The Voice of Mexico City  

by Aura Estrada 

 “Effort, strength and clarity”: No, it’s not some new existentialist’s or optimist’s creed. It is, in fact, the doctrine professed by Estelita Galván, Jasmín Luna, Gloria González and Norma Cortez, four of the women who get you in, out and around Mexico City’s labyrinthine Benito Juárez Airport. 

They’ll tell you at which gate you’re supposed to board your plane; they’ll tell you if you’re delayed, or if you just didn’t make it; if you’re behind or ahead of schedule; if there are volcanic eruptions or hurricane alerts. And though their presence in the airport is ubiquitous, there’s something rather ephemeral about them, too, since finding them is about as easy as the proverbial needle in the haystack. In spite of the fact that their role at the airport is crucial, no one knows who—or where—they are.

The entrance to “Oz” is a small, gray, nondescript door in one of sundry gray hallways, where anonymous airport functionaries regularly disappear. A desk, some chairs, a bulletin board and the little room from which the announcements are made constitute the sound booth; the place where these friendly, fetching women have left a little part of their lives. Contrary to what travelers may have thought (though more likely they haven’t thought), there’s nothing simple about announcing the next departure to Oaxaca or the next flight coming in from Zihuatanejo.

The proper pronunciation of those tricky diphthongs requires no fewer than six months’ arduous training, including daily practice of facial expressions, unending repetition of formidable tongue-twisters and constant recitations until one’s diction is as brilliant and crystalline as a diamond. The next time you travel, open your ears and you’ll hear something else. Not only are their voices clearer than even the ones on TV, but besides their smooth-as-silk diction, the four women’s voices offer the notable virtue of soothing cadences. Señor Emilio Huesitos… Señor Emilio Huesitos… Please report to the service counter in Concourse H… Señor Emilio… At no point does their intonation betray the toll that eight hours speaking aloud takes on their throats, nor any unintentional mockery when it comes to silly or even vulgar-sounding names. Flub-free, their voices flow into the ear like so much honey.  

That’s because “words come from the heart,” Jasmín says, with a smile that you’ll never hear when she speaks; from the moment the ladies cross their narrow booth’s threshold, personal feelings and emotions are left behind. Once inside, only the passengers’ well-being counts. So even though the airport’s fiftieth birthday celebrations coincided with a co-worker’s sudden and tragic death, their voices soldiered on, unflappable and serene, announcing the arrival of Mexicana flight six zero two, from Mérida with passengers arriving at the domestic gate. According to Jasmín, the most important thing “is putting the passenger at ease, keeping calm and never transmitting your feelings, because passengers do feel what you’re saying.”

So while you’re at the airport, frenziedly running hither and yon, Estelita, the veteran of the four; Jasmín, her ardent disciple; Norma, who just finished training last year; and Gloria, up in their cramped and anonymous hideout, spend eight hours of their time trying to figure out how to hide both sore throats and sore hearts, just so you’ll feel at ease. And even though none of them has ever ventured outside Mexico City, they’re prepared to send you to the remotest, most far-flung destinations with the assurance of those who’ve seen it all.  
Translator: Michael Parker-Stainback

