














    

      

         

         
 

         

             


         


         Praise for Oh Mexico!

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Every so often a young writer comes along who can open up a special place to us, and at the same time remind us all of the way we were. This is what Lucy Neville has done in this enchanting travel memoir.”
 

         Carmen Callil
 

         

             


         
 

         “Lucy takes you along as she deals with public transport, shopping, the endless doubles entendres of the local language (almost everything has a secondary, sexual connotation) male machismo, local politics, a hilariously fraught visit by her parents and sister and much more. Anybody who has ever been a 20-something traveller should enjoy this engaging read – think Holy Cow in Mexico.”

         
 

         Bookseller and Publisher 

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Mexico City is famous for decapitations and gang violence. So announcing you are moving there would worry most parents – even Lucy’s ‘unshockable’ father Richard Neville, once tried for obscenity in the infamous Oz Boys case. Lucy’s comic observation and eye for the bizarre results in a classic coming of age romantic travel memoir that mixes Almost French with Like Water for Chocolate.”

         
 

         Northside 

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Neville’s first book is a travel memoir written with all the panache the pizzazz, the characters and suspense of a good novel.”
 

         Adelaide Advertiser

         


         

             


         


          

         “At its very best, travel writing has the capacity to illuminate not only the heart of a traveller, but of a country, too. The page-turning journey that is Oh Mexico! manages to do both things with considerable skill and frequent hilarity… Neville has the canny reserve of a born storyteller, capturing the dissonances as well as the melodies of expatriate life in a country like no other.”

         
 

         Weekend West

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “…a vibrant account of life in Mexico. It is a typical tale of an adventurous twentysomething… excellent when describing the challenge of finding a place to live, being overwhelmed by the sex appeal of her handsome flat mate, responding spontaneously to new and alien experiences, finding a job teaching English to a group of women she calls the ‘First Wives’ Breakfast Club’, struggling with the complexities of speaking a foreign language, unraveling the nuances of class in Mexican society and learning the subtleties and texture of daily life in Mexico City… Neville is a talented writer whose easy, warm style and very ‘non-chick lit’ calmness in the presence of glamorous men makes for an entertaining account of two years and two loves in a city little known to many.”
 

         Sydney Morning Herald

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Part love story, part adventure, Oh Mexico! is a fun, light read, ideal for those eager to run away.”

         
 

         Courier Mail
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            Prologue


         
 

         At six in the morning I’m catching the subway at Barranca del Muerto Station, which translates as ‘Cliff of the Dead’. Wrapped in a black shawl I ride the steep escalators deep deep down into the tunnel. The hot air hits my cheeks as I get closer to the platform. As I wait for the train I buy the only paper that’s on sale, El Gráfico, a graphic tabloid newspaper. More pigs’ heads have been sewn onto the decapitated corpses of policemen.

         
 

         On the train, a strong mix of chemicals – hairsprays, perfumes and disinfectant – envelops me. A tiny brown-skinned child tiptoes barefoot across the recently mopped grey floor and hands me a carefully lettered note on coloured paper. It reads: ‘We are farmers from the mountains north of Puebla. The price of coffee is too cheap. We are hungry. Please help us.’ A blind woman is selling pocket-sized illustrations of the Virgin of Guadalupe. 

         
 

         At Mixcoac (pronounced ‘Mixquack’) Station, two dwarfs enter the train. They are lugging an amplifier, a bass and a rhythm guitar, and playing the Doors’ song, ‘People Are Strange’. A deep, pulsating voice resonates through the carriage. The old man next to me wakes up and begins singing along. The rest of the carriage remains asleep.
 

         By Polanco Station, the number of bodies has multiplied and physical movement is challenging. I thrust my way out of the door here, using my elbows. As I exit the station, the sun is rising and golden light is shining through the oak trees. Walking through a leafy plaza, lined with circular pools of illuminated water and neatly cut rose bushes, I turn the corner into Calle Descartes. It’s 6.45 am – poodle-walking hour. Women with ancient faces, dressed in frilly uniforms, are accompanying freshly groomed dogs for their morning poo.

         
 

         I greet the security guards outside my work building. They are standing to attention with their guns cocked. ‘Buenos días, güerita. Buenos días, huesita,’ they say to me. Good morning, white girl. Good morning, little bone girl. In Mexico I am considered unusually skinny.

         
 

         I buy a plastic-tasting cappuccino from the 7/Eleven at street level in our building, and then run up the stairs to my class on the second floor. ‘Hi, Coco,’ I greet the receptionist. She is curling her eyelashes with the back of a teaspoon in front of the portable magnifying mirror on her desk. She’s having a pink day today: pink shirt, pink nails, pink eye shadow.

         
 

         ‘Hello, Lucy. Jour estudents are waiting for jou.’ (One of the hardest sounds for Mexicans to make is the ‘y’.) Two women and a man are sitting expectantly in the classroom: Elvira, Reina and Oswaldo. Elvira grabs my arm and guides me to my chair.
 

         ‘Look, I buy tamales! They are hot, eat them quick. Here, the red one is for you – no have chilli.’ A little parcel wrapped in corn husks is waiting for me on the desk.
 

         ‘But I like chilli,’ I protest. They all laugh.
 

         ‘No! Gringos can’t eat chilli.’ (For Mexicans, it’s a source of national pride to be the only country in the Americas that is brave enough to eat chilli.)
 

         ‘I am from Australia. You know, CROCODILE HUNTER! We are not wimps, like the gringo Americans are,’ I explain to them again.
 

         ‘Okay, next time I buy chilli for you.’ Elvira is forty-five. She works as a marketing assistant for Gatorade. She has long dark hair, which she gets curled at the beauty parlour every morning at 6 am. She is elegantly voluptuous, wearing tight, brightly-coloured low-cut tops to draw attention to the enormity of her breasts, and dark, baggy pants to hide the enormity of her behind. She moves around the room as if she is dancing the cumbia, swinging her hips and breasts rhythmically in every direction. I notice Oswaldo is having problems averting his eyes as she bends forward to get her notebook out of her bag. 

         
 

         ‘So, Oswaldo, did you finish the exercises I gave you on reported speech?’ He snaps back to reality and gives me his full attention.
 

         ‘Ah, well, you know, actually no have time … I was three hours in de traffic de last night and I arrived to my house at two in de morning.’ (The sound ‘th’ is another big problem for Mexicans.) Oswaldo’s excuse is probably true – he works as a computer programmer for a large pharmaceutical company and he often does twelve-hour shifts. He’s plump and looks uncomfortable in his tight suit. He smiles cheekily, pleased with his excuse.
 

         ‘I did – I completed the exercises,’ Reina bursts out frantically. ‘But I didn’t really understand.’ Her small dark eyes flash with desperation as she looks at me for help.
 

         She works as an accountant for the telephone company in the building next door, and has just been told that if she doesn’t improve her English soon she will lose her job. She is a 35-year-old single mother with four children to support. I brace myself to get the class going before she starts talking about her long and painful divorce.
 

         ‘Me too,’ says Elvira. ‘Can jou explain?’
 

         I decide to make them do a role play, so they can understand the context of the grammatical structures they are learning. One student could report a stolen car to the police, who could then report the details to the detective. To introduce this topic, I ask if anyone has ever had their car stolen.
 

         ‘Jes,’ Reina answers. 

         
 

         ‘Ah, really? Where was it when it was stolen?’
 

         ‘It was on the Periferico.’
 

         ‘Periferico?’ I ask. ‘But that’s a highway …?’
 

         ‘Jes, I was driving to work in the traffic and a man comes and he took my car …’
 

         ‘But you were in the car?’
 

         ‘Jes, he breaks my window and hit me on the head. Then he took me out of the car.’
 

         ‘Oh.’
 

         ‘… But I don’t remember that. I just wake up in the hospital and they tell me what happened.’
 

         I look around at the others. They don’t seem to be particularly surprised by this.
 

         ‘Well, you are lucky they only took your car,’ Elvira comments unsympathetically. ‘You know, the same happen to my uncle, and they take his car and his wife.’

         
 

         ‘What? What do you mean they took his wife?’ I ask.
 

         ‘Yes. They took his wife. But all the family gave money and they bring her back.’
 

         ‘Oh. Well, ah, what about the car? Did either of you get the car back?’ (I am trying to avoid getting sidetracked with kidnapping stories.)
 

         ‘What?’
 

         ‘Did the police find your car?’
 

         They look at me strangely. Then Elvira begins to laugh. ‘Probably the police stole the cars!’

         
 

         ‘Yes, but anyway, if your car is stolen, you never get it back anyway. Dey sell de different parts at Colonia Buenos Aires,’ Oswaldo explains, mentioning a notorious area to the south-east of the city centre.

         
 

         ‘Really?’
 

         ‘Yes, actually I went dere last weekend to buy … how do you say de light on de back of your car?’
 

         ‘You bought a stolen tail-light?’
 

         ‘Yes, of course. Imagine to buy a new one … Oofa, I could never have money for dat.’
 

         ‘Okay, so let’s imagine that we live in Canada, where the police help you to find your car and there is no stolen car parts market …’ I try to get the class back on track.
 

         ‘Really? The police help you in Canada?’ Elvira looks at me puzzled.
 

         ‘Yes. The police try to find your car and return it to you.’
 

         ‘And in your country too?’
 

         ‘Yes.’
 

         ‘And if they steal someone in your family, like in the case of my uncle, the police help you also?’
 

         ‘In Australia it’s not very common for people to be stolen from their cars on the way to work,’ I explain. ‘But if this was to happen, I imagine the police would try to help.’
 

         Oswaldo is still thinking about the car situation. ‘So dere is not stolen car market?’
 

         ‘No.’
 

         ‘But where you buy parts for your car?’
 

         ‘I don’t know. I guess we take it somewhere to be fixed – and they provide the missing part.’
 

         ‘Isn’t dat expensive?’

         
 

         ‘Well, I think a computer programmer like you could afford it.’
 

         Then Reina looks at me thoughtfully and asks: ‘So, in jour country the police help jou and don’t steal from jou? Jou can make enough money to buy new car parts if jou need them, and the people are not stolen from the traffic?’
 

         ‘Well … no.’
 

         The three of them stare at me in silence. Then Elvira asks the next logical question …
 

         ‘So why – why you come to live here in Mehico?’

         
 

         I think about it for a few minutes and then I reply, ‘To learn Spanish.’
 

         ‘Why not you go to Spain?’ Reina asks.
 

         ‘Well, I don’t like European winters … and they speak with a lisp.’ (Mexicans are always making fun of the Spanish accent – they should understand.)
 

         ‘Ah, yes. But why no Chile or Arhentina?’
 

         ‘Look, Mexico has great cultural diversity and a colourful history. And the people are really warm,’ I explain. They look back at me blankly. ‘Come on, Mexico is very rich, culturally speaking … What about the music? The art? The architecture? The food?’
 

         ‘Ah yes, de food is very good,’ agrees Oswaldo finally. But I can tell they’re not satisfied by my answer. Somehow these things don’t seem as important to them as their everyday reality of economic insecurity, their constant fear of being kidnapped, the corruption innate in their criminal justice system and in all layers of government.

         
 

         ‘So you came all the way here – away from your family – just because you like the music and the buildings here?’ Elvira inquires.
 

         ‘Well – in Australia it’s perfectly normal for people to go and live in other countries after university, just for the experience and challenge.’
 

         It’s difficult for them to understand this. Generally, when Mexicans go to live in other countries, it’s because of the necessity of finding a job. In my case it was the necessity of avoiding getting a job.

         
 

         I thought back to the moment when I decided to leave Australia. I was nearing the end of an Arts degree, majoring in politics and international relations and Spanish and Latin American studies. The last lecture was compulsory – it was about ‘careers’.
 

         A young woman with spiky silver hair and a tight-fitting grey suit gave us the run-down on real life. There were not enough jobs for those who graduated from university each year. So the question was: how could we make ourselves attractive to employers? She talked about writing CVs. Show them that you are ambitious. Show them what you have achieved in your past jobs, how you moved up from waitress to manager to general director. (I had never been promoted, nor wanted to be. Why would you want more responsibilities in a juice bar?) She described in detail the recruitment process of corporations. How 600 graduates would apply for any attractive position and how they narrowed it down to one person through psychometric tests, psychological examinations and integration dynamics.

         
 

         Now – after we had spent three years debating political economic systems and had come to the conclusion that neo-liberal capitalism was both unethical and environmentally unsustainable – they were telling us that, if we were lucky, we would get a job working for a multinational corporation.

         
 

         So at the prospect of looking for a real job, a step up from working at the juice bar in the Broadway Shopping Centre, I decided that what I needed to do next, while I absorbed all the knowledge I had just taken on board, was to live in Latin America for a year to improve my Spanish. After all, the thing about living overseas is that even if you don’t manage to do anything at all while you’re there, it still seems as if you are achieving something. If, say, you lived in Uzbekistan for a year … even if all you did was work at a bar and watch cable TV in your hotel, it doesn’t matter. You lived in Uzbekistan!

         
 

         At some point in my childhood I had begun to formulate a Latin American fantasy: salsa, magical realism, a history that was rampant with brave revolutions against brutal dictatorships. I am unable to pinpoint exactly what it was, only that it was Latin America that most appealed to my sense of the exotic, that was the most removed from my own reality, plus it was geographically the furthest away and one continent to which my hippie traveller parents hadn’t ventured. 

         
 

         Originally I had my heart set on Colombia. But my mother said that if I went to Colombia she would commit suicide (she takes emotional blackmail to a whole new level). So I compromised and booked a round-the-world ticket, last stop Mexico City, which was considered to be the second most dangerous city after Bogotá. I would be there for one year; long enough to learn the language and gain an understanding of a different way of life.
 

         A year before I had been there briefly, in a desperate attempt to improve my Spanish during my Australian summer holidays, and had fallen for the place. The people walked slowly, expressed their emotions, swore a lot, danced seductively, sung comically and had domestics in public. They ate a lot of fat and chilli, and hadn’t heard of skinny soy decaf lattés.
 

         On my first trip, I had bypassed Mexico City and taken a two-week course in Oaxaca (which is pronounced wa’haka). It is the poorest but one of the most culturally rich states of Mexico. Oaxaca City is full of artists, poets, stylish bars and cafés in crumbling colonial buildings with courtyards and live music. And it’s the home of mezcal, an unruly cousin of tequila. It’s cheap and addictive; they give it out free in little plastic cups as you’re walking down the street, to lure you into their specialty shops which sell hundreds of different brews. Like tequila, mezcal is made from the agave cactus but it’s distilled only once, whereas tequila is distilled twice. 

         
 

         Accordingly, my memories of that trip are limited, as was my learning of Spanish. But I do remember falling desperately in love with a Zapoteca man, culminating in a terrifying ride up a mountain on the back of his motorbike and watching the sun set over the city. Two days later I fell out of love, when I discovered that every other girl in my Spanish class had had the same experience.
 

         So that was why I had decided to come and live in Mexico. However, there was still the question of how I would sustain myself in a country where a large percentage of the population risked their lives walking across a desert or swimming across a river to the United States to work like slaves, due to the lack of employment opportunities. As many people in my position had previously realised, teaching English was the obvious answer. Thanks to our forward-thinking British ancestors, it is now considered essential for almost every human being who wants to be part of the formal economy to learn English. This is convenient for Arts students like me, who graduate lacking any practical skills but feel the need to live in a developing country. So I enrolled in an intensive English language-teaching course. One of the cheapest places to do this happened to be in Valencia, Spain, which would be a good warm-up to Mexico, I thought when I booked the round-the-world ticket to Mexico City and scheduled a two-month stopover in Spain along the way.
 

         A panic had descended over me on the last leg of my journey, flying from Madrid to Mexico. My finances were meagre after a few months in Spain. I would quickly have to find a job and somewhere to live, and create a social network – and all of this in Spanish. Sure, I had a basic handle on intermediate-level grammar, but that didn’t seem to help much when it came to communication. And my speaking had hardly improved in Spain where I had spent most of the time cooped up with Scots and Irish classmates learning how to teach English.

         
 

         But what if I couldn’t find a job? I would have to ask my parents for money, or come back home to work in the juice bar, I worried, slipping the airline’s complimentary packet of salted peanuts into my backpack in case I needed them later. To distract myself from my rising panic, I started up a conversation with the thirty-ish platinum-blond German who was sitting next to me. He was wound-up, because he was on his way to an annual refrigeration conference. He had been to Mexico City before, but only on business, and he had never left his hotel. The city was dangerous and polluted he said, advising me to stay one night and get the hell out of there to Cancún. Warming to his subject, he cautioned me against getting into a taxi due to the risk of getting robbed, raped and murdered. He offered to take me in the chauffeur-driven limo he had waiting for him. I lost him at the baggage claim carousel.
 

         Once out of Customs, I headed directly to the pre-paid taxi booth, as advised by Lonely Planet’s section on ‘pirate taxis’. 

         
 

         My taxi driver looked about fourteen. I gave him the name of the cheap hotel I was heading for in the historical centre of the city and tried to speak to him in Spanish, but he insisted on practising his English. ‘Jou don’t miss jour family?’ he asked. He was surprised and concerned that I was travelling alone.
 

         When we got to the hotel, he waited until I was safely booked in, and gave me a note with his name and phone number and his mum’s phone number, just in case I had any problems or needed some advice. His name was Jesús. He told me he would be there for me if I had any problems and then invited me to stay at his grandmother’s house in Acapulco that coming weekend. ‘Jou must to know de bitches here!’ he exclaimed.
 

         ‘Bitches?’
 

         ‘Jes, the bitches of Mehico are very famous. Cancún is the most beautiful, but it’s very far from here.’
 

         He took my bags to the reception and told the hotel staff that I was travelling alone, and to please look after me. As I was shown to my room, I felt a burning in the back of my throat and behind my eyes as I remembered my earlier arrival in Spain, where I had never found Jesús.
 

         When I arrived at Madrid Airport, the friend of a friend I was supposed to be staying with was nowhere to be seen. I had jumped into a taxi and told the driver to take me to a cheap hotel. He dumped me in what was obviously the red-light district. 

         
 

         All the pay-by-the-hour hotels had been booked out. Trudging along with a suitcase that I could barely lift, plus a backpack and a laptop, I didn’t exactly blend in. It started raining. I found another taxi. The driver asked me (in Spanish) if I could speak Spanish. I told him (in Spanish) that I was learning. Then he asked under his breath, ‘Well, why didn’t you learn before you got here?’ After many miserable hours and various unhelpful taxi rides, I eventually found somewhere inhospitable and expensive to stay.
 

         Now I was in Mexico City, where the taxi drivers are supposed to kidnap you before you even get from the airport to your hotel. But instead I felt like I had been picked up by a family member.
 

         My hotel room was on the rooftop, looking out over Calle Isabel la Católica and twelve storeys up. I dumped my suitcase on the single bed and made my way to the window. It was dusk and the sky was greyish yellow. Directly opposite, circular Moorish steeples were covered in blue and white tiles. Below, street sellers were packing their unsold goods into carts, pulling them along behind them. I had made it at last. Exhausted and elated I was drawn outside to absorb the atmosphere. I took the creaky lift to the ground floor and wandered out into the crowds on the street, entering the first cantina I saw. I sat at the bar and ordered a Corona, glancing at the black-and-white photos lining the wall. They included the iconographic General Zapata with his sombrero and belt of rifle bullets. In one corner, a stout elderly woman missing one of her front teeth was serenading a table of old men. The only words I could understand were blood, virgin and something about a burning maize plantation. I recognised the little guy at the next table. He had been one of the hotel receptionists who had promised Jesús he would look after me when I checked in. His name was Panchito, a rotund adolescent with golden-brown skin and bright eyes. He had thrown a faded Metallica t-shirt over his work shirt. Panchito introduced me to his friend, Nacho, who smiled at me timidly. Neither of them had facial hair yet. ‘Where are you from?’

         
 

         ‘Australia.’
 

         ‘Ah yes, lots of snow. Arnold Schwarzenegger.’
 

         ‘No, not Austria – Australia. Canguro.’ I hopped like a kangaroo. As I had learnt many times before, this was the only way to confirm my national identity.

         
 

         ‘Ahh, Australia. Crocodile hunter. You like lucha libre?’

         
 

         ‘Ah, I don’t know. What is it exactly?’
 

         ‘You mean, where you come from, there is no lucha libre?’ They looked horrified. ‘Come with us tonight!’ They explained that it would be Místico (who could really fly!) against El Satánico, and then El Felino against Apocalipsis.

         
 

         How could I say no? The fact that Panchito worked at the hotel made me feel safe. So we took the metro to the Arena Coliseo. Panchito insisted on paying for my ticket, even though it would amount to more than a whole day’s wages. The streets were lined with stores selling lucha libre paraphernalia. My new friends were so excited that we had to stop to buy some Místico masks.

         
 

         The arena was packed. It was a family event – mainly fathers with their sons – but the atmosphere was exhilarating. First came the women – bleached-blonde, shiny-breasted bimbos strutting across the stage in string bikinis. The men hissed and growled like animals. The women in the audience were hysterical – ‘¡PUTA! ¡PUTA!’ (Whore!) Led onto the ring by the models came the thickly muscled luchadore, who bounced and sprang around in their masks and colourful lycra superhero costumes, threatening each other with backward somersaults.

         
 

         The fights themselves were like a combination of sumo wrestling and trapeze flying – a choreographed boxing tournament, complete with dwarfs dressed as monkeys – a disturbing image. After a few beers, this formula becomes completely riveting. ‘¡Chinga tu madre! ¡Pinche pendejo!’ I yelled, imitating my companions. ‘Fuck your mother! Fucking moron!’

         
 

         Legend has it that the Inuits have an unusually large number of words for snow and, equally, that the Ancient Greeks had many words to express love. This may or may not be true, but unquestionably in Mexico City there is a disproportionately large number of ways of saying, ‘Fuck you!’
 

         It would soon become clear why this was. 
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            To-do List


         
 

         The next morning after arriving in Mexico City I woke up and began writing a to-do list. Not that I am an organised person, but I was feeling overwhelmed – and I always find that a to-do list gives me a sense that there is potential to cope with the situation. 

         
 

         

            1. Find something to eat 

            
 

            2. Wash undies 

            
 

            3. Learn Spanish 

            
 

            4. Get a job 

            
 

            5. Find somewhere to live 

            


         
 

         Food first. With the map given to me by the hotel, I made my way north towards the central plaza, known in Mexico as the Zócalo. The air was still humid after last night’s rain, and the earthy aroma of damp stone emanated from the grand dark grey palaces which stood either side of the street. During the colonial period, this place was referred to as ‘the city of the palaces’, palaces which the Spanish had built from the very stone of the conquered Aztec city of Tenochtitlán.

         
 

         I turned right into Avenida 5 de Mayo. Pirate videos, CDs, lacy underwear, cosmetics, Armani sunglasses, vacuum cleaner parts, dried pig skins. Each street stall was playing its own music, competing in volume with the stalls next door, so that every few steps the background music changed: salsa, Britney Spears, reggaetón, Frank Sinatra, ranchero.

         
 

         The formal shops also had their own music. Their speakers were placed outside on the street, as if attempting to capture customers with the rhythm. An old couple danced cumbia outside one of the shops. Ageing men dressed in faded army uniforms wound up old-fashioned organ-grinders that emitted groaning noises meant to resemble romantic ballads. They asked for money. There were far too many people on the street. So I gave up on the footpath and ran along the road, dodging the traffic. Horns were honking. Beside me was a truck full of riot police equipped with helmets, shields, and batons – ready for battle. A small girl carrying a baby held her hand out for change.
 

         The street came to an end and an enormous paved open space appeared in front of me. To the north is the cathedral, built on top of a buried Aztec temple. Flanking the entire east side of the Zócalo stands the National Palace built from the ruins of the palace of King Moctezuma the Second.

         
 

         The square was filled with thousands of people. Nearly all of them were wearing yellow raincoats. Some were carrying yellow flags, and banners, which read ‘Smile, we’re gonna win’. They stood facing a small stage, which had been placed in front of the cathedral. I crossed the road and pushed my way into the sea of yellow. On the big screens which stood on either side of the stage, a grandfatherly-looking figure was making his way towards the microphone. Mexico was in the midst of a presidential election and I assumed this was the warm-up.
 

         ‘Obrador, Obrador!’ The crowd was chanting his name. The noise was deafening. It resonated through my bones, making me feel dizzy. Then, a few seconds of silence before he took hold of the microphone and projected his strong high-pitched voice across the Zócalo. I stood still and listened – listened so hard I stopped breathing. And after a while, through a haze of verbs, articles and prepositions, some solid nouns began to stand out: ‘poverty’, ‘solidarity’, ‘economic justice’, ‘neo-liberal imperialism’.
 

         Then the sky opened. Yellow umbrellas burst open and I ran for cover. The crowd didn’t move.
 

         Back on Avenida 5 de Mayo, I followed the smell of frying meat. Tacos de bistec sounded like it wouldn’t be brains or entrails. Fried beef chopped into tiny pieces placed inside a maize tortilla with red salsa and lime juice. Mission One was now complete. I headed back to the hotel to address Mission Two.
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         I was walking across the hotel rooftop, on the way to the communal bathroom to wash my undies, when I first encountered Buck. He was in the lotus position, seemingly engaged in deep meditation. But when he saw me he began making slurping noises and yelled, ‘Ay mamacita güerita’, imitating the Mexican men on the street. I told him to ‘Chinga a su madre’, putting to use the vocabulary I had learnt the night before. He raised his eyebrows in an exaggerated manner as if in complete shock. Balding, with a shaved head and large comical mouth, he must have been in his early forties. On my way back from the bathroom, he suggested we go for a beer. I agreed. From his perfect simulation of Mexican macho patois, I figured he’d been here a while.

         
 

         We went to the Opera Bar – a cantina about two blocks away, famous for the bullet holes in its ceiling left by the great revolutionary general, Pancho Villa. The walls were decorated with larger-than-life portraits of significant Mexican musicians and performers. Buck had worked as a mime-artist in New York, a park ranger in Colorado, a jazz saxophonist in San Francisco and a left-wing radio announcer in LA, before having become addicted to the creative energy of the Centro Histórico. He had now been living in the hotel room next door to mine for over seven years, keeping himself busy by working on his anti-Bush blog, going on regular Vipassana meditation retreats and openly taking advantage of the low prices of Mexican sex workers.

         
 

         Buck was the first of many wacky North Americans I would come across living in Mexico City. I later realised that Mexico serves as a refuge for misfit gringos who can live well on their First World savings while enjoying a less rigid reality.
 

         After a few Coronas, Buck mentioned that a friend of his was having an exhibition opening that night. We wandered down the road until we came to a graffiti-covered garage door. We banged against the tin and soon a small door opened on the right. Standing at the bottom of a dark, narrow staircase was a young woman. A black cocktail dress clung to her petite hour-glass figure. Buck introduced me to Amor, the artist of tonight’s exhibition.
 

         We followed her silky, long brown hair up the stairs into an open white space with a bare cement floor. The place was packed with immaculately groomed designer punks – asymmetrical haircuts, tattoos and surprisingly placed body piercings – dressed in luxurious evening wear. Our companion had painted delicate pink flowers onto everyday objects such as dinner plates, kitchen stools and toilet brushes, which at closer inspection were actually life-like depictions of vulvas. 

         
 

         Buck saw someone he knew and I was left to make conversation with Amor. I began in Spanish but she politely switched to English when she registered my stress level. Amor lived in the block of apartments above. It had taken six months for her application to be processed. Because the building was ‘socially designed’, she had had to compete with several other artists. Each ‘member’ was especially chosen by a board of government bureaucrats associated with Carlos Slim’s foundation to revive the Centro Histórico. The board was obliged to select artists, scientists and intellectuals to create a stimulating environment.

         
 

         Carlos Slim at that time was considered to be the richest man in the world, with business interests focused on telecommunications in Mexico and the rest of Latin America. He owned one quarter of the buildings in the Centro Histórico, Amor explained. That was basically the whole of its north–west quadrant. He had restored the fifteenth-century buildings and, with the help of specially trained incorruptible policemen, had gentrified the area by clearing away the black market economy and encouraging tourism with the establishment of boutique art galleries and cafés. Only five years before, it had been one of the no-go zones.
 

         ‘You can trust the policemen in light-blue uniforms,’ Amor told me. This was as opposed to the police in dark-blue uniforms found in the non-Carlos Slim area, who hadn’t undergone special anti-corruption brainwashing. 

         
 

         Amor introduced me to her boyfriend, El Negro, a tall man with a shaved head and rat’s tail. He saw that I was struggling to articulate my thoughts in the local language. ‘I can speak English,’ he told me, ‘but I don’t. It’s the language of the fucking imperialist gringos. But you can speak in English, I understand.’ El Negro was an electronic sound artist.
 

         Three shots of tequila later I found Buck again, and it was evident he too had taken full advantage of the complimentary drinks. Addressing a small group of amused-looking youths, he was arguing the benefits of drinking one’s own urine. ‘I’m telling you,’ he slurred, ‘it’s a natural antibiotic.’ I interrupted his speech to tell him I was leaving.
 

         ‘Noooooo!’ he wailed, grabbing my shoulder. ‘It’s too dangerous to walk at this time.’ And with a surge of alcohol-induced confidence, I decided to continue our conversation in Spanish. After all, I didn’t want to be seen as an imperialist.
 

         ‘Don’t worry,’ I replied. ‘Voy a coger un taxi.’ But Buck didn’t respond. He just stared back at me grinning. Then one of Buck’s companions shouted; ‘Hey! She’s going to COGER un taxi!’ This caused an eruption of uncontrolled laughter. Finally, Buck pulled himself together and explained that, in Mexico, you cannot coger a taxi, only a taxi driver. The giggles continued. I got the idea. Your Spanish dictionary will tell you that coger means ‘to take’, but in Mexico it’s just another synonym of the verb ‘to fornicate’.
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         I woke up the next day feeling vaguely hung over and glanced at my to-do list. Get a job. Now this was getting urgent. With just 4000 pesos in the bank – that was about A$400 – I estimated I could survive for about ten more days.

         
 

         I bought the morning paper and went through the job section. I went to a nearby internet café and searched the web. From there I sent out dozens of copies of a heavily exaggerated CV. On returning to the café that night, I found I had received a response from a school called Fifth Avenue.
 

         The next day I attended an interview. My clothes had been squashed into my bag for the last three months and were beginning to take on a mouldy smell. I didn’t have an iron. Neither did Buck. My naturally light-brown hair had been dyed black, but was starting to go pinky orange, topped off with light-coloured roots, which looked grey by contrast. I wouldn’t hire myself.
 

         But the interview was less stressful than I had anticipated. ‘I’m from Australia,’ I said.

         
 

         ‘Ah, jou spik English there?’
 

         ‘Yes.’
 

         ‘Dat’s good, because we only hire de native speakers. Now let me tell jou about our company.’
 

         Did this mean that he had given me the job? Apparently so. I would start attending training sessions next week and start work a few weeks later. Another one down. Now I turned my attention to finding somewhere to live.

         
 

         I bought a map of the city. Sixteen delegaciones, each containing hundreds of colonias or neighbourhoods. Panchito had already offered me a room in his family home, sharing with his aunt and her three children. ‘I told them about you. Only 35 pesos a week. My grandmother has never seen a foreigner.’ But I declined after learning that his colonia, Ciudad Neza, wasn’t even on the map, in fact it was actually in a different state.

         
 

         ‘How long does it take to get there from here?’ I asked.
 

         ‘About two hours.’
 

         ‘Thanks, Panchito, but I would prefer to live closer to my job,’ I explained.
 

         Polanco was the suburb I would be working in. But Buck informed me that this was an elite area of the city, and like most elite areas, it was boring, sterile and expensive.
 

         I searched in the ‘To Rent’ section of the paper – Ixtapalapa, Xochimilco, Milpalta, Chapultepec – really the Centro was the only safe bet. One ad caught my eye. ‘To Rent, Centro Histórico, Calle República de Bolivia, 500 pesos per month’. That was only fifty bucks. As I made my way north, past the cathedral, the buildings began slowly falling into themselves. Stray animals emerged from piles of rubbish; graffiti covered the dilapidated stone walls. Eventually, I came across a small plaza where a group of teenagers appeared to be sniffing intoxicants. This must be Plaza Santo Domingo. The room for rent was here – ‘Rentar depa’. I banged on the door, nervously constructing sentences in my head as I waited. A hunchedover elderly woman opened the door.

         
 

         ‘¿Disculpe, está rentando un departamento?’

         
 

         But she looked shocked. ‘You’re not from here?’ she asked.
 

         ‘No.’
 

         She led me through a moss-covered courtyard. A cat with kittens was asleep in the corner. The room she showed me was empty. High ceiling, a view looking over the plaza. But the windows had been smashed and shards of glass were scattered across the floor. Electrical cords sprouted down from the roof. No electricity and no water she explained. Although I was impressed by its post-apocalyptic poetics, it was lacking on the practical side.
 

         As I walked past the plaza on my way back, I noticed that the teenagers had formed a circle around an older man. They were holding something to his throat. What could I do? Nothing. Heart pounding, I hurried on my way and it started to pour with rain. Rubbish began flowing down the street, riding on sewage. A rat clung for its life onto a piece of debris. Back towards the cathedral, I tried to tell one of the light-blue policemen what I had seen. ‘Santo Domingo?’ he laughed. ‘That’s not my area.’
 

         My search would have to be extended to some other zones. And so my flat-hunting routine began. Every day I would buy the paper and circle all the options which fell under my wage, and then attempt to locate the suburb on the map. If I managed to do this, I would then call and arrange to see it. That was the terrifying part. Over the phone, communication depends on perfect pronunciation and correct grammatical structure. You cannot bluff with mime, or with smiles that say, ‘Isn’t it funny that I can’t talk properly’. And there are only so many times you can ask someone to repeat something.

         
 

         I spent hours constructing a flat-renting script only to hang up the phone in a panic when the other party didn’t stick to their designated part in our dialogue.
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         It was during this period that I got to know the underground. I was constantly fascinated by taking the metro. The passengers would stare at me and I would stare back at them. A different kind of people existed in these tunnels than above ground. The metro is cheap – 2 pesos (about 20 cents) for unlimited distance. It connects the outer marginalised circles of the city with the commercial centres.

         
 

         Traders heaved huge baskets of vegetables and bags of animal carcasses. The blind sold pirate music, promoting their wares with miniature speakers installed in their backpacks. Barefooted peasants from faraway villages begged for money. Buskers entertained in any way they could. Farmers played fiddles, street children sang songs. One man performed a magic trick by rolling around bare-chested on shards of glass, only to emerge unscathed. I was sometimes reminded of paintings by Goya. Fluorescent tubes lit up the dark faces, which were often deformed by deep scars and medieval teeth.

         
 

         After a few days of solid searching, I began to find some liveable options. But the next step – bonds and payment terms – was fraught with complex bureaucracy. Firstly, I would need a fiador – a person who owns real estate in Mexico City – to write me a letter verifying that I was responsible and to sign legal documents agreeing to pay the rent if I failed to. On top of this, I required several different forms of ID that are unobtainable by foreigners.

         
 

         It was now becoming clear why Buck was still living in a hotel after seven years. I continued my search, hoping that if I smiled enough, someone would just decide to trust me and rent me their flat without all the paperwork. But after two weeks of searching, about 47 encounters concluded in a repeatedly disheartening fashion, the only option was to find somebody who had already gone through this process, and go and live with them. I immersed myself in cyberspace once again, and attempted to navigate the Mexican flatmate-finding websites. Most of the ads seemed to be posted by foreigners, and that was one thing I definitely wanted to avoid, living with expats. But I did find one ad that appeared to be put up by a Mexican. It read: ‘Art deco style, opposite Mezcalaria, all races, all religions welcome, Colonia Roma’. It was written in four different languages: Spanish, English, French and Portuguese. I sent an email and left my mobile number. The next day I received a call. 

         
 

         ‘Buenas tardes, Lucy? Yes … I’m Octavio, I posted the ad about the flat in La Roma.’

         
 

         ‘Ah, hola … ah …’ He picked up my phone anxiety and asked where I was from, and then he began speaking to me in fluent English. He gave me the address. I asked him for the nearest metro station.

         
 

         ‘Metro? Ah, sorry, I’m not so familiar with the subway stations of this city – perhaps I could pick you up?’
 

         ‘No, no. It’s okay, I’ll get there.’
 

         ‘Do you have a Lonely Planet?’

         
 

         ‘Yes,’ I admitted.
 

         ‘… Well it’s just a few doors down from the house in which William Burroughs was living when he shot his wife.’
 

         With this information, I located it exactly. As the Lonely Planet recounts, the beatnik writer who had been living in Mexico to escape the law had accidently shot his wife dead when aiming for the martini glass on her head during a drinking game.

         
 

         Emerging at metro station Insurgentes, I found myself in the middle of a circular plaza with several different exits, none of them with visible road names. After walking down about four of them, I found it – Calle Orizaba. It was wide and quiet and lined with ash trees. Plants crept down from small Juliet balconies with arched windows. It was almost Italy; the difference was that many of the buildings were violently crooked, some with parts missing and huge cracks in the stone. 

         
 

         I crossed a little park which contained a replica of Michelangelo’s statue of David. I gazed up at his enlarged thigh muscles. On every corner was some sort of art gallery. There were also art gallery cafés and an abundance of second-hand bookshop cafés.
 

         I located the number of the building. It was painted bright yellow, and the large iron door had been left open. I was beginning to get curious – who was this Mexican who reads Lonely Planet, speaks four languages and doesn’t know where the metro station is? As I climbed the stairs, it suddenly occurred to me that I wasn’t wearing deodorant – it had run out a few days ago. I had been walking in the sun for at least an hour. I got to the fifth floor and banged on the door. And then the door opened and I saw Octavio for the first time. He was tall and gangly, with long dark curly hair and had the kind of handsomeness – almost perfection – that you might find in a Calvin Klein ad, if it wasn’t for the nose, which was grand and full of character. Without that nose he would have been just another good-looking guy, and I would have assumed that he was arrogant and uninteresting.

         
 

         ‘Hi. Come in. Can I get you a drink: coffee, tequila? Please make yourself at home.’
 

         I stared dumbfounded around the room. The beauty of both the flat and my companion was a stark contrast to the dusty difficulties of the previous weeks. White walls, high ceilings, parquet flooring. The flat was almost empty. He began to show me around: ‘This is the kitchen – just a fridge and a sink at this stage. My room …’ Various guitar-like instruments were leaning against the walls. ‘… the bathroom. And this would be your room …’ Empty, but full of light. Spacious and clean. ‘Of course I can help you get any furniture you may need.’

         
 

         We walked back to the living room. On the wall was a map of Mexico dating from before the 1846 Mexican–American War, when Texas, New Mexico and California were still part of Mexican territory.
 

         It was dusk. Beams of orange light were shining through the window and illuminating the giant maguey cactus that stood in the corner. It was the only item in the room, other than a high-tech stereo and a bookshelf. I gave the bookshelf a furtive once-over, to try to get more of an idea of whom I was dealing with. An antique collection of Encyclopaedia Britannica printed in French, Hegel’s Philosophy of History, Heidegger’s Being and Time, Rousseau’s Du Contrat Social (in French), a guide to ancient instruments, and Lonely Planet guides in various languages covering Mongolia, Ukraine and Bhutan.

         
 

         ‘I hope you don’t mind sitting on the floor.’
 

         We sat down face to face, his long gangly legs stretching halfway across the living room floor. He was wearing a t-shirt featuring the image of Picasso’s Guernica. Although he was thin he had quite a broad chest. We learnt each other’s stories.

         
 

         Being the son of a diplomat, Octavio had grown up in Argentina, Brazil, Switzerland and Canada. After having studied for a degree in international relations in Paris he had returned to Mexico in order to follow his father’s, and grandfather’s, footsteps. But after putting one foot inside the door of Mexican politics, he had become demoralised and decided instead to devote himself to what he was really passionate about – music. Against the wishes of his father, he had gone to live in Montreal and studied music. It was only recently that he had returned to Mexico and had found a job teaching music at a private university. Now he was in the process of putting together a band. He spoke to me about his life with a sort of eloquence mixed with a superficial modesty.

         
 

         I asked him what he thought of Obrador, the candidate of the PRD, Partido de la Revolución Democrática (Democratic Revolution Party). Hordes of his disciples had been marching past my hotel room every day, screaming ‘Obrador, the leader of the poor’. With the election coming up, I was wondering whether he signalled a radical change in Mexican politics.

         
 

         Not according to Octavio. ‘Obrador is simply a demagogue,’ he informed me, ‘who has a knack for blurting out tedious and outdated Marxist rhetoric at the right moments. What’s more, he is uneducated and lacks the tools to come up with a vision sufficient to govern the various interests within the system.’ He told me with so much assurance that I almost believed him. If only I had the tools to come up with a clever response to his critique. 

         
 

         ‘And what about Calderón?’ I referred to the right-wing candidate. ‘Surely he’s just a puppet of the US government?’
 

         ‘Well, he’s certainly aligned with Bush, but that’s the least of our worries. All that will happen is that he will de-nationalise petroleum. My deepest concern about the Nationalist Action Party now that they’ve got power, is the increasing prominence of the Yunque in its ranks,’ he sighed, as he brushed his hair back with his long musician’s fingers.
 

         ‘Yunque?’
 

         ‘Yes, a secret ultra-right Franco-esque Catholic organisation.’

         
 

         ‘So, who will you vote for?’
 

         ‘Vote? How absurdly futile that would be.’
 

         I changed the subject. ‘Hey, this area is really beautiful.’
 

         ‘Yes, it was constructed in the era of Porfirio Díaz, the president who was overthrown during the revolution. He wanted to make Mexico like Europe. I’ve always wanted to live in this area and then, when I found this flat … Well, you can imagine. It was all meant to be.’
 

         ‘Yes, it’s beautiful.’
 

         ‘And it has great feng shui. Have you noticed? It’s full of direct natural light, and we’re not in the way of any negative energy paths.’
 

         ‘Well, that’s good.’
 

         ‘So, tell me, what type of furniture do you imagine for this room?’
 

         After talking furniture for a while, and both of us agreeing that as little as possible should be introduced into the space, I decided it was time to go. Just as I was walking out the door, he looked at me. ‘I am left with no doubt that we could live together amicably. The decision is in your hands – I imagine you need some time to reflect.’

         
 

         He was right. I knew that I wanted to see him again … But I didn’t know whether I wanted to live with him. How could I concentrate on my Spanish when his curious and inviting presence was already so destabilising? 
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