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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The first book of an author’s career is always a tentative affair; you can almost hear the cogs turning with every word. So it was with some trepidation that I approached the re-read of Culua. Since it was published back in 2003, I haven’t actually opened it other than to sign some copies, so I was expecting the worst.

			I kept spooling back to a radio interview George Michael did at the height of his post-Wham! fame. He’d just released the video for Faith, which, apart from making him the sexiest man alive, had catapulted him into mega-stardom. The interviewer asked if he had any regrets about the early days of his career, and George he mentioned one song in particular (which I won’t name because it broke my teenage heart to hear he didn’t love it the way I did), calling it an albatross around my neck. Ouch! I could, however, see where he was coming from. You get older, wiser, smarter, and the younger you becomes just a bit embarrassing.

			And that’s how I felt re-reading the first chapter of this book. Mexico, you see, wasn’t always my spiritual home. The whole premise of this story was a search for identity; to show how my initial aversion to my mother’s country turned into me embracing it so wholeheartedly it truly became a part of me. What struck me most, however, is that I can hardly remember feeling that way, like a fish out of water. It seemed to describe someone else’s life, a person I barely recognise now. It was also really strange to read of a time when I didn’t speak Spanish; I simply cannot remember not being able to speak the language.

			Mostly though, reading this book again, I felt immense gratitude for the opportunities I had to go to Mexico and fall completely in love with that magnificent country. I owe everything to Mexico: my family, the language, the people, friends, food, Mariachi music, skulls made of sugar. And not the very least, my career. Without it I would never have written this book; nor the two that followed, which took those bonds of family and turned them into something new.

			Samantha Wood, May 2017

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Seven years ago I made a decision that would change my life, although I didn’t know it at the time. I’d go to Mexico: the country of my mother’s birth, and a place, for me at least, of mystery and intrigue.

			My decision wasn’t entirely spontaneous. I had a month’s annual leave from my job as a researcher at a newspaper and I wanted to do something different. Mexico, it seemed, was quite different from tranquil Melbourne. Why I chose there instead of, say, Paris – somewhere I had always wanted to go – was simple. In Mexico City I could stay with relatives, they would show me around, I might even pick up a few words of Spanish. What could be better? I was off on an adventure to a land oozing Latin rhythms, peopled by sensual women and macho men, the country where mariachis roam, singing their love songs and laments, a place of roasted iguana with black beans, bullfights and ancient pyramids. A place like no other.

			What I knew of Mexico was gleaned from the snippets my mother had told me of her life before Australia, and from my memories of a trip there when I was nine. My mother had taken my brother and me to her country and we stayed with our grandparents in Mexico City. I was agape at the sight of beggars in the streets, men riding donkeys, and the enormous bags of pastries my grandfather brought home from the bakery every evening. At the age of twenty-five, sixteen years after that journey, I was back, ready to fill in the blanks created by a hazy childhood imagination. I was confident and expectant. I remember thinking I would get along because my mother is Mexican, as if, by maternal osmosis, acceptance and understanding would be immediate. But it didn’t happen that way.

			I was in for the shock of my life.

		

	
		
			1

			I am exhausted and follow the other passengers down a long corridor. I do not ask for directions; the other travellers have a self-assured air which suggests they know where they are going. The skin on my arms is puckered with goose bumps in the cold air, but I don’t care – I’m too excited to concern myself with trivialities.

			Suddenly the corridor comes to an end and everyone stops. I find myself standing in a vast room with grey linoleum tiles and the faint odour of disinfectant. As if by prior arrangement the passengers quickly form two lines to await passport inspection – with the exception of a few stragglers at the back, myself included. Even through my jet-lagged eyes I find this scene amusing. In one line are the foreigners: white-skinned, passports in hand, orderly and standing at a respectable distance behind one another. In the other, the locals: dark complexions, passports nowhere to be seen and lolling, leaning or shoving impatiently. 

			My mind must be elsewhere, because I do not hear a woman talking to me. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have understood her. It is only when I feel a rough tap – from a baton, not a hand – on my bare arm that I turn around. The uniformed official reproaches me in a loud voice while waving her instrument in the air. ‘¡Señorita!’ Who, me? Responding to my O-shaped mouth she speaks faster and louder. Yells, to be more accurate. She. is saying something about a line. And foreigners. Ústed. Fila. Extranjeros. In desperation I join the dots. I have to because she is now inches from my face, her rapid speech sending flecks of saliva in my direction. You! What are you doing in this line? The one for foreigners. I hold up my passport and she looks at it before walking away, an expression of mild confusion darkening her brow. Welcome to Mexico...

			I claim my baggage and make my way towards the exit. There are no automatic doors like those at Melbourne airport. No doors at all, just a long metal barrier separating travellers from a sea of waiting relatives. Before me a set of traffic lights. Green means go. Red? Haul your bags onto a steel bench for inspection by a customs official and about three hundred curious onlookers. I get a red light. A bored woman opens my case, takes everything out and then says, ‘Okay.’ What does she mean, okay? And was it really necessary to remove every last sock from my suitcase? I spend ten minutes trying to shut the lid before pulling the whole thing off the bench. I sit on it and pull the zipper shut.

			I take a deep breath and keep moving and suddenly I am in the arrivals hall. It’s an old building with brown tiles on the walls, like the ones you might find in an Australian suburban kitchen, circa 1970. It seems as if the building itself is resigned to its neglected, doleful state. I don’t know what I was expecting but it wasn’t this. It smells too, of ammonia, sweat, perfume and the dense throng of humanity surrounding me. I walk to the exit. What’s one dirty airport? Why such trepidation? I have lived in London. Travelled around Europe and America alone. Could it be that this mystical country may not live up to my expectations? I bury the thought. I can do this, I say to myself. Yet as I approach the doors, I feel a knot in my stomach.

			Finally I make it outside. My head, still troubled by my thoughts, is now assailed by an image that will be forever recorded in my memory. My view is of a concrete landscape. Cement buildings all in jagged rows, each vying to be bigger and uglier than the others. Construction sites. Cranes. Scaffolding. High-rises. Above me a concrete overpass weaves into the distance, blending with the sky, which is exactly the same colour as the buildings. It is as if the whole city has been spray-painted a dull grey. Of course, that’s not the least of it. The noise is unbearable. Car horns blaring, tyres screeching, yelling, whistles, planes overhead, the voices of men, women and children all trying to be heard. An indecipherable language. A cacophony of sound set against a backdrop of grime and poverty. Mexico City is just so dirty.

			My mother always spoke of her country in glowing terms, describing the quiet city where she had spent her childhood. It was a place where men travelled on horse­back, children played stickball in the streets and women sat together on long homestead verandas, sipping limonada, lemonade, talking, laughing and whiling away the afternoons under a postcard blue sky. But now that I’m standing here all I can think is that I’ve been duped. I think of her words, you have to make the best of what you’ve got, and try to look for something redeeming. But the truth is, if I could change my ‘unchangeable’ ticket I would go straight back inside and head to Hawaii.

			By the time I find the line for the official airport taxis, the initial bravado that propelled me through the United States has well and truly vanished. What seemed like a wonderful idea two weeks ago – a month in Mexico, how exotic – now looks like the ill-conceived, hastily made decision it was. I should have thought about what I was doing. Too late now. A man is yelling at me. Still unable to shake off my exhaustion, I stand looking at him, watching his mouth contort into angry shapes. He comes over and grabs my elbow, pointing to a taxi. Now I am not just disappointed, shocked and tired but I’m also annoyed. ‘Get off me,’ I tell him. Seeing my annoyance his tone softens as he attempts a few words in English. You. Taxi. Miss. Huh, that’s more like it. I’m barely out of the airport and already two complete strangers have yelled and manhandled me. Sort of. I thought Mexicans were supposed to be kind and gentle?

			By this stage I just want to get to my grandmother’s house. After nearly two hours in baggage claim and then customs my last reserves of energy are about to dry up. It is early morning and the sun has not yet managed to peek through the clouds. I am starting to feel a chill, standing here in a sleeveless top. Tropical Mexico. Singlet weather. It never occurred to me that it might be cold. Another misconception. Clearly I have to come to terms with my situation, and very soon, because I will be here for four weeks. As I get into the taxi, I cheer myself with the idea that things will get better when I get to my grandmother’s apartment.

			‘Colonia Narvarte,’ I tell the driver. ‘¿Qué?’ he says. What? Instead of repeating myself I hand him the piece of paper with my grandmother’s address. He nods before pulling into the traffic and narrowly missing a man crossing the road.

			From the taxi window I can see more grey buildings, industrial sites and general disrepair. The view is one of unmitigated poverty. I have little time to take it all in because there is a more pressing matter at hand: the driver is trying to kill us. I want to tell him not so fast but the only part of that sentence I know is rápido. It is worth a try. ‘Rápido,’ I say. ‘Si señorita,’ he replies. But instead of slowing down he hammers it. I quickly realise my mistake. Now we are going to die. For the rest of the trip I hold onto whatever grip I can find in the back seat as the driver brakes within inches of the cars in front and changes lanes so fast I am thrown off balance.

			After forty minutes we enter a residential area of tree­lined streets and even occasionally small parks, their stone benches tinted pastel blue by the pollution and the sun. This is the city where my mother grew up, I think, looking at the urban sprawl. I try to restore my flagging spirits, telling myself what a wonderful adventure I will have in a country so steeped in tradition and history, but the knot in my stomach hasn’t loosened at all.

			The taxi turns down a quiet, leafy side street and stops outside a three-storey apartment block rendered in tiles similar to those I saw at the airport, except these are green. After I pay the driver I find myself standing on the nature strip outside the apartment my grandmother shares with my aunt and her two children. Next door is a mechanic’s yard, strewn with the wrecks of old cars and with hubcaps, tyres and fan belts hanging from nails on the wall. Just inside the gate a black dog is lying on the ground. He snarls when he sees me. To my surprise the street is empty. Somehow I had assumed it would be full of women and children going about their business. There is nothing left to do but ring the bell.

			The security door is open so I go in and start to drag my awkward suitcase up the six flights of stairs. The last time I saw my grandmother I was nine years old. My grandmother had come to the airport to meet us. She was wearing a green dress. That is my only clear memory; other recollections are fuddled by the passage of time. I stop on the first landing to catch my breath. My heart is pounding and it is not just because I am puffed. What am I going to say to her? What can I say to her? I don’t speak Spanish. She doesn’t speak English. I can barely remember her. My initial doubts have now turned into full-blown terror. Coming here was a bad, bad idea.

			Still, there is no going back now. I reach the top floor and see that the apartment door is open, and my grandmother and aunt are standing in the hallway. They haven’t seen me yet. I hesitate. I’m not sure what to do next.

			Suddenly a great commotion ensues. Arms waving. Talking loudly. That must be my cue? I walk over to my grandmother, who is now standing with her hands over· her face, crying uncontrollably. I hug her. ‘Don’t cry,’ my aunt says, ‘your granddaughter is here now.’ My Spanish is terrible but this much I understand.

			They hustle me into the lounge room and I sit down on the sofa. I can’t believe it. When did the beautiful girl I had seen in my mother’s photos give way to the old woman before me? The grandmother I knew from old black and white photos had round eyes, pale skin and curly hair, a voluptuous figure in feminine dresses and velvet stilettos. An extraordinary beauty. Now she is tiny, grey and stooped. She is so changed, not a speck of her former self remains. Seeing her·does not trigger any memories from that childhood trip sixteen years ago. I don’t remember her. I simply don’t remember anything. I do not know these people in front of me, even though I assumed we would bond immediately. I bubble with frustration at my inability to communicate, feeling cheated because in my fantasy of what Mexico was like it looked nothing like this. I want to scream at my grandmother: Who are you? My arrival moved her to tears yet I feel nothing. Just tired and ashamed.

			In spite of my dark mood I am curious. As my grandmother passes on her way to the kitchen I notice something I hadn’t when I came in – her eyes. My eyes. Her features. My features. She is wearing my face. An older, wiser version, but there is no mistaking our physical similarities. The realisation sucks the breath from my chest and my shock must register because she smiles, comfortingly. In front of her sits the woman she once was; in front of me the woman I will be in fifty years. No wonder my mother wanted me to come to Mexico. Don’t you want to know where you come from? Well, maybe I do. I grip the edge of the couch and turn away to look out the window, stunned.

			The balcony door is slightly ajar. Outside, the noise is nearly as deafening as it was at the airport. I also recognise the same stench: stale cigarettes and body odour. It is, as I am soon to find out, the smell of pollution. My train of thought is interrupted by my aunt asking me a question. I can tell it’s a question by the arch of her eyebrows, although I have no idea what she is saying. ‘Comida,’ she says. Ah, I get it. Food. Come to think of it, I am starving. On the plane I had beans, rice and chicken. To my surprise it was delicious, or maybe I was just hungry.

			I sit at the table. It is set with a line-up of Western condiments: mustard, tomato sauce, white bread. So far so good. My grandmother brings out a few dishes and then goes back to the kitchen, finally returning with something wrapped in a tea towel. Tortillas, I discover. My two cousins, six and eight years old, are now sitting next to me. They seem more interested in lunch than the stranger beside them. I take a tortilla and bite. They laugh before my grandmother shushes them. The older of the two pats me on the arm and takes a tortilla, puts a spoonful of beans in the middle and rolls it like a cigar. Eating lessons from a child. How much worse can this get? Looking at my cousins, I feel a pang of jealousy. I know it’s ridiculous, but nevertheless it’s there. Growing up on the other side of the world robbed me of my grandmother. Is it normal to ricochet from bewilderment to jealousy in a matter of seconds? I know these people are my relatives but I can’t help feeling nervous, like a stranger who just barged in on a private occasion.

			For the next five minutes I take my cues from the children. Everyone is talking too fast for me to follow. My cousins tug at my clothing, asking me things in what sounds like gobbledygook. All I understand is my name: ‘¡Samantita, Samantita!’ I try to join the conversation but each pronouncement is a painful, laboured affair. In the end, I just sit and eat.

			After pasta, tortillas, beans and stew another plate is placed in front of me. I study its contents. Chicken. Definitely chicken. And brown stuff. My grandmother must catch my dubious expression because she points to the plate and says twice: mole. I remember reading about the origins of this spicy sauce. The nuns of a Puebla convent, told of the imminent arrival of the bishop, put together a lunch for him using all the ingredients they could find in the kitchen. Chocolate, onions, herbs, cinnamon, almonds, raisins, chile, tomatoes and peanuts. Some twenty ingredients and a national dish was born: mole poblano.

			Everyone is chowing into it so I do the same. Immediately I regret my decision. It’s awful. It tastes like mud pie. With stones. I swallow and feel it burning my gullet as it goes down. The aftertaste reminds me of the time I went riding on my bike with my brother and fell off, hitting the ground face first and eating a mouthful of dirt.

			I take a sip of Coke.

			The mole isn’t bad, it is disgusting. I wonder whether one of my cousins put detergent in it when my grandmother wasn’t looking. In the middle of this thought I realise my aunt is talking to me. She speaks slowly. ‘Your grandmother has been preparing this for the last two days. It’s her specialty.’

			‘Mmm,’ I say. My grandmother and aunt both give me a strange look. Later I learn – mmm has a sexual connotation in Spanish – somewhere along the lines of hubba hubba but infinitely more explicit. At the time I don’t know that nor do I know the word for delicious. It’s probably a good thing, as the lie would get stuck in my throat.

			After spending the afternoon sitting on the couch in a bit of a daze, catching only snippets of the whirl of conversation around me, just after seven I decide to go to bed. My head is starting to bob as I try to stay awake. I’m sharing a room with my eight-year-old cousin, Julia, who is already asleep. From the lounge room I hear the muffled voices of my grandmother and aunt, the tone of their voices soothing even though I can’t understand what they’re saying. As I put my head on the pillow I listen to Julia’s soft breathing. In the back of my mind is the idea that sleep will remove me, temporarily at least, from the nightmare I am in. I lie in bed for. hours but despite my tiredness I can’t sleep. Some four hours after going to bed I am about to drop into an exhausted sleep when the bed starts to shake, gently at first but then with great force. I sit bolt upright and think for a moment it might be an earthquake until I hear the beep of a horn and the rumble of a truck.

			Tomorrow is another day, I say to myself. Things will get better. But as hard as I try to convince myself, the truth is that I absolutely detest this place. No amount of self-talk can change that. I see little of myself in these people. My own family are practically strangers. Their language is beyond me. It’s noisy and polluted. I need clean air and blue sky. Where are the palm trees? Somehow I imagined Mexico City to be full of palm trees. Perhaps in my fantasy I had added elements of Mexico’s tropical coastline to this cityscape. Or maybe I’m wishing I’d holidayed somewhere tropical.

			The image of Mexico I had created in my mind before I got there was so far removed from reality it may as well have been modelled on a Speedy Gonzáles cartoon. I can still recall the Mexicans’ confusion (or disgust, I can’t be sure) upon discovering I didn’t speak Spanish, because my appearance – hair, eyes, skin colour – marked me as not exactly Mexican, but somewhere in the ballpark. I felt acutely foreign. During my stay I was horrified by what I saw. Crime. Pollution. Poverty. Gritty reality. I couldn’t see beyond the veneer of decay. I was doing what Mexicans call seeing with your eyes shut. It was all too much for me. I was out of my depth and desperate to leave.

			After that fateful trip I returned to Australia, vowing never to return. But this magical country was not done with me yet. Nor I with Mexico. Something, perhaps a little voice from deep within, told me I had to try again. That there was more to Mexico than meets the eye.

			In Mexico it is often said that there are no shades of grey. There is only black or white. Passion, love, hate, anger and joy are all felt strongly. If there is one expression that encapsulates my experiences in this ancient land, it is this: you love it and hate it, but you are never indifferent. It might be best described as a fiery relationship between two lovers but, all the same, it’s one I can’t get enough of.
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			The plane arrives in Mexico City at dawn. The cabin lights come on and an unruly queue forms in the aisle. I decide to wait until the line disperses; I don’t want to be squashed between these tired and fed-up strangers. The other passengers are mostly Mexican. Men with blue-black hair and moustaches, women wearing floral shirts, heavy make­up and elaborate hairdos, children with big brown eyes and angelic faces. After no sleep I’m buzzing with the kind of exhaustion that makes you forget who you are. I close my eyes. But as people shuffle past, their sweet, singsong voices reach my ears and bring me back to life, sparking a recollection; a memory of a promise I’d made to myself after my previous visit fourteen months ago:

			I’ll never come back.

			At the time I meant it. But it was a decision soon overcome by my love of travelling and curiosity about Mexico. Which is why I now find myself sitting on this plane shrouded in fog – or smog, more likely – waiting to cross the threshold into this strange other world. Stragglers are beginning to dribble past so I take my bag from the overhead locker and follow them off the plane. Down the gangplank. Through customs. And into the arrivals hall. I’m back!

			On this January morning the arrivals hall at Benito Juárez airport is just how I remember it: dank and depressing. I stand near an exit door and every few minutes I get blasted by the arctic current coming through the automatic doors. I don’t move; somehow the cold is invigorating. Having been here before, I’m more or less prepared for what’s on the other side of the glass doors. No more promises, I tell myself. Expect the unexpected.

			Eventually my ride turns up. My uncle and his girlfriend are taking me to my grandmother’s place in their car. A car! What a luxury. With no hair-raising taxi ride to contend with, I settle into the back seat. As we leave the airport I turn back to see it lit up, blinking blue and yellow against a still-dark backdrop.

			I watch as the silhouette of the airport gets swallowed up by the surrounding buildings. And then it’s gone. I sit back and think about why I have returned to a place I remember hating with a passion. I’m not sure why I’m here. The only thing I know for certain is that I don’t want my abiding memory of Mexico to be a negative one. For me, one of the main attractions of Mexico is its mystery, and the knowledge that there is more to this place than I have seen so far. I want to peel back the layers of this country to find out what lies beneath. Sure, the thrill of adventure and the chance to embrace the unknown have played a part in my decision, but there is another less tangible motivation – el destino. Destiny has led me here.

			This place offers me an escape from all that is familiar. Here I can reinvent myself away from the influence of family, friends and home. I have left my job and bought an open ticket, so I have no idea how long I will stay. Leaving my job is a risk, financially at least, but it’s· one worth taking. Having worked at the Herald Sun since I was twenty­one, I’m ready for a change. And while the future may be uncertain, there is something seductive about not knowing what’s going to happen next.

			By the time we arrive at Colonia Narvarte the sky has turned crimson pink. In the early morning traffic a sea of trucks, semi-trailers, old flatbed Fords, bakery and removal vans compete for space on the road with green and white taxis, all old Volkswagen beetles. Passengers jump from buses that haven’t quite stopped. I watch this congestion soup in amazement and put on my sunglasses, even though there’s no sun, so I can get a better look at the chaos.

			The car makes another turn and I begin to recognise familiar sights. We make our way down a narrow laneway lined with bakeries, pizzerias and fruit shops. I open my window and as I lean back the aroma of baking pastries wafts under my nose. I make a mental note to come back once I’m settled in.

			Finally we turn into Calle Tajin, my grandmother’s street. We drive past low-rise buildings and empty office space. Houses with tiny garden plots – cacti, yuccas, roses, box hedges – arranged beautifully; manicured welcome mat lawns; toy gardens contained by steel fences. And then we pull up outside the green-tiled apartment block. To my delight, I climb the stairs not with a feeling of anxiety but one of eagerness. I’m looking forward to seeing my grandmother again. On this trip I’ve resolved to give myself time to get to know my family. Too much of my last visit was clouded with unrealistic expectations – expecting to bond immediately with my relatives. I’m determined not to make the same mistake again.

			My uncle and his girlfriend are already on the landing outside the apartment. Pulling my suitcase behind him, my uncle leads us through the already open door. The house is silent.

			‘The children are at school and your aunt is at work,’ my uncle says without prompting.

			Suddenly my grandmother comes out of the kitchen. She is nodding and smiling.

			‘Hola mijita,’ she says, embracing me. Hello, daughter.

			She greets me as though I was only here yesterday. And in a way I feel like I never left.

			Soon I’m seated on the couch with a cup of coffee, watching a breakfast television show. My grandmother wanders back into the kitchen and my uncle and his girlfriend leave for work. I sit back and look around me. The scene is exactly the same but I feel different. More optimistic perhaps. I close my eyes, feeling warm inside.

			It’s late morning by the time I get out of the apartment. I make my way towards the shops I saw earlier in the day, at the same time staying close to home. I had discovered on my last visit that strolling around Mexico City can be a dangerous habit – with such a proliferation of identical grey buildings it’s easy to get lost. After a few minutes I come across a tiny bakery. Inside, the aroma embraces me. I am in an Aladdin’s Cave of pastry: the shelves are full of donuts – chocolate, strawberry, cinnamon, and jam, my favourite – croissants, cream buns, biscuits, and dozens of other variations on cream and butter. They also have distinctly Mexican treats. There are orejas, ear-shaped pastries made with butter and coated in sugar; churros, fried pastry fingers rolled in sugar; and another goody, whose name I do not know, that looks like a large communion wafer, folded over and held together with a squirt of caramel. This is my idea of heaven. Up to my eyeballs in gooey delights, I finally pick randomly and thank the woman behind the counter in halting Spanish.

			I sit down on a bench on the corner of Calle Tajin and take the pastry from the bag. I’ve chosen something that looks like a piece of bread buttered on both sides, encrusted with sugar, and quite probably fried. I take a bite. It’s delicious. Mexicans have a great love affair with pastries: they make them into a million shapes, sing songs about them and have special breads for national holidays. A country that celebrates cake. This is my kind of place.

			Suddenly my reverie is interrupted by the arrival of a bus; I’m sitting at a bus stop. I wave the driver on with a sugar-coated hand. The bus screeches off into the traffic, leaving behind a cloud of exhaust fumes that head directly for me. I laugh in spite of myself. I left behind a funky St Kilda apartment and a Melbourne summer lying on the beach for this. Never mind that the apartment wasn’t mine and I won’t even leave the house without a hat. I’ve swapped it all for my very own cloud of diesel.

			The smell of exhaust fumes, dust and cooking food stirs memories of my previous visit. I feel a knot of tension in my stomach but I ignore it; I refuse to give in to negative thoughts. If I’m going to stay in this country I have to find a new way of seeing the world. I need to put aside thoughts of Australia and the life I had there, to forget about how I do things back home. If I can do this, then I’ll be on my way to finding beauty amid the bus fumes.

			It takes a week to get over my jet lag. While my aunt is at work and my cousins at school I spend a lot of time watching television with my grandmother, our conversations limited by our mutual inability to speak each other’s language. It would be nice to be able to talk with her; to get to know her a little better. And from this thought a seed is planted in my mind. I decide to enrol in language classes. None of my extended family speak English and I am forced to communicate in Spanish, so this is a perfect opportunity. And unlike my previous visit, I saved for months before I came here so money for tuition won’t be a problem.

			Life here will be much easier when I can speak and understand Spanish. In any case, if I sit around doing nothing much longer·my thoughts will start to rattle around my head like the tigers in the children’s story that chase each other’s tails until they all turn into butter.

			On the recommendation of my aunt, who works as a psychology lecturer at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, I settle on the Teaching Centre for Foreigners, which is part of the University’s arts faculty and is also the oldest language school in Mexico City. When I call they ask me to come in to sit a ‘competency’ test. ¿Qué miedo? How scary? Not at all, they tell me. It is just to see what level of proficiency you possess. Now I’m getting excited. In my mind I’m already at the top of the class. Fluency is only weeks away. In no time I’m going to have this language business covered.

			The National Autonomous University is a sprawling campus situated south of Mexico City. It is enormous. This fact is brought home to me one afternoon when I try to walk around the entire campus, a circuit that takes me just under two hours. There are some 270,000 students, and to get an idea of how large a university has to be to accommodate so many estudiantes you only have to begin with the Faculty of Medicine, which is larger in scale than Melbourne University as a whole.

			Although I live on the same side of the city as the university, it still takes me an hour to get there by colectivo – one of the rickety buses that fan across the city like arteries, pumping out passengers to the far reaches of this metropolis and every stop in between. For the first week I catch the bus heading to Copilco feeling like a bigger version of Paddington Bear as I clutch a piece of paper on which my aunt has written my address, phone number, destination and a couple of handy phrases: ‘Usted me puede decir cuando lleguemos a...’, and ‘La que sigue por favor’ – ‘Can you tell me when we arrive at (insert destination)’, and ‘Next stop please’.

			After a couple of weeks I begin to notice a certain colectivo etiquette, as though each passenger has a role in a well­rehearsed play: men disperse to allow women passengers on first; they also hang – effortlessly, it seems – from the stair­wells; bus fares are passed through a dozen hands to the driver and then the process is repeated with the change; strangers hold your bag and your children. I’m fascinated by this considerate behaviour. What are the chances of ten strangers passing your fare to the guy next to the ticket machine on a Melbourne tram? And then passing back the change? The trip itself soon becomes almost as interesting as the classes.

			The Spanish lessons are the highlight of my day; they are also an exercise in humility. (Despite my initial confidence, I’m in level one, only one step above the can’t-even-say­hello Spanish virgins.) There are twenty students in the class: an American married to a Mexican girl; a German with an accent so strong that the first time I hear him speak I feel like I’ve been thumped with an anvil; a Swiss who shows great promise with Spanish; fourteen Koreans; one Chinese girl; a Japanese guy, Yoshio; and myself. Together we make up the sorriest bunch of students to ever open a textbook.

			For the Asian students, the chances of getting their tongues around the rolling ‘rr’s’ and double ‘ll’s’ that appear so often in Spanish are slim, not only because these letters do not exist in their language but because this is another alphabet for them. The rest of us at least have the benefit of familiarity with the Western alphabet, although we still don’t often outshine our Asian counterparts. It’s true I have mastered the double ll, as in ¿cómo te llamas? (pronounced ‘yamas’), but anything with more than one ‘r’ is beyond me.

			The rolling ‘rr’ is so named for the ‘rolling’ sound that comes from the back of the throat when these two consonants are pronounced together. When a Spanish-speaker rolls their ‘rr’s’ it has a lovely, singsong quality. But for us, it’s not so easy. Our teacher reassures us this is a common problem for many foreign students. When it comes to some of the simplest words like perro, dog, I fall over my pronunciation every time. Instead of pronouncing each ‘r’ with a gentle roll I emit a sound that resembles ‘aargh’. It seems you have either got it or you haven’t – and I certainly haven’t. I just can’t seem to get my throat to raise the right sound. The problem is rectified to an extent by adding a suffix, and so my neighbour’s little dog is a lovely perrito, and his other dog, a big one, is a perrote. Although they all have the rolled ‘rr’, for some reason it seems easier to pronounce a word where the emphasis is on vowels: perrote, perrito, and not consonants. But what will I do when I meet someone with a medium-sized dog?

			What surprises me the most during the six-week course is how little of the language I actually know. Somehow I had convinced myself that because of my genetic bloodline I would grasp it in no time – which I suppose is a bit like saying you know how to perform brain surgery because your dad is a neurosurgeon. My mother had attempted to teach her language to my brother and me when we were little, but we weren’t interested. It was bad enough looking like a wog – dark skin, thick black hair, foreign parents – without sounding like one too. For my part, whenever she tried, I covered my ears and hummed until she walked away. And now here I am paying for the privilege. I can picture my mother grinning smugly as I tell her about the classes over the phone. The irony is not lost on me.

			At the end of the course, even though I’m still speaking in the present tense all the time – I’m yet to master past or future conjugations – I pay for the next course. The six­week semesters are very expensive (four hundred American dollars) and will leave me with little money, but I’m undeterred. I don’t want to miss this opportunity. Learning another language is such a rewarding experience, and even though my progress is painful, I feel a sense of achievement. There is another, perhaps more significant reason, one I have been dwelling on since I arrived in Mexico: it is time. Time, I think, to embrace my heritage.

			 ‘¿Te puedo ayudar?’

			I’m standing in the doorway of the kitchen, watching my grandmother struggle with a heavy earthenware dish. My offer of help is met by a dismissal. If you want to help, I am told, you can go and sit down. The table is set for lunch and my cousins are already seated. I hover, not sure if I should obey this directive or try again. I make one more attempt. Can I put the dishes on the table? The tortillas? A voice sings out in reply.

			‘¡No! ¡Qué no!’

			Far from being pleased by my persistent attempts, my grandmother is annoyed. I slink away. In Mexico, after being shooed from the kitchen about, oh, a zillion times, I have discovered that a woman’s kitchen is her domain. Pitching in, as my friends do when they come around for dinner in Melbourne, is an alien concept here. I can’t help feeling uncomfortable with this social code. Why should my grandmother do all the work? A seventy-eight-year-old woman shouldn’t be waiting on me. But what I see as the norm, she sees as interference. Rather than start a cross­cultural war, I sit down and shut the hell up.

			Atop a white tablecloth is an assortment of earthenware dishes. I peek at their contents, and even though I wasn’t allowed to help, at least I can now tell what all the dishes are: black beans with chorizo (Spanish sausage); caldo de pollo (chicken broth with rice and lemon); and albondigas (meatballs) for my cousins. There is a platter of nopales – strips cut from the nopal plant, a type of cactus that tastes somewhere between raw green capsicum and what I imagine grass would taste like – and a stack of tortillas made from blue corn, wrapped in a white cloth embroidered around the edges.

			On my previous visit I had been shocked by the amount of food that appeared on the table every lunchtime. I’d hoped the table was a sturdy one because it had to be, straining as it was under the weight of plate after plate of beans, rice, bread, tortillas, chicken, beef, potato salad, more beans, jelly, pastries and Coke. One day I had tried to ask my grandmother about it. ‘Abuelita, the food...’ I said, pausing to put together the rest of the sentence in my head. I didn’t get the rest out before she answered me.

			‘Yes, I know,’ she said solemnly. ‘I didn’t make much today.’ I was stunned. It looked like the Mexican army was coming over for lunch. But after dining with other relatives and, on a couple of occasions, teachers from the Teaching Centre for Foreigners, I have begun to notice a pattern: everybody here eats like this. Mexicans have very big appetites. And the words I once read in a Mexican travel guide now begin to make sense: food is the greatest expression of love. At this rate I’m going to be loved to death.

			I begin with a bowl of soup, lingering over every mouthful. The chicken is light and tender, the broth has just the right balance of lemon and salt, and the rice is soft but not too soft. The exquisite flavours mingle in my mouth. After the soup I reach for a tortilla and spoon in a small amount of beans before rolling it cigar-like to eat it, as my cousins so memorably showed me. Well, I’m satisfied. The beans are the perfect ending to a delicious meal. I sit back and thank my grandmother for all the effort she has gone to. But there will be no getting out of lunch so easily. My grandmother puts down her fork.

			‘Just wait,’ she says, ‘I’ll get the rest.’

			‘Oh,’ I reply. ‘There’s more?’

			My grandmother laughs; she thinks I’m joking. The next course is a plate of sopes – a kind of small thick tortilla, filled with melted, stringy Oaxaca cheese, lettuce, mashed kidney beans and onions. Their tantalising smell wafts under my nose as if the little blighters are daring me to eat them. Well, okay, if you insist. I pick one up and take a bite. Delicious. Divine. Better than heaven. My grandmother has come back to the table with her own sopes, four of them crowded onto her plate. My aunt looks shocked. ‘¡Mamá!’ she says. ‘Look how many you’ve got!’ I begin to laugh. My grandmother puts a finger to her lips and chuckles too. ‘Shh,’ she says, ‘don’t tell anyone.’ We all laugh. Maybe the guidebook was right: happiness is a many course meal among family.

			Of course, I have the good fortune to have a grandmother who is an extraordinary cook. My grandmother could make a piece of cardboard taste like haute cuisine; cooking is a skill she has spent a lifetime perfecting. When my great-grandfather was killed during the Mexican Revolution, my great-grandmother Julia put her culinary skills to use by opening a restaurant in a marketplace, and the youngest of her daughters, my grandmother Rebeca, learned to cook while watching her mother at work.

			Like all women of her time, my grandmother has spent her life cooking and feeding first her siblings, and then an extended family of aunts, uncles and children. When she was married at the age of fifteen she took charge of cooking for her husband and his family. This is the only life she knows. Still, I can’t help thinking this is rather unfair, I’m not suggesting anything radical involving brassieres and matches, just a load shared is a load halved. That’s all. Yet as I sip from a cup of café de olla – an earthy coffee infused in a clay jar with cinnamon and dark chocolate – I remind myself that my way of doing things isn’t necessarily better just because it’s what I’m used to. And I remember the resolution I made on the day I arrived: find a new way of seeing. From now on I’m not going to insist on helping with lunch. I’m going to enjoy the pampering and make the most of the grandmother I have been separated from by geography and almost a lifetime of years.

			I finish my coffee and accept a refill. As I sit alone at the dining table, a feeling comes over me, one I can’t quite put my finger on. Happiness? Contentment? I’m not sure. It is something more subtle. It’s the same feeling I had as a child when, at the crack of dawn on Christmas day, my brother and I would show our presents to our· parents while they sat on the couch smiling and yawning. It’s happiness and comfort and safety. All of the above and something more – it’s love. I sip the coffee and listen to the sounds of children’s voices coming from the lounge room.

			By the time I finish my second Spanish course I have been in Mexico City for nearly four months. I would like to keep studying but as I’ve spent nearly all my savings it won’t be that simple. If I want to stay in Mexico I will have to work. Either way, I will have to extend my visa, and this detail will prove to be the clincher.

			I go to the immigration office in Polanco, a glittery suburb of beemers and Bentleys, office towers and designer boutiques. Armed with my passport and nine photocopies of my original tourist visa I arrive at the fifth-floor office hoping to obtain the all-important extension stamp. The woman behind the counter is amiable and cooperative.

			‘Yes, you can extend your visa as many times as you like.’

			I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I had heard nightmare stories about Mexican bureaucracy from other students. I hadn’t expected it to be this easy. This sounds more than promising. I hand over the documentation, smiling. The woman scans the documents, then looks up and smiles. ‘No problem,’ she says. Just what I want to hear.‘Leave these with us. They should be ready soon.’

			‘How soon?’ I ask, imagining I might be able to return in a couple of days to pay and pick up my passport.

			‘Oh, probably June.’

			This is not what I want to hear. June is two months away. Maybe I misheard her.

			‘June?’

			‘Yes.’ She smiles again.

			I explain my predicament and how I would need the stamp by the end of the week, and would she be so kind as to speed up the process. The woman is not unhelpful – at least, she’s still smiling. Then it’s her turn. She tells me the situation is afuera de mis manos, out of her hands. She has a point. Like that of many other countries, Mexican bureaucracy is notoriously slow. But the difference here is that anything this side of next year is considered soon. I’d always thought the expression mañana land (tomorrow land), coined by the Americans, was mean-spirited and untrue. But now? Americans see their neighbours as lazy and unmotivated. The Mexicans think Americans are stressed-out control freaks. Is that how I’m behaving? Like an uptight gringa? I wonder how long I will need to live in Mexico before I become so lackadaisical about life that everything can be put off until tomorrow.

			‘Of course, there is another way,’ the woman says.

			She beckons me with a finger and I lean over the counter, conspiratorially.

			‘You can always pay a coyote.’

			Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.

			In this country, the only way to get anything done in a hurry is to pay a bribe. Technically it’s illegal but, as with many things in Mexico, the definition of legal is vague and open to interpretation. In other words, for a price anything is possible. As it happens the only way to get anything done at immigration is to bribe a coyote, a hustler in the art of speeding up paperwork. For a fee. I am tempted; it would mean I would be given another visa in no time. On the other hand, the fee – exorbitant bordering on obscene – is always·hiked up because, as most Mexicans know, foreigners are too trusting for their own good. I decide against it – I don’t have the money. And even if I did, I wouldn’t be confident of my negotiating skills, I’m pretty sure I would be ‘negotiated’ out of my remaining funds in no time.

			In the end I decide to go home. Returning to Australia, organising a long-stay visa at the Mexican embassy in Melbourne, and working to save money seems a much more sensible option than putting my trust – and money – in the hands of a stranger. I can always come back to Mexico.

			It is early afternoon by the time I get home. My grandmother, who is sitting on the couch, looks up when I come in. ‘Quick, hurry up! It’s starting.’ I drop my bag and bound into the room.

			For months we have been watching a soap opera that has captivated the nation. Mirada de Mujer: The Look of a Woman. The entire country is transfixed by the steamy goings-on of a middle-class housewife, Maríinés, her husband Ignacio and her lover Andrés. While the affairs, backstabbing, lies and deceit go against Mexico’s traditional Catholic sensibilities, it seems the nation can’t get enough of this show. At two o’clock every afternoon television sets all over Mexico go on and power stations report electricity surges as they struggle to cope with the extra demand. The usually sober evening news bulletins have special polls on this phenomenon. Should Mar
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