her bedrooms were continually used by Spanish language students and volunteers, all of whom during our stay were well-educated English teenagers on their gap years. Their levels of self-assurance and general enthusiasm, especially a lust for the after-hours, were in vivid contrast to those of the apartment’s only other inhabitant. Soledad was seventeen. With features born from an indigenous heritage she was petite with coffee-coloured skin and straight black hair reaching to her shoulderblades. She had intriguing almond-shaped brown eyes that sparkled at times, mostly when she smiled, her lips curling shyly at the edges. Yet on other occasions her eyes were so dull and distant there was no hiding a troubled past and perhaps an uncertain future.

				On the night of our arrival, Clare and Ipresumed this quiet girl was Ruth’s granddaughter, but the next morning we were told she was an empleo domestica, a maid. Ruth certainly needed help as she’d broken her arm after falling in the street. On leave from her job as a nurse she devoted much of her time to supervising Soledad, who was never really off-duty.

				Despite being no more than five feet tall with slightly stooped shoulders and a shuffling gait, Ruth had the presence of a matriarch. She issued her orders firmly, though in the kitchen there were often moments standing next to Soledad when she spoke softly, her words of encouragement little louder than whispers.

				The pair had an interesting relationship. One was a woman who had lost her husband to a heart attack many years before. She was conservative, educated, well-groomed, houseproud, and stubbornly set in her ways. The other was a meek girl with little education and no confidence. From afar she looked just like others her age, but underneath her jeans and baggy sloppy-joes there were many layers of secrets. By the time she revealed these, Clare and Iwere well into tripping through Spanish and salsa lessons.

				Verbs, adjectives, participles, infinitives, inseparable particles, prepositions, subjunctives, dipthongs, shuas; the joys of learning a second language. Speaking Spanish was to prove very difficult for me, as Istruggled to decipher words rammed together by a verbal express train that left me behind no sooner than I’d heard,‘Hola!’

				Clare and Iwere on a fast-track of learning from the very start: four hours of lessons a day for four weeks, Monday to Friday. Our teacher was Alexandre, a smartly dressed woman in her late thirties, with a bobbed haircut, kind eyes, and a large freckle on one cheek.

				Necessitar (to need) was the first word she wrote on the whiteboard during our initial lesson. By the end of that day we had worked on definite and indefinite articles, verbs and simple vocabulary, essential when trying to talk your way through a foreign country with a language different from your own. In very broken sentences, we also went on a social exploration of world issues. Alexandre, who was studying law part-time, was very interested in politics and economics, and our conversations were often steered towards either Ecuador’s Congress or Australia’s Federal Parliament. Poqo a poqo (bit by bit) we learnt the president of the national oil company earned more than the president of the country, while Alexandre was astounded after we told her the exorbitant cost of childcare in Australia. This surprise was nothing when compared to her bewilderment when Clare said our prime minister, John Howard, loved being en la cama (in bed) with American President George Bush. Amoment of silence was followed by a flick through the translation dictionary and Clare’s ensuing reassurance her comment was colloquial and she didn’t think either man was a homosexual.

				I found it difficult to maintain concentration, and appreciated the endless patience of an experienced teacher. Iknew we had to persevere if Clare and Iwere to be reasonably fluent in a second tongue by the time we finished the course.

				By the end of the first week we were well on the way to becoming United Nations translators. Clare could speak whole paragraphs with only a few umms and aahs, and although Iwas more than a few incompetent sentences behind her Ishowed my growing command of the language when, wanting a pineapple juice at a cafe, Iconfidently asked the waitress for a penis drink. She did not oblige.

				Such a faux pas didn’t discourage us, as many of the joys of attempting a foreign language come from the reactions of the people with whom you speak. One afternoon in a plaza of Quito’s enchanting Old City, Clare and Isat on the steps of a church and watched an hour stroll past. In this part of town, dominated by cobblestoned lanes, grand colonial buildings, and churches in various stages of decrepitude and repair, there was an abundance of boys with dirty black hands. They carried wooden trays and boxes that stored the tools of their trade as they wandered the streets searching for business. When they approached they’d first look at your shoes before deciding if it was worth meeting your eyes.

				One such boy hovered near us after he’d spent several minutes meticulously cleaning and polishing the tan boots of a young woman. The boy saw no market in shining our Gortex hiking boots, but nevertheless sat down next to us and waited hopefully for a coin or two. His name was Juan. He was twelve years old, and when we stood side by side the top of his head barely reached my navel. His eyes were bloodshot and his hands – full of cracks, callouses, and cuts – were as rough as a clay-pan during drought. He told us he lived close to the plaza and he worked there every day after school. The only hint he received any education was a moth-eaten green jumper that was short in the sleeves and stretched tightly across his shoulders and chest. It seemed to double as his work-rag, with spots of brown and black polish over its front. It was nearly as dirty as the black tracksuit pants that exposed a ribbon of sockless skin above Juan’s sneakers and ankles.

				While he politely answered all of Clare’s questions, Juan fingered and occasionally chewed on a purple plastic coathanger that had been in his box of polishes. Clare and Ipresumed it was used in some ingenious way for shoe cleaning but when we inquired Juan looked at us as though we had just asked him what city we were in.

				‘This is for my jumper. You put clothes on these.’

				He wandered off with another shoe-shine boy. As the partners in grime shared a bag of chips they turned back and looked at us, and Icouldn’t help thinking they were discussing the obvious stupidity of gringos.

				Most reactions to our attempts at conversation were positive. People smiled, laughed or raised their eyebrows before replying to what they presumed we’d said. These responses were fired straight out of machine-gun mouths, and consequently our most well-worn request became:

				‘Repetir por favor y mas despacio.’ (Can you repeat please and more slowly.)

				Nearly all obliged, as there was a genuine willingness to help us learn, and a respect for our attempts. Taxi drivers were particularly supportive. Although some blatantly tried to overcharge us for even the shortest of distances, most were as interested in us as they were in their fares. Some even turned the volume down on their radios, and replaced galloping blasts of salsa with the slower pace of pronunciation lessons, occasional swerving and heavy braking added at no extra cost. Their curiosity drove their enthusiasm. The most popular question of all was: ‘Ustedes tienen los hijos?’ (Do you have any children?)

				In a country where pregnancy taps puberty on the shoulder there was much surprise, often disbelief, we didn’t have a whole tribe of kids let alone one. 

				Not only was my machismo apparently lacking in the bedroom but it was also in a sorry state in another domain of hip-grinding virility: the dance floor.

				As part of our Spanish language programme we were invited to attend salsa lessons two nights a week at the Simon Bolivar School. Aconcrete floor, a tin roof, and music were all that we needed. And of course, the teachers: a short and serious man whose lack of zest was more than compensated by his chatty wife who used her considerable weight to throw me around with enough force to pull a door off its hinges. Iwas the one male student among nine women; a six-foot-four marionette dangling in a cyclone of frenetic percussion beats.

				During our second lesson Iwas paired with a secretary from the school, whose tight jeans and loose hips I’d seen wiggle to imaginary rhythms in the corridors. She could surely have made crawling through mud a mesmerising routine, and Ipresumed she had moved flamboyantly since childhood. During our first dance she led me back and forth, in and out of simple turns. She said nothing, but midway through our second routine she talked to me, and repeated the same sentence over and over again. By then Ihad conquered the Spanish language, so Ismiled at her words of obvious encouragement. After the music stopped she immediately broke our hold and said the same sentence again, but this time in English:

				‘Please don’t dance on my feet.’

				The simplest steps of the salsa – a blend of fast dances and rhythms made harder to follow by syncopated, or misplaced, beats – carry the creative title, the Forwards and Backwards Basics. These are eight steps that, not surprisingly, move forward and back. Each is made to a beat of music. Or that is what is meant to happen. However, unable to move in time with everyone else in the class, Iwas caught in a figurative rut of one step forward, two steps back.

				The founding movements of this style were taken to the beat of complex drum patterns in West Africa. From there they spread to the Americas through the slave trade. It was inevitable that new cultures, changing attitudes, and time would all influence the imported music and steps. Nowadays there are many forms of salsa. The peppy combination of brass and percussion instruments demands light feet, small steps, and double-jointed movements. The upper body must be limber and relaxed, the arms and hands as co-ordinated as a juggler’s to make the innumerable turns that either impress or embarrass. It’s unfortunate Ihave only ever had the required parts in motion when standing with a bursting bladder in a long queue.

				Clare was very patient. She picked up the moves quickly and tried to guide me through them, although there were times when we stood arguing while all those around us whirled and swirled as though they’d been dancing since they were children. Admittedly, most of the other students were only teenagers or in their early twenties and were at that stage of their lives when weekends meant strobed lights, sleep-ins, and greasy breakfasts in the afternoon. They had a distinct advantage over the two oldies in the group.

				By the third lesson Ihad an additional problem when the master of stealth and ambush pounced. Forgetfulness and absent-mindedness are among the first indicators to me that depression is about to strike. In the past Ihave put car keys in the freezer, poured milk into the washing machine, caught a bus and then suddenly panicked because Ididn’t know where Iwas going, and I’ve walked through my neighbourhood unable to remember where Ilived. At one stage Old Mother Knight gave me wads of Post-It notes to write reminders on, and my home soon resembled a messy accountant’s office at tax time.

				With such a history it wasn’t surprising when a downswing in mood hit me during a dance lesson that Ishould have problems learning the steps. It was infuriating. The more Itried, the more confused Ibecame, and the more confused Ibecame the more Clare became a victim to my acid-tipped tongue; something which she had learnt to ignore in the early stages of our relationship, when such outbursts had nearly ended it.

				Walking home from that third lesson, Clare stopped to buy ice-creams for a brother and sister who helped their mother sell sweets on a street corner. The five-year-old boy had already won our hearts. He wore grey trousers that were thinning at the seat and knees, his shirt only visible at the collar where filthy white rose in crumpled peaks above a blue jumper that had holes under the armpits. When it rained, as it did almost every day at this timeof the year, he covered himself in a plastic garbage bag. Regardless of the weather, he had rosy cheeks and a gleam in his eyes.

				Both the girl and mother wore traditional black skirts and white shirts that were partially covered by several loops of beaded gold plastic necklaces. The mother had a small black felt hat with a peacock feather tucked under a band on one side. This is the typical dress of one of several indigenous groups collectively known as the Quichuas de la Sierra, who live along the length of the Ecuadorian Andes.

				Sometimes when we passed the boy, he was asleep on the footpath, his quiet body an incongruous image just metres away from a busy traffic intersection. On other occasions we would see him sprinting along the street, chasing or being chased by the characters of his imagination.

				The sight of such children snapped me from my anger. Ihad every reason to feel very, very lucky. With or without depression.

				Yet that night Icried myself to sleep; depression is an illness that doesn’t answer to logic. Luckily, it was just a passing squall, and by the next day Iwas tired but no longer sad. Iwas even able to recall the salsa steps we’d been taught, daring to display Clare’s and my talents before our hosts that evening. After stumbling through the salsa we reverted to our comfort zone and performed the swing. Ruth was so excited by our hand-slides and turns she tottered over to her CD collection and pulled out a favourite:

				‘Rock and Roll: 50–60’

				An inspection of its index revealed a list of American hits that had been translated for the Spanish-speaking market into Spanglish classics that included: ‘Renuway’ – Del Shannon, ‘Don’t be Reul’ – Elvis Presley, ‘The Twis’ – Chubi Cheker and ‘You are my desting’ – Paul Anka.

				A few songs later Ruth decided our immediate ‘desting’ needed changing, and put on a salsa CD with a cover that had black and white photos of band members who looked as though they were only a breath away from their own funeral marches. The music crackled as the only grandmother in the room with a plaster cast and a fresh beehive hairdo shuffled to the beat in slippers and a pink dressing gown. At the same time, Soledad was busy trying to teach me the right and left basics in a space between the dining room table and living room chairs; any false move was likely to result in a tangle of arms, arm rests, and legs both fleshy and wooden.

				It was a night full of laughter, a quality Soledad had come to reveal less and less since we’d first arrived. Within days of our being welcomed into Ruth’s home this young girl became eager to talk to us. Initially she stood at the door to our bedroom and helped us with our Spanish pronunciations. At our invitation she progressed to sitting on the corner of our bed. Then one night when Ruth was out for dinner we all settled into the living room sofas, and Clare and Soledad pieced together a conversation through stilted speech, scribbles on a notepad, and constant referrals to a dictionary.

				Soledad not only needed to talk but was longing for someone to listen to her. Slowly, she impassively revealed the darkness in her life. Translated into English her name means ‘solitude’, which is a sad but apt description for someone whose parents were killed in a road accident when she was just a baby. Her older brother was also dead by means she didn’t explain. Although some of the details about her upbringing were vague and confusing it seemed part of her childhood was spent on the streets of Riobamba, a city a few hours’ drive south of Quito. She was raised by her only sister who was several years older than her. They were later taken in by a family but this proved only a brief respite from hardship before Soledad was committed to an orphanage. Revelations about her teenage years were also sketchy, but there was no misinterpreting the reasons why she had come to Quito: she had been homeless and desperately needed work. She was also three months pregnant to a fourteen-year-old boy, and wanted to keep this a secret from Ruth.

				Secrets are best kept when not shared. Within days of starting her job here, Soledad revealed her situation to the maid of Ruth’s daughter, who lived a few houses away. The story quickly spread and Ruth had a difficult decision to make: help poor Soledad or sack her. She chose to help. Not only would she provide a job, food, and a room, she would guide Soledad through the whole medical process, all the way to the birth. In Ecuador an unborn child is often referred to as el luz (the light), and people ask a pregnant woman, ‘When does the light arrive?’ Unlike too many other teenagers in similar predicaments, Soledad could see another light – the one of hope Ruth had given her. But at the time of our arrival, a week after Soledad had begun her job, there was much despair and uncertainty. Soledad’s sister wanted nothing to do with the situation, and the mother of Soledad’s boyfriend demanded her son forget about his girlfriend. Despite these reactions Soledad insisted she wanted to have the baby, telling us she’d had a ‘sour’ upbringing and needed to give her child the type of parental love she’d never enjoyed, but her knowledge of the months ahead was astoundingly naïve.

				‘When is the baby due?’ Clare asked Soledad.

				‘December.’

				Clare did a calculation on a piece of paper and told Soledad:

				‘It’s actually due in October.’

				Soledad didn’t understand, and nor did she really seem to know how she fell pregnant; sex was an irrelevant part of too many youngsters’ educations.

				As volunteers, Clare and Iwere to experience part of this education when we began work in San Roque. Soledad’s predicament was one of several with which we would become involved.
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