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  About the Book


  As a boy, Robin Bayley had always loved the stories about his great-grandfather’s Latin American adventures: brushes with bandits, wild jungle journeys, hidden bags of silver and a narrow escape from the Mexican Revolution. But there was something in these family tales that he felt was missing: an ending.


  Armed with little more than a certainty that there was something waiting for him, Robin gives up his career and retraces his ancestor’s footsteps across the Americas.


  He encounters witches, drug dealers and an ex-Nazi diamond trader. He is offered the protection of Colombian guerrilla fighters, falls in love and almost gives up his quest, until a sense of destiny drives him on to a village in western Mexico, where he finds much, much more than he had ever expected.


  Robin Bayley


  The Mango

  Orchard


  The Extraordinary True Story

  of Family Lost and Found


  [image: image]


  One mango is delicious, a bowlful of mangoes is a blessing, but a mango orchard is riches indeed …


  Michael McCarthy, Independent,


  Thursday, 2 January 2003


  For Grandma
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  Prologue


  I REMEMBER THE first time I had the feeling that somewhere, something was waiting for me, in a land I didn’t yet know. I had just fallen off my bike on the gravel drive of my grandmother’s home. She brought me inside, sat me at the kitchen table, where she was kneading bread dough, and gave me a glass of milk to take my mind off my bloodied knee. I had just begun to make circles in the flour when she said to me, ‘Are you ready for a story?’ She smiled as she dusted her hands on her apron. She knew I was always ready for one of her stories.


  A long time ago, there was a bandit in the jagged-peaked mountains of the Sierra Madre. He was known as El Jefe, the Chief. It was said that no one who had seen his face lived to tell the tale.


  But my father, your great-grandfather Arturo, knew this wasn’t true. He had met him.


  Arturo worked at the cotton mill but when he had any free time he would ride through the cactus forest and wade across the river to the mango orchard  his favourite place in Mexico. It was sheltered from the wind and shaded from the sun. Arturo loved the dancing colour of the butterflies that came there, the songbirds and the gentle ripple of the river. The ground was carpeted with long thick grass, which cushioned the ripe mangoes that fell from the trees.


  One day when Arturo was there he heard a noise and looked up to see El Jefe standing in front of him. He had two bullet belts strung across his black shirt, wore alligator-skin boots and a black sombrero tilted forward so his eyes were hidden.


  ‘Times are hard, Don Arturo,’ he said, in his deep and boomy voice. ‘We need to clothe and feed our people. Would you be willing to help us?’


  Arturo nodded. He didn’t mind being asked for money because he felt sympathy for El Jefe’s people. He remembered what it was like to be poor. ‘I’ll leave a bag of silver in the fork of this tree,’ he replied.


  The next day Arturo set out from his house with the bag of silver. This time he didn’t watch the butterflies or listen to the river flow. When he was sure no one was looking, he left the bag in the fork of the tree and quickly climbed back on his horse. The next day the bag was gone.


  Arturo didn’t see El Jefe for many months. There was a rumour he had been killed in a duel. There was another that he had died leading the revolution against the army. But one day, when Arturo was writing a letter in the mango orchard, he heard footsteps and the snap of dry twigs. Then he heard someone stumble and fall. He got up to see El Jefe limping towards him. His shirt was ripped and there was a trickle of blood running down his face.


  ‘Don Arturo,’ he said, his voice hoarse and barely louder than a whisper.


  ‘Can I help you?’ Arturo asked. ‘Would you like some water?’


  El Jefe shook his head. ‘You’ve been good to us, Don Arturo. For that reason, I have come to tell you to leave. An attack is being planned. Today. If you do not go, you will be killed.’


  Mexico had been your great-grandfather’s home for many years. His job, his two houses and all his friends were there. But he had to make a choice.


  He rode out of town that afternoon, never to return.


  ‘Is it true, Grandma?’ I asked her.


  She replied as she always did: ‘There are three versions to every story: my version, your version and the truth.’


  I walked through to Grandma’s sitting room to look at the two black and white photographs that hung side by side above the fireplace. In one, a man dressed in a high-buttoned suit sat in a straight-backed chair. He held a silver-topped cane and had a wedding band on his finger. His forehead was broad, hair swept back, moustache wide with waxed tips. His eyes were clear, his expression serious, his look one of austere respectability. This was Arthur, my great-grandfather, as Grandma remembered him.


  The other picture was of a man on horseback. He wore long-spiked spurs and a sombrero and carried a lasso, sword and pistol. This was the picture I loved. I imagined the man cutting swathes through jungles, hunting tigers, riding with El Jefe’s men through cactus forests, the army in pursuit. A heavy cloth bag was slung over the horse’s back, his contribution to the rebels’ cause and the price of his freedom. On his finger there was no wedding band, on his face there was just the hint of a smile. This was Arturo, the great-grandfather Grandma told me about in her stories.


  Two names, one man. Two versions and a missing truth.


  ARTHUR GREENHALGH was born on 9 October 1874 in Tottington, the Lancashire village where his father, Henry, ran a cotton mill. It was through Henry that Arthur met Don Domingo, a Spanish businessman whose family owned a cotton business in Mexico. When Don Domingo left England to join the family firm, he asked Arthur to organise shipments of machinery to Mexico for them. Arthur was still a teenager when his widowed father went bankrupt and died, leaving him without work and penniless. He later told Grandma he had been plagued with the fear he would wake up old one day having never gone anywhere or done anything with his life. However, Don Domingo, impressed with Arthur’s organisation of the shipments, came to his rescue by offering him a job. One September morning in 1898, Arthur kissed his sweetheart Mariah goodbye and set off on his Mexican adventures.


  Over a hundred years later I too was plagued by the same fear about life passing me by. I’d gone to college, then to live in London. I had much that many would envy: interesting loyal friends, my own flat, a good job. But something felt missing, unresolved. There was something about Grandma’s stories of her father that haunted me. I had always admired the way he had headed off, alone, into the unknown. And I had always been fascinated, almost horrified, by the way he’d had to leave Mexico in such a hurry and never returned. Why would he have been killed if he had stayed? What, I wondered, had he left behind?


  ONE DAY Grandma called me. She had been looking through some stuff in her garage and found something she thought I might like to have.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked, but she wouldn’t say, only telling me I wouldn’t be disappointed.


  The following weekend I went to stay at her Sheffield home. She led me to the dining room, and there, on the table on which her father had written the letters to ‘the friends he had left behind’, was the brown leather suitcase he had used when he first set out for Mexico. I ran my hand over the top of the case  smooth to the touch, virtually no scuff marks. It was engraved A.G., there was a US customs sticker not quite detached from its side and an address tag fastened to the handle with red ribbon.


  ‘Is it locked?’ I asked Grandma.


  ‘Open it.’


  I pushed the clasps. They sprang back with a sharp clunk, as if the contents were desperate to get out. I lifted the lid. There was a faint smell of hymn books. The white cotton lining was spotted with rust marks. A book and two envelopes lay in the bottom of the case. I picked up the smaller of the two envelopes. In handwriting not unlike my own it was addressed to Mariah Nuttall in Tottington, Lancashire.


  ‘My mother,’ said Grandma. ‘It’s a letter my father wrote to her on his way to Mexico.’


  ‘I didn’t know this existed,’ I said, holding it carefully with slightly shaking hands.


  ‘I’d forgotten all about it until I found it last week.’


  I peeked inside the envelope. The sheets were folded twice; the blue-black ink had bled through the thin paper. I put it to one side, wanting to read it later and savour every word. I reached for the other, fatter envelope. There were about twenty photographs inside. Unlike those on Grandma’s wall, they were postcard-sized and curled round each other. The first was of a man in baggy white trousers carrying a barrel in front of him and a churn behind his back, both suspended from straps stretched across his bowed head. On the reverse of the photo was a lengthy note written in pencil. ‘Here in Zacatecas, water has to be bought, like milk, by the “litro” (about the same as a quart) … The colour of the poor people is quite deadly, owing to the metals in the river water.’


  ‘He was always very concerned for the poor,’ said Grandma, taking the photo from me and looking at it.


  There were other photos: of a family making tortillas on flat stones by a river, hat salesmen, donkeys laden high with ceramic jugs and wicker baskets, a woman paddling a log raft, field workers gathering palm leaves  ‘these men live up in the mountains and hunt with bow and arrow’, a mine in Guanajuato, a man in a jacket and tie standing with his hands on his hips, towering over loincloth-clad Indians. There were several pictures of the town of Chapala, one of a junk-like sailing boat, another of a strange obelisk called the Tower of Hope. Arturo didn’t appear in any of the photos, but each one had a detailed handwritten description on the back.


  Then I came to one of a beautiful young Mexican woman in a shawl, holding a round-backed guitar. On the back was just one word: ‘María’.


  ‘Who’s this?’ I asked.


  ‘Pretty, isn’t she?’ Grandma paused as she studied the photo. ‘I don’t know who she is, love.’


  I tipped the envelope upside down to see if there were any more photos or anything about María. A ring fell onto the table.


  Grandma gasped and raised her hand to her mouth.


  I picked it up and turned it round in my fingers. It was a simple silver ring set with a small amber-coloured stone.


  She took it from me. ‘It’s the Truth Stone.’


  ‘Truth Stone?’ I’d never heard of such a thing.


  ‘My father found it on a mountain path near the mango orchard. The local Indians told him the stone would change colour according to how close you were to the truth.’ She put it on her finger. ‘If you are telling or living an untruth, the ring turns dark brown or red. If you are telling the truth, it goes green or blue.’ We both watched the stone. At first nothing happened, then it turned darker, into a purple-maroon colour, before becoming sky-blue. Grandma smiled at me. ‘See?’


  I was fairly sure it was just a mood stone that changed colour with the heat from her finger, but I nodded and turned my attention to the remaining item in the bottom of the case. ‘What’s the book?’


  ‘The guidebook my father used.’ Grandma passed it to me. It was an 1893 Baedeker guide to the United States and Mexico. Like the photos, the guidebook was full of my great-grandfather’s notes. I flicked through the book and it fell open at a section he had underlined several times: ‘Mexico affords a survey of so novel and picturesque a civilisation as amply to repay the time and trouble.’


  In that instant I knew I had to go to Mexico.


  GRANDMA LET me take the guidebook, letter and photos back to London. She kept the Truth Stone, promising to tell me its colour every time we spoke.


  At work a few weeks later a reorganisation was announced. I saw my opportunity and took the offer of voluntary redundancy. I called Grandma with my news and told her of my plan to follow her father’s path to Mexico. She wasn’t as excited as I thought she’d be.


  ‘You have a good job,’ she said. ‘Don’t give it up. I remember what it’s like to be poor. When my father came back from Mexico we had nothing.’


  ‘But I have a pay-off. It’s enough for me not to worry about working for six months or more.’


  ‘It’s so uncertain.’


  ‘Like it was when your father left.’


  ‘I just don’t want you to go all that way for nothing.’


  ‘It won’t be.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I have a feeling there’ll be something.’ I knew it was the right thing to do but didn’t want to go without her blessing. How could I win her round? Then I had an idea. ‘Grandma, what does the Truth Stone say?’


  She was silent for a moment. ‘Just come back safely.’


  Throw Your Shit Away and Start Living


  SS Cephalonia


  20th September 1898


  My Dear Mariah,


  Nothing could have prepared me for today. I can scarcely believe that it was only this morning that we waited together by Uncle John’s shop for the dairy cart to take me to Bury. As I sit here, looking out of my porthole, I am haunted by what you said  that it is harder for the one who stays behind. I pray it is not true. This journey I have to think of as a matter of necessity, something I have to do, as a soldier ordered away on duty.


  Let me tell you about the voyage so far, so when you make the trip yourself, it will be more familiar to you.


  Once I had placed my case on my bunk, I watched fourth and fifth class board farther down the ship. Entire families struggling with their lives’ possessions, each carrying luggage according to their size and weight: rolled-up mattresses, canvas sheets packed full and tied tight with twine, mangles, frying pans, kettles and enamel irons. I saw women with their skirt hems stiffened with mud, and their husbands and sons with no collars and only short scarves tucked into their waistcoats. Judging from their clothing, some must have spent their last pennies on their passage to America. I only hope they find something when they get there.


  The gong sounded. All non-passengers were to leave the ship. Henshaw, a chap from my cabin, was embracing his wife, sobbing. I turned away. The engines began to throb and the water to churn, as the mighty propellers began to thrash. The Cunard stewards circulated the decks, distributing paper streamers, red, blue, yellow and green. A woman in steerage held onto a ball of wool. Her mother, on the dock, held onto the other end, hoping that America did not lie further away than the wool would stretch. Flowers were thrown from the promenade deck. There was a rattle and roar as the anchor chain was upped. The ship eased away from the quayside. The streamers stretched, pulled tight and snapped. The ball of wool unravelled and trailed in the water. The shouts from the shore became distant. I could no longer make out the faces of those left on the pier.


  Part of me felt torn, like the streamers draped down the ship’s side, but I was glad that the moment of parting had finally come. We had already said goodbye. I was already on my own, waiting for our new life to begin.


  IT HAD ONCE been the golden door through which Arturo, like millions of others, had passed in search of his fortune. Now, CUNARD was just legible in rust-coloured letters in the arch above the gate, and the pier was a deserted strip of pockmarked tarmac that stretched out into the middle of the Hudson River. The water was choppy, tombstone grey and looked freezing cold. The type of place where the Mafia might come to dispose of a body.


  My eyes watered from the bitter wind as I walked the length of the old jetty and sat down on a solitary bench facing the water. I had hoped the fresh air would clear my head, which was still throbbing from the champagne on the flight the day before. Seagulls cartwheeled and wailed above me, their cries making my headache worse. By my feet were a pile of stubbed-out cigarettes and three nearly empty bottles of Boca Chica rum.


  In front of the bench was a concrete barrier covered in graffiti. Although much of it was less than polite and suggested things that were anatomically impossible, for some people the end of the pier had obviously proved inspirational. ‘Imagine if we all wanted less and not more,’ read one message in green pen. Another, in chalk, read like a personal message, telling me to leave my materialistic London life behind. ‘Throw your shit away and start living.’


  From the end of the pier I could see the Empire State Building disappearing into low cloud and hear the distant buzz of fast-moving traffic on 11th Avenue. In Arturo’s day there had been a saying, ‘In America all roads lead not to Rome, but to New York. And in New York all roads lead to the Battery.’ The waterfront was no longer the centre of the city, but the city was still the centre of the world.


  I took Arturo’s letter out of my pocket, my numb fingers fumbling in the cold.


  We arrived at Six o’c, too late to disembark, but early enough to enjoy the magnificent sights of New York coming into view. A flotilla of craft followed in our wake. The captain sounded the fog horn and it echoed around the bay. The flotilla replied with whistles and toots.


  The sight everyone was waiting for was the Statue of Liberty. It passed us on the port side. So many people rushed over to the rails to get a good look, I thought we might capsize. I heard more than one person say, ‘Oh look, there’s Columbus!’ I can’t think that Mr Columbus would have been happy with the confusion, as the statue is most decidedly, as one of the other passengers described, ‘A big lady.’


  Once he arrived in New York, Arturo still had another three weeks of travel to get to where Don Domingo’s job was waiting for him. First he took the train to New Orleans, then caught a steamer across the Gulf of Mexico to the port of Veracruz. From there he journeyed up to Mexico City and on to Guadalajara, and travelled by stagecoach for the last leg of the journey.


  Arturo had promised to send for Mariah as soon as he could afford to buy a house for them. He worked in the foundry of Don Domingo’s mill without a day’s holiday for two and a half years, inviting her to come and join him in early 1901. The story of their reunion was another of my grandma’s favourites.


  The day the envelope arrived, my mother, Mariah, ran to her sister Noria, yelling, ‘I’m going to Mexico! I’m going to Mexico!’


  She read Noria Arturo’s letter about the home he had bought. It was on the smartest avenue in the centre of town and had its own stables. It had a big oak door and blue shutters and there were ten-foot-tall sunflowers growing in the garden. When Noria saw the ticket Arturo had sent, her jaw dropped. It was for a first-class cabin on a Cunard steamer to New York. ‘First class!’ said Noria. ‘Only lords and ladies travel first class!’


  Mariah felt she was in a fairy tale. Her wish had been granted and her Prince Charming was about to whisk her away.


  But when she told her father, he was less impressed. ‘He hasn’t asked me!’ he roared. ‘And you’re not going to New York on your own as an unmarried woman.’


  Mariah was heartbroken. She wrote to Arturo to tell him the bad news. Arturo sent a letter to her father straight away. He apologised for not asking his permission and begged him to allow her to go. He promised they would get married as soon as she arrived in Mexico.


  But this was not good enough for Mariah’s father. ‘I’m not having my unmarried daughter travelling across the Atlantic alone,’ he said.


  Mariah, more distraught than ever, wrote to Arturo again. He immediately sent a telegram to her father. ‘Will get married before sundown on day she arrives in New York.’


  At last, Mariah’s father consented.


  The day she left to catch the boat from Liverpool, the whole village lined the streets to wave her off. The mill workers left their looms and cheered as her carriage passed.


  Mariah had never stayed in a hotel before, let alone travelled in a first-class stateroom with velvet curtains and mahogany furniture. She loved every moment of the journey, but most of all she was excited at the prospect of seeing Arturo again.


  She cried when she saw him at the quayside, dressed in a new suit, holding a giant sunflower, waiting for the only girl he’d ever loved, the girl who’d crossed an ocean to marry him.


  A man wearing Rupert the Bear checked trousers walked in through the Cunard gate. A white terrier in a padded jacket trotted ahead of him on a long lead, panting steamy breath. The dog cocked its leg against the fence at the edge of the pier, probably the exact spot where Arturo would have paced up and down, the dried sunflower in his hand, waiting for Mariah to walk down the gangplank.


  I had always imagined my great-grandparents walking from the boat with their suitcases straight into a church. But now I was on the pier, looking at the warehouses of the Meatpacking District, I saw how unlikely that was. The Baedeker guide had two pages of small type, listing hundreds of places of worship in Manhattan. There were no pencil marks next to any of them.


  For some reason it felt important for me to find the actual place my great-grandparents had married. Perhaps because of all the stories, it was the one I was most confident was true. But for me to find the church, I would need their marriage certificate. To find their marriage certificate, I had to get the exact date Mariah had arrived. For that, I needed to go to Ellis Island.


  I walked back along the pier and onto 11th Avenue to look for a cab. My headache had gone and the clouds around the top of the Empire State Building had begun to clear.


  I HAD wanted to cross the harbour to Ellis Island alone on deck, imagining being ferried from the Cunard pier after a two-week voyage from Europe. Instead, I spent the journey crushed against the deck rails, trying to ignore the pre-recorded commentary, piped music and smell of hot dogs.


  The main Ellis Island building with its huge arched windows and 150-foot atrium was more like a Victorian palace than an immigration centre. It would have cowed even the most self-assured arrival. On entering the great hall, the immigrants were tagged, then the men separated from the women and children, and herded, cattle-like, into metal pens towards the dreaded medical inspections. Immigrants had to prove they were not ‘deformed or crippled’, and to swear they were not afflicted with ‘a loathsome or dangerous contagious disease’. Each then had to endure a ‘mental test’ to show he or she wasn’t ‘an idiot, or imbecile, or a feeble-minded person’.


  It was heartbreaking to read about the people who had travelled halfway across the world and had even got to see the Manhattan skyline, only to fail the medical or mental test and be put on the next steamer home. But being on the island also allowed me to understand America for what it really was, a pioneer nation built on hope. America promised a new start. The immigrants were, as Arturo had put it, ‘waiting for their new life to begin’.


  I found my way to the library on the third floor and within a quarter of an hour located the record of Arturo’s arrival in New York in 1898. Finding Mariah’s date of arrival didn’t take much longer. She arrived on the RMS Etruria on 24 February 1901. I had been looking for Nuttall, her maiden name, but when I found her on the manifest, she was listed as Mrs Greenhalgh despite the fact that she wasn’t yet married.


  I went to the reception desk to pay for the copies. ‘So my great-grandparents passed through this building?’ I asked the man at the desk, the word RANGER embroidered on the shoulder of his olive-green sweater.


  ‘The main chamber would have held up to 5,000 immigrants at any one time, carrying their possessions with them.’ He spoke in a dreary, detached voice, his gaze a yard above my head, as if he were addressing a large tour group. Then he stopped and looked at me as though suddenly snapping out of automatic pilot. ‘This your great-grandma?’ he said, picking up the manifest.


  I nodded. ‘But I don’t understand why she called herself Mrs Greenhalgh when she wasn’t yet married.’


  ‘Less questions.’


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  ‘If you said you were married, it raised less questions.’


  ‘So when she came through here she just said she was married, even if she wasn’t?’


  ‘She didn’t come through here,’ he said.


  I pointed at the name on the manifest. ‘But it says here ’


  ‘She was travelling first class. Immigration officers would see the first-class passengers in their staterooms and would only ask the most cursory of questions and invite them to leave the ship at their leisure. You pay first class, you get a first-class service. You pay steerage, you get Ellis Island.’


  THE FOLLOWING morning, armed with the date on which Mariah had arrived, I set out to find my great-grandparents’ marriage certificate. The ranger at Ellis Island had directed me to the City Records Office, near the grand New York City Hall building.


  All the windows in Room 103 were closed and it had the smell of a school classroom at the end of a long day. On the tables were large notices: NO COATS, BAGS, BRIEFCASES AT THIS TABLE! Although there was no indication of where one might leave them.


  I made my way to the reception desk. Every archive is different and I needed to know which reference cards would lead me to which indexes, filing cabinets and microfilms. Before I had the chance to open my mouth, a man at the desk barked, ‘Have you registered?’ He was tall, bald but with long sideburns, his glasses greasy with fingerprints.


  ‘I didn’t realise I needed to register.’


  ‘You do,’ he said and turned round to busy himself with some papers.


  When I’d filled in the form, I asked him, ‘Could you possibly help me find the marriage certificate for ’


  ‘Five dollars,’ he said. His arms were folded across his chest, faded tattoos on both forearms.


  ‘For what?’


  ‘Any certificate. Five dollars. You godda pay.’ He slid another form across the desk in my direction and added, ‘Fill it in.’


  I sighed, pulled a pen from my pocket and began to work through the form.


  ‘Pencil!’ he roared. ‘Can’t you read?’ He pointed at a notice saying that only pencils were to be used.


  I didn’t have a pencil.


  ‘Here,’ said one of his colleagues giving me a don’t-mind-him roll of the eyes. She helped me find three batches of microfilms: Manhattan Grooms 18971902 DEKN, All Grooms 18991901 FAGR, and All Grooms 190103 GRLO, before leading me to a reading machine. She then took my scarf and coat and hung them up for me.


  I worked my way through the first one and a half piles of microfilms. I found Greenbergs, Greenhoots, Greenhalls and even a Greenhut, but no Greenhalgh. Mariah had arrived on 24 February and I’d already reached the end of the month and not discovered anything. I couldn’t understand why it wasn’t there. The only reason I could think of was that Arturo had waited a couple of days to register the marriage. I got to the end of March, and the second batch, and still I hadn’t found it. Perhaps he had waited until after the honeymoon? Into April, mid-April. Still nothing. Maybe he’d decided not to register the marriage at all.


  As I scrolled towards the end of the penultimate reel, I began to convince myself that I didn’t really need to find the marriage certificate. I knew they had married in New York; I didn’t need a piece of paper to prove it. Yet, if I couldn’t find a marriage certificate in the ordered archive of the New York City Records Office, what hope did I have of tracking down a mango orchard somewhere in Mexico?


  Then, there it was. Marriage No. 6603, 17 April 1901. Groom, Arthur Greenhalgh. Bride, Mariah Nuttall. All the details were there: their ages, the names of the bride’s and groom’s fathers, the minister, Dr Mark Darwood, and the two witnesses, Jorge A. Canalizo and Justo Aceredo.


  Archives are generally quiet places, the only noise coming from the shuffling of paper and the rattle of microfilm readers. But every now and then, this calm is interrupted by people dancing celebratory jigs or punching the air in triumph. I greeted my eureka moment with a clenched fist and a quietly hissed ‘Yes!’


  I studied the certificate on the screen in front of me. Who could these witnesses be? Their names were Spanish, but I had never heard of them. Were they just two people off the street or friends who had accompanied Arturo from Mexico? And if so what had they been doing since Arturo met Mariah off the boat?


  Then it hit me. My great-grandparents hadn’t got married ‘before sundown on the day she arrived’. They hadn’t married the same week or even month. They had waited almost two months. This had been their little secret. Until now. For the first time Arturo and Mariah had found themselves on their own, free from the constraints of convention and parental intervention, and they had behaved like two young lovers having fun. I was proud of them.


  The address on the certificate was in West 18th Street. If the church was still there, I could walk down the aisle as they had done.


  A couple of subway rides later I found the street, lined with spindly, leafless trees. I could see no church. A brown-uniformed UPS delivery man carrying a bubble-wrapped package was ahead of me. He stopped and checked his clipboard outside an apartment block with a maroon canopy over the entrance. I looked at the certificate. It was the exact address: 350 West 18th Street. The UPS man pressed a bell and disappeared inside. For a moment I thought about following him in but stopped myself. What would I say? ‘Hello, I’m looking for the church which used to be where your apartment is now. Have you seen it?’


  I SPENT a few more days in archives and libraries but soon realised I was just scratching the surface of my great-grandfather’s journey. The real discoveries were going to be in Mexico.


  [image: image]


  Juanita


  IN THE EARLY hours of the morning the only people in Antigua’s central plaza were a family sleeping on a strip of cardboard between the pillars of the municipal building and a security guard, dozing outside a bank, a pump-action shotgun cradled in his arms.


  Once the taxi had driven off, the silence was complete apart from the whirr of an air-conditioning unit on the bank. The stillness was scented by orange blossom and an early-morning mist hung lightly over colonial arches, hiding the tips of the church towers and obliterating the cone-like volcano that presides over the town.


  I had come to Antigua, Guatemala, as it was reputed to be the best place in Latin America to study Spanish. I planned to do a one-month intensive course before heading on to Mexico. If what I could see from the central plaza was anything to go by, I was going to like my time there. Brightly painted one-storey houses lined narrow cobbled streets. Flowers tumbled over garden walls and poked through the cracks of colonial ruins. There was the smell of wood-burning stoves and freshly baked bread.


  I picked up my bags, hoping to find a café where I could while away the hour before the schools opened. A group of squat Indian women dressed in brightly woven huipile traditional tunics chatted as they walked in twos and threes ahead of me. On their heads they balanced wicker baskets piled high with produce to be sold at market. I followed them under an archway with an antiquated clock set into it, past street vendors arranging their displays of jade, silver and polished coconut husks on small strips of velvet, just like the traders I had seen in Arturo’s postcard photographs.


  I found no café, but followed the baking smell to a panadería, then returned to the central plaza with my bag of pan dulce. I was just about to start looking for a Spanish school when a boy with a straight-legged limp, dressed in a vest and patched tracksuit bottoms, thrust a leaflet at me. ‘You school?’ he asked.


  I nodded, my mouth still full of bread.


  ‘I take you.’


  He led me through a couple of streets, past high whitewashed walls with twists of razor wire along the top, to a shaded courtyard with giant pineapple plants growing in the middle. On the wall by a desk was a poster of a short-skirted woman dancing and the words CLASES DE SALSA. WHAT FUN!!! The boy pointed to a chair by the desk. ‘You sit.’ He then disappeared through a doorway and returned a few minutes later with a man of about fifty. His face was clean-shaven, jowly and pockmarked, and he wore a faded khaki baseball cap.


  ‘I’m Eugenio, the school director,’ he said, shaking my hand warmly. ‘You’re American?’ His English was perfect.


  ‘From England, actually.’


  He smiled. ‘The original version. Even better! I’ve dedicated my life to the study of English. I studied in the States, but my dream was to attend Cambridge or Oxford, to wear a boater and go bunting. Is that the right word?’


  ‘Punting, I think.’


  ‘Ah, thank you,’ he said, and wrote the word down in his notebook. ‘Now, you want to learn Spanish?’


  ‘Ya hablo bastante pero tengo oxidado,’ I said. I already speak a reasonable amount but I’m rusty. I had spent several summers in Spain when I was younger.


  ‘Perfect.’ He nodded, ignoring my attempts to speak his language. ‘How long do you have?’


  ‘Un mes.’ One month.


  Again in English, he said, ‘You’ve come to the best school in Antigua. In one month we’ll have you speaking like a native.’


  A native of where? I wondered to myself.


  ‘We offer a total Spanish immersion programme. Four hours of classes in the morning, activities in the afternoon,’ he said, pointing to the salsa poster. ‘And a room with one of the best families,’ slapping the table to emphasise his point. He looked at his watch. ‘What are you doing now?’


  I had no plans, although speaking some Spanish might be nice.


  ‘Good. Come on. I’ll take you to your new family.’


  Ten minutes later I was being led round a single-storey house that had, according to Eugenio, been a cardinal’s palace and had recently been used in a TV ad. The maid who showed us round told us the owner, a judge, was in, but was ‘ocupado’.


  ‘Does the judge live here alone?’ I asked.


  ‘La señora works in the mayor’s office and travels a lot,’ said the maid. ‘Their daughter, Ana, goes to boarding school in Guatemala City.’


  She showed me my room. It had an armchair, Frida Kahlo prints on the wall, and an en-suite bathroom with a bidet. The maid said she would make my bed with fresh sheets every morning, do my laundry and cook me breakfast, lunch and dinner.


  She led us to a marble-topped table in the courtyard and brought us glasses of fresh papaya juice. Eugenio smiled as he told me the price for studying at his school and staying in the judge’s home. It was very reasonable.


  ‘Come back to the school and we can do the paperwork,’ said Eugenio, still smiling.


  There was no logical reason for me not to follow him. I had come to Antigua to find a language school and a family to live with and had found both, but my intuition was telling me to walk away. I searched for a logical explanation for the feeling but couldn’t find one. It just didn’t feel right.


  ‘I’ll let you know,’ I said to Eugenio as we stepped out into the street.


  The smile slipped from his face and veins stood out in his temples. ‘I thought we had a deal. An Englishman’s word is his bond. Isn’t that what they say?’ He wanted to use me for English tuition even when he was angry.


  ‘I didn’t give you my word. But I can promise you I’ll come back and tell you when I have made up my mind.’


  Eugenio waved his hand dismissively. ‘If you don’t come back, you will have made your intentions perfectly clear.’ He turned and walked in the opposite direction.


  BY MID-AFTERNOON I had visited eight schools. They were all in beautiful colonial buildings, their directors were all English-speaking and charming, but none of them seemed right. It was the hottest part of the day and as I dragged my bags around, mouth dry and head aching from the high altitude, looking for a ninth school to visit, I began to question whether I had been right not to accept Eugenio’s offer. Perhaps I would have been assigned a brilliant teacher. Maybe the judge would have been a jovial evening companion.


  A bus trundled down the road in front of me. A man leaned out of the open door shouting, ‘La frontera, la frontera!’


  I wondered if I should jump on, go to the Mexican border and forget all about Antigua’s famed language schools. I might well have done just that had I not, at that moment, seen a sign for the Cervantes language school. It didn’t look promising, positioned between a tyre repair shop and a grassless football field, but I decided to give it a go. If it was no good, I would go straight to Mexico.


  Cervantes was run by Josefina, a plump lady with curly hair and purple eyeliner. Unlike Eugenio, she spoke no English and seemed more interested in finding out what I wanted to learn rather than show off what she knew.


  I told her I wanted to sharpen up my Spanish to help me in my search for my great-grandfather’s footsteps.


  She clapped her hands together. ‘You’re an investigator like me! I’ve been drawing up my family tree since my uncle told me we have Italian blood. I’ve traced as far back as my great-great-grandmother, who was a maid for a nobleman in Verona in the late 1700s.’


  ‘Have you been there?’


  She laughed. I realised the naivety of my question considering what she probably earned, but she saved my embarrassment. ‘Perhaps one day,’ she said. ‘Where are you staying?’


  I told her I hadn’t found anywhere yet.


  She tutted. ‘That’s no good. Would you like me to send you to a really nice family?’ I noticed she used the word genial  nice or kind  rather than buena  good.


  I nodded. I felt a sudden profound yearning for a genial family. I felt homesick for a home I didn’t yet know.


  ‘The lady’s name is Olga,’ she said, writing down the address and handing it to me. ‘The house is round the corner. Just say I sent you. Classes start at eight tomorrow morning.’


  A DIMINUTIVE woman with salt-and-pepper hair answered my
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